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When Wagner died he left behind an enormous mass of written materials.  Housed mostly in the Wagner National Archive in Bayreuth, this collection has become a veritable cache of source materials for biographers, researchers, academics, and others.  This collection contains a substantial number of the scores of Wagner’s operas as well as other compositions, libretti, theoretical writings, and his analyses of various events in his own life.  These source materials must be seen as an indivisible entity, one that the author coloured with his own special subjectivity. People engaged in interpreting Wagner’s life and work therefore would do well to treat all of these sources as autobiographical materials that are completely lacking in any trace of self-criticism.





Equally important for a critical approach to the case of Wagner are the overlapping chronological contexts of his life and his works.  Each work has it own biography and this is intimately connected to the events of the composer’s life, as autobiography.





Of no less importance is the chronology of Wagner’s statements about his work and about his life.  Neither can be said to demonstrate purely logical progressions. Rather they show odd contradictions that arise from Wagner’s unpredictable personality.  Comparison of Wagner’s own interpretations of his works and of his life in their various periods reveals not only changes of emphasis but also his practice of intentionally falsifying his autobiographical materials. This was something that has often proved a hindrance to independent writers doing research into Wagner’s  life and works.





It is therefore necessary to approach Wagner, as a political and cultural phenomenon, not only critically but also with great skepticism. Today, at any rate, we can very clearly see the utter failure of all attempts to bury away Wagner’s share of responsibility and guilt as foremost of the Nazi ideologists - and more. Even an exhibition such as that of 1984 in the Villa Wahnfried in Bayreuth - entitled “Wagner and the Jews” - fell utterly short of its goal of portraying Wagner as an artist pure and simple, and a victim. The present-day reader of Bayreuther Blätter [Bayreuth Pages], will recognize, not only that the propaganda publication created by Wagner had fatal consequences for society, but also that it completely corresponded to the will of the Bayreuth Master and his proclamation of the redemption of mankind by means of his works.





What does all this have to do with my production of Lohengrin in Dessau in 1995? This, the same Dessau that Cosima Wagner called the “Bayreuth of the North”?  Quite a lot: Wagner’s comments, particularly about this work, about its creation between 1845 and 1848, the later additions, “corrections”, changes, as well as the misleading description of the Act I Prelude of 1853 - all of these have long been a heavy burden to the critical reception of the work.





Any stage director can faithfully cook up a familiar old Christmas-glossy Lohengrin. The more creative director, one seeking to reach new shores, will abandon the “pure” patina of the Grail universe, avoid any supposed belief in the resplendent mission of Lohengrin the knight-in-shining-armour in Brabant, will omit the duty of the German King to raise the German sword against an apparent threat from the non-Christian enemies in the East and their ally, the “heathen miscreant” Ortrud. The stage director who wants to create something new begins by throwing light on and organizing the accretions which have built up on the work over the years. In doing this, the director attains a liberated approach to the work, one that allows him to avoid getting lost in a jungle of pseudo-intellectual discussions about Lohengrin as a romantic, Christian opera that is awash in magic and the supernatural, an opera that is a miracle of mythology, where the figure of Ortrud is the “quintessence of evil”. The creative director does not get lost in the ideological relativities lived and thought by Wagner before and during the time he wrote Lohengrin. Concentration on these ideological details by the director might well satisfy an impulse to revel in academic knowledge; but it would not serve a re-telling of the work on the stage.





One of the decisions fundamental to my production was to recognize a consciousness of the many levels of meaning in the work by pursuing neglected and disavowed paths taken by Wagner before and during the years that he was creating Loehngrin; from 1830 to 1848. Little-known works such as Das Liebesmahl der Apostel (1843) are of central importance for Lohengrin. Around 500 of Wagner’s letters from the decade of Lohengrin are instructive with regard to his character and important for arriving at the truth behind autobiographical comments made by him later. Regrettably, the edition in which 492 of these letters appear, published by the former VEB Deutsche Verlag für Musik (East German) in 1967 and 1970, is tendentious.  The editors’ notes and remarks are classic examples of how ideology caused both of the East and West German States of the time to make use of Wagner to deny their Nazi pasts.





Also of great importance were the 24 essays written by Wagner between 1834 and 1848.  They are quoted in the accompanying programme because they demonstrate biographical and creative developments that were decisive and clearly related to his works of the time. I refer, for example, to Wagner’s Autobiographical Sketch of 1843 which already shows Wagner’s dark disharmony with reference to Mendelssohn Bartholdy, Meyerbeer und Heine, and anticipate his later essay, Jewry in Music of 1850. In his allusions to his financial indebtedness, in which he liked to portray himself as a victim, he shows a wide-ranging impulse to exaggerate and to feel limitlessly sorry for himself - both of which were not justified by the reality of his situation.





In this autobiographical sketch, which corresponds most closely to the period of the composition of Lohengrin, he is already his own, self-promoting, unscrupulous PR manager. In Paris he had brought about his own bankruptcy.  After failing at playing the role of the cosmopolitan, he switched to preparing for that of a purely national socialist.  In this way, he left posterity with a clear slate for speculation about the real nature of his philosophy of life (Weltanschauung). As artist, Wagner demanded that double morality in both public and private spheres be done away with. Nothing could stand in greater contradiction of this position than the biography of Wagner in his capacity as opportunistic bourgeois. This contradiction undermined the credibility of Wagner’s claim, current at the time he was creating Lohengrin, that he was a Redeemer, whose Art would bring redemption.  





Reading the autobiographical novella, An End in Paris and the essay, Halevy and the French Oper in the chronological context of the Autobiographical Sketch” offers substantial insights into Wagner’s ideas not only about Art but also about his traits of character: his simple-minded pretensions about German identity, his addiction to exclusion and conformism in the sense of redemption as his own artistic ideology. His particular artistic credo began to develop into an illusion of a work of ideal art, a total work of art, exclusively beatific because of its foundation in the disqualification of other extant artistic tendencies and their representatives. Among others, Wagner ostracizes such musical luminaries as Berlioz, Halevy, Auber and Rossini! A dissonance, tentatively reaching toward Judaism in Music, sounds through Wagner’s remarks about the “return [of the Jew] to eternal salvation.” 





Of great significance for understanding the development of Wagner and his music dramas, including Lohengrin, is the essay, Concerning the Overture. Here he sees the “most lofty mission of the overture”, as a fundamental part of the musical drama, in reproducing “the characteristic idea of the drama by using the means specific to music as an independent medium. The overture is to be brought to a conclusion that corresponds “prophetically to the resolution of the purpose of the drama and its scenic progression.” This is a remark that entails consequences in translating the drama into scenery.








Redemption from false Prophets – Conceptualizing Lohengrin, Dessau 1995





Closely connected to the development of thoughts about producing Lohengrin for the stage was the psychological approach to the characters who appear in this opera. Especially, the way Lohengrin and Ortrud relate to each other, their rigid positions about preserving or winning back their mutually incompatible systems of power-politics make clear that the actual conflict does not revolve around the redemption of Gottfried. Rather, the liberation of Gottfried becomes the dramatic pretext for allowing the power blocks to collide without “happy endings” for the destinies of the individuals involved. Elsa is the real victim of the ideological folly of the relentlessly warring parties. In its narcissistic but disinfected beauty of its Monsalvat atmosphere, the idealized world of the Lohengrin Prelude to Act I has nothing in common with the ugly power struggles of the earthbound vale of tears called Brabant.





The celebration of the Grail Mass at the beginning of the opera is interrupted, at the latest, in Act II, by the hysterical, open scream for power by the “evil” Ortrud. However, latently at least, the conflict has obviously always been present. Otherwise, the knight without faults would hardly have come down to earth in order to carry out his various acts of redemption: for Elsa, for Gottfried and the whole of the Christian West, which once again lives under the threat of the enemy miscreants from the East. 





The Redeemer from the most holy shrine of the Grail stipulates conditions which are not so “heavenly”.  In return for his acts of redemption he demands that no one ask him about his lineage or his name and that everyone follow him with blind obedience. This prohibition of questions is apparently the weakest point in the strategy which the Order of the Grail and its devotees follow in order to preserve the order that has been created on earth by the deity.





Ortrud, at one and the same time the opposition and the feminine counterpart to the male thrust for power (in which she, herself, excels) analyzes the situation correctly and perceives a major opportunity to win back power. In the battlefield of Brabant, both missionary power blocks are doomed to failure because of their inability to give up the rigidity of their power-hungry positions.





The opera Lohengrin ends with the personal chaos of Elsa and with the blood-drenched vision of a nationalistic, German war of expansion with Gottfried as warlord. The way that the Lohengrin story and that of its protagonists is retold mirrors this. The musical and dramatic trimmings anticipate traces of the Ring and Parsifal and the pseudo-heathen, Nordic world mixed up with a wild brew of confused references to ancient Greek and other mythologies.





Wagner’s own, dubious pretensions push their way to the surface as well; for example, his claim to attain redemption for future generations through his own Art, something that represented a real danger for German politics and art, as we know all too well. The thought process of “big solutions” was too evident, in Lohengrin as in the hate pamphlets, Judaism in Music (1850) and Know Thyself (1881) which led to the real catastrophe of  our century.





In my opinion, fifty years after the liberation of Auschwitz, it is impossible to produce Lohengrin as a naïve opera for children. With this in mind, I use texts from the Jewish Bible (Moses Mendelssohn) and from the New Testament to show how much the Jewish/Christian theory of redemption rises above the falsity of the Grail theories.  They speak against Wagner, the false prophet, who already in Lohengrin had begun his fatal walk along the crest above the abyss. It seems to me that if we still want to make Wagner and his totalitarian tendencies tolerable for an audience, one way is to demonstrate the “consequences of the way rigidified systems treat power”. Inevitably they end in chaos. This is what Richard Wagner proves in his opera; it is what Lohengrin proves so impressively.


 





Summary of Lohengrin - for the Dessau Production 


When men turned themselves into gods.


(Pre-History of Lohengrin by Richard Wagner)





A long time ago mankind lived in the Garden of Eden and believed in a God. Because they wanted to be like the one God, they lost Belief. The one God punished them and expelled them from the Garden of Eden.


During never-ending wanderings, they met prophets who gave them laws to help them find their way back to the Garden of Eden.


They had such great hope that a Messiah would come and show them the way back to the Garden of Eden. One day a few people began to see the Messiah in Jesus, whose ancestors believed in the one God.


He bid his apostles to spread his message of love - of God and of other people -  throughout the world so that mankind could return to paradise. To do this, they founded the Order of the Knights of the Grail and they built the Fortress of the Grail upon Mount Monsalvat.


But the Knights of the Grail lost their belief in Jesus and God. Instead of following Jesus’ instructions, they turned themselves into gods and strove for power without end. In all the lands of the earth, they founded Orders of the Knights of the White Swan in order to subjugate, in the name of God and Jesus, the peoples who had many gods and to whom neither God nor Jesus had ever appeared.


In revenge for the sacrilege committed against their gods, the defeated peoples founded the Order of the Knights of the Black Swan and swore to win back the lost power of the gods who were their own.


They planned to put down the Knights of the White Swan in order to serve their gods. They swore that, after their victory, they would rebuild the destroyed places of worship to the eternal renown of their gods.





Lohengrin


Planning the Abduction of Gottfried


The Story before the Prelude to Act I





Long ago, Gottfried, the future Duke of Brabant and his sister Elsa had lost their father, who had been a knight of the Order of the Knights of the White Swan. At the time of his father’s death Gottfried was still a minor. Telramund, a relative of the Count of Brabant, was named in the father’s testament as guardian of the children and Regent of the Duchy of Brabant. Desirous of making himself Duke of Brabant, he adopted a plan to murder Gottfried a year before his majority and then to marry Elsa. After both of these plans failed, he sought nonetheless to become Duke of Brabant by marrying Ortrud.  She was the princess of the Frisians, who had once been a heathen people.  Her family had ruled Brabant before the Order of the Knights of the White Swan had conquered Brabant. But Ortrud had only married Telramund as a way to recover the lost power of her family. With Telramund’s co-operation, she founded the secret Order of the Knights of the Black Swan in oder to prevent Gottfried’s succession and to destroy the Order of the Knights of the White Swan and to re-establish under her leadership, together with other heathens from the East, the old order of the gods. 


[ foto 1-11]


Plot in the Prelude 





The Bishop celebrates a mass in which he prepares the military for a holy war against the enemy hordes in the East. Telramund takes part in the mass along with Gottfried. Ortrud secretly enters the church with the truest of her Knights of the Order of the Black Swan and has them abduct Gottfried. Ortrud takes him as hostage and holds him until such time as she carries out her planned coup d’état. After the successful abduction, Ortrud, Telramund and her minions mix among the other believers.  At the end of the mass, they want to wait for Henry, the King of the German Empire, so that they can have Elsa found guilty by a court for the murder of her brother and so that Telramund can finally be named the new Duke of Brabant by the King. King Henry comes to Brabant to win the people of the land for his holy war against the heathens of the East. Informed by the Herald about the ostensible murder of Gottfried by Elsa, Henry now wants to see the case closed after standing in judgement of her. 





Lohengrin


The Plot of Act I, Scene 1 





King Henry demands of the military of Brabant that they profer fighting units to the German Empire for the holy war against the enemy threatening from the East. From the German Empire military formations enthusiastically swear allegiance to the King. The King asks Telramund for a report on Elsa and the missing Gottfried.





In order to usurp control of the Duchy of Brabant, Telramund claims that Elsa murdered her brotherin the woods in order to make herself and her lover the Duchess and Duke of Brabant. As the next of kin to the dead Duke, Telramund demands Elsa be found guilty and that Ortrud and he be made rulers of Brabant. Because the King and his men doubt Telramund’s charges against Elsa, the King decides to convene a court to consider and rule on the charges against her.





Act I, scene 2 





Elsa appears with her court ladies before the King. Instead of defending herself against Telramund’s charge, she tells of her dream vision, of a “Knight of pure virtue” who will defend her. Telramund sees himself confirmed in his charge against Elsa and her ostensible lover and threatens to fight a duel with anyone who questions his statement. Everyone demands a trial by ordeal as the highest, knightly instance. The King asks Telramund and Elsa if they are willing to stand in divine battle before the divine court. Since both agree to do so, the King asks Elsa for the name of her knight. In the name of the King and on behalf of Elsa, the Herald calls twice for her knight, both times in without response.





Scene 3 





After the second call, Gottfried appears but remains unrecognized in the swan helmet of the Grail. Having been liberated by Lohengrin and his brother Knights of the Grail, Gottfried swore to accompany them in silence until his acceptance into the Order of the Knights of the Grail. Gottfried welcomes Lohengrin, who appears with the miraculous sword of the Grail.The Knights of the Grail accompany Gottfried to Monsalvat to subject him to the tests preceding acceptance into the Order of the Holy Grail.  Although Ortrud, Telramund and their minions recognize Gottfried because of the golden necklace he wears, they remain silent so that their abduction of Gottfried does not come before the court. 


Lohengrin speaks for Elsa, thereby absolving her of Telramund’s charge and demands of her, in reuturn for his divine battle on her behalf, her unconditional obedience, including her avoidance of any question about his name or origins. Elsa swears to the unknown Redeemer that she will respect his great secret and obey his stricture. Lohengrin uses his sword of the Grail to gain victory in holy battle against Telramund but he grants him his life. Everyone praises Lohengrin, who ejects Telramund, Ortrud and their followers from the church. Elsa has a presentiment of the plot sworn by Ortrud against Lohengrin.





[Foto 12-15] 


Lohengrin


The Plot - Act II, Scene 1 





Telramund wants to commit suicide because of his loss of honour and the Empire’s proscription against him.  Ortrud hinders Telramund’s suicide because she still needs him in order to win back her power.


Telramund blames Ortrud for the loss of his honour. Ortrud despises Telramund because of his belief in the weak Christian God. She suggests to him that she can find out Lohengrin’s great secret with the help of her strong gods and her book of black magic.  This way she will be able to eliminate Lohengrin and join with Telramund in taking over the Duchy of Brabant. Ortrud advises Telramund to denounce Lohengrin in court for sorcery. By slicing off one of Lohengrin’s fingers, she says, Telramund will be able to rob him of his powers and make him impure. Afraid, Telramund follows Ortrud’s advice. Ortrud, Telramund, and their minions swear to murder Lohengrin and Elsa and then to carry out a coup d’état.





Scene 2 





Elsa dreams again about the wonder of Lohengrin’s coming. Ortrud awakens Elsa from the dream with the intention  of attaining a successful coup d’état through her. To arouse Elsa’s compassion, she pretends that, because of Telramund’s perjury, there is nothing left to her except to simply wait for death. Elsa decides to meet with Ortrud so that she can offer her consolation. Ortrud now sees her grab for power as within her reach. Aiming for a reconciliation with Ortrud, Elsa invites her to her wedding. Ortrud persuades Elsa that Lohengrin will soon leave her because of his wondrous origins. To prevent this, Ortrud intends to seek advice in her book of black magic. In her unconditional love of Lohengrin, Elsa rejects Ortrud’s request but takes her into her company. Ortrud surmises that she will soon bring Elsa to the point of asking Lohengrin the forbidden question.





Scene 3 





In the interest of security at the state wedding, the Herald the Bishop and a few underlings patrol the wedding’s venue and chase away members of the Order of the Knights of the Black Swan.  Together with the Bishop, the Herald inspects the army and informs them that Telramund must leave the German Empire.  In addition, after he weds Elsa, Lohengrin, as Protector of Brabant, will go off on a holy war against the enemies in the East. The Herald has the army swear an oarth of allegiance on the Bible, on the insignia of the Knights of the White Swan, and on Lohengrin’s miraculous sword. Four nobles who have doubts about the holy war of the Knights of the White Swan go over to Telramund and to the Order of the Knights of the Black Swan.





Scene 4 





Elsa welcomes her wedding guests and receives her bridal vestments. Ortrud and her followers disturb the celebration and demand to hear from Elsa her groom’s name and lineage. Otherwise she would have to have great doubts about Lohengrin’s purity and about whether the victory over Telramund was honourable.











Scene 5  





Lohengrin and King Henry rush to help Elsa against Ortrud.  They want to have Ortrud jailed. Telramund and his nobles rush into the church, accuse Lohengrin of deceit and demand the revelation of his name and origins. Lohengrin ejects Ortrud, Telramund, and the Order of the Black Swan from the church and asks Elsa if she still is willing to hold to his stricture agains asking the question. Elsa answers yes. But on the way to the  marriage-altar, doubts overcome her. Ortrud and Telramund take note of Elsa’s doubts and hope for a quick coup d’état.





[foto 16-22] 


Lohengrin


The Plot of the Prelude, Act III





The Bishop, King and Herald have the military swear a blood oath of loyalty on Lohengrin’s miraculous sword for the coming holy war against the enemies in the East. The women prepare the bridal chamber of Elsa and Lohengrin.








Plot of Act III





Scene 1





The Bishop brings Elsa into the bridal chamber, the King brings Lohengrin. The Bishop has a wedding song sung for the newlyweds. The women prepare the couple. The King sees after security because he expects an attempt by the Knights of the Black Swan on Lohengrin’s life.





Scene 2





Despite the passion of her yearning for Lohengrin that consumes Elsa, she nonetheless has doubts that Lohengrin trusts her. As a sign of love and trust, Elsa asks Lohengrin to entrust to her the great secret of his origins; she will never reveal them. Since Lohengrin puts more faith in his trust of the Holy Grail and his mission in Brabant than in Elsa’s loyalty and love, he reveals of his origin only to the extent of being sent by God but without any further details.  Because of this origin as sent from God with neither name nor lineage, Elsa is befallen by an anxiety that she might lose him one day. She is reminded of the mysterious arrival of Lohengrin’s gentle knight of the swan helmet who could take Lohengrin away from her one day. Elsa hears the knights of the Black Swan getting closer and demands his name, in a fearful panic, so that she can help him. Telramund and his followers crash in. In his attempt to murder Lohengrin, he is killed by the miraculous sword. Lohengrin obeys the laws of the Grail and prepares to make his return to Monsalvat after publicly revealing his name and lineage. 








Plot - Musical Interlude before Scene 3





Because of the attempt on Lohengrin’s life, the Order of the Knights of the White Swan goes up against the Order of the Knights of the Black Swan as a test of power preliminary to holy war in the East.








Scene 3





The military believe that in a holy war against the enemy in the East, German swords for German land will gain victory under the leadership of Lohengrin. Lohengrin declares his mission in Brabant at an end. He justifies having struck down Telramund because it was self-defence. He accuses Elsa of having defied the prohibition against questions and announces that his father, Parsifal, the King of the Holy Grail, had sent him forth on a mission to Brabant. Before his departure, he prophesies that King Henry will have a great and holy victory in the East. 


Gottfried, who has retained his anonymity because of the swan helmet, appears. Lohengrin leaves behind as souvenirs for Gottfried his ring, his horn and his sword. 


After Lohengrin’s failed mission, Ortrud believes that her coup d’état is swiftly approaching. She therefore confesses that she abducted Gottfried and reveals his concealed presence. After praying to Monsalvat, Lohengrin removes the swan helmet from Gottfried’s head, makes him the leader of Brabant and leaves for Monsalvat. With everyone’s approval Gottfried kills Ortrud and moves off to holy war as leader of the German Empire. Elsa takes her own life. The Bishop damns Elsa and demands obedience under the aegis of cross and sword.











Thoughts About Richard Wagner’s Lohengrin Figure





The crucial point of an interpretation of Lohengrin is his return to the Holy Grail after he accuses Elsa of “betrayal”; that is, the violation of the prohibition Lohengrin had laid down after his arrival:





"Nie sollst du mich befragen, noch Wissens Sorge tragen, woher ich kam der Fahr, noch wie mein Nam und Art."





“Never interrogate me, nor have a care for knowledge, where I came from and how, nor my name nor my background .”





As a chosen redeemer with a predestined, unchangeable destiny, Lohengrin follows the laws of his holy Order of the Grail and the highest shrine of Christian belief. In the Grail Narration, his words of farewell, he reveals his greatest secret to all:


 





He who is chosen to serve the Grail is bestowed with divine power. Every evil trick is lost against him.  When he perceives it, nocturnal death avoids him. Even he who is dispatched by him into distant lands, to fight for the right of virtue, will not lose his holy power if he remains there as an unknown knight. The blessing of the Grail is of such a magnificent nature that it must flee if it is revealed to the eye of the layman. Therefore, do not nurture doubt about the knight. If you recognize him, he will have to leave you. 


Now hear how I shall reward the forbidden question.  


I was sent to you by the Grail. My father, Parsifal wears its crown.  I am his knight, Lohengrin by name.





Evidently, Elsa’s behaviour to him as his loving wife was not included as a possibility in his mission to Brabant as it did not conform with the Grail’s commandments. Not even in the private intimacy of the bridal chamber does Lohengrin recognize that Elsa’s question about his name and origin might arise from the depths of her individual love. After his revelation that he comes “from radiance and joy” and the most elevated nobility, Elsa falls victim of a growing fear that she might lose Lohengrin forever. Even then, Lohengrin clings to his Grail ideology: whatever serves the Grail and Order of the Grail and the Order of the Knights of the White Swan is good, whatever harms the brothers in belief and their allies is evil. He does not soften even as Elsa’s fear of the threatened loss of her beloved husband grows into paranoia. Instead, he arranges the succession for Gottfried in the interest of the Order of the Grail. He leaves Elsa behind, punished and hopeless. Bearing the imprint of the unapproachable distance to mankind of the Order of the Grail, Lohengrin hardens into the dehumanized administrator of Redemption and of the Grail. He is incapable of recognizing the inhumanity of the Grail system and, therefore, of himself and to liberate himself of it through his love of Elsa. Lohengrin becomes guilty of Elsa’s suicide.








Thoughts about Richard Wagner’s Gottfried Figure





Without the abduction of Gottfried by Ortrud and her Order of the Knights of the Black Swan, there would not have been the great conflict between the Order of the Knights of the White Swan and its opposite, that of the Black Swan. With the abduction of the innocent, future Duke of Brabant, Wagner is able to have the principles of good and evil collide, not only in a religious, ideological, and political sense but also as actions that are effective on the musical/dramatic stage. 


During Lohengrin’s mission in Brabant, Gottfried passes the tests of silence and obedience and becomes a Knight of the White Swan. As such, and as the new Duke of Brabant, after Lohengrin’s return to Monslavat, Gottfried will become his successor and blindly obedient vassal of the Grail, one who has the job of killing the enemy, Ortrud.  He has to do this before he is sent off for service in the East, as leader of Brabant, with King Henry, in the holy war against the enemies of the German Empire.


Like Lohengrin, Gottfried is a chosen one, a person with a destiny that has been predetermined for him by the Order of the Grail. Because of this, he ends up being bounced back and forth by the hostile knights of the White and Black Swans as if he were a tennis ball. Gottfried is submitted to the tests of silence and submission as the tribute for his liberation and future acceptance into the Order of the Knights of the White Swan.








Thoughts about Richard Wagner’s Otrud Figure


 


The true antagonist of Lohengrin, and therefore also of the Orders of the Knights of the Grail and of the White Swan, is Otrud, together with her Knights of the Black Swan. At all costs and with every weapon at her disposal, she wants to win back for herself the lost power of her heathen ancestors. She is amazingly consistent in her dissimulation, her use of psychoterror and her ruthless realization of her goals against her enemy, Lohengrin, and his allies in the world of men. Whatever helps advance her political career is what she finds good; bad is whatever hinders her in this. She has a limitless will to power and her enemies are right to be afraid of this. But it is also her weak point and she therefore tries to keep it hidden from view. For her there is no such thing as a selfless relationship based on love. Sie despises Telramund as a weakling, a man whom she married as a poltical calculation and whom she is prepared to sacrifice whenever her interests demand it.





Owing especially to her wild unpredictability, Otrud is more than match for Elsa. Ortrud shows her true self only when she believes herself in complete security. This is the case, for instance, before her decisive and personally successful meeting with Elsa. Here Ortrud manages to whip up Elsa’s doubts about Lohengrin’s “purity” to such an extent that her manoeuvre ultimately results in the separation from and farewell to Lohengrin. Screaming hysterically, Ortrud portrays a pathological vision of the return of the gods.  What she really means is the winning back of her own lost power and the destruction of the contemporary world of Lohengrin, and of the Orders of the Knights of the Black and the White Swans:





Desecrated gods! Help me now in my revenge! Punish the shame that I have caused you here! Strengthen me in the service of your sacred cause! Destroy the insolent apostate insanity! Wodan! I call to thee, oh strong one!


Freia! Noble one, hear me! Bless me Dissimulation and Hypocrisy, so that my revenge shall be a happy one.





Obsessed, she never doubts that she will one day gain victory over her enemies - not even after her worst defeats: after Lohengrin frees Gottfried, after Telramund loses the trial by battle, after the failed revolt in the church before the marriage, and the failure of the attempt on Lohengrin’s life which leads to the death of her despised husband. She celebrates too early, after completely misjudging the facts of the political situation, especially at the end of the opera, where she not only admits having abducted Gottfried but also believes that the return of Lohengrin to the Order of the Grail means Gottfried’s demise and the victory of her gods over Christianity. In the end, she dies as the victim of her own hunger for power by means of the tool that she chose as best suited to realizing her goals, the miraculous sword of the Order of the Grail, the lethal weapon which Gottfried directs as her, his enemy, Orturd.








Thoughts about Richard Wagner’s Elsa Figure





The only real victim of the power games of the Knights of the White and Black Swans is Elsa. As a woman, she has only the rights allotted her by a power-obsessed world of men. She must correspond to their idea of the ideal Christain woman; that is, one who subordinates herselft to the point of self-renunciation. Since she not only sees through the rules of this world of men but also rejects them, she is rejected and isolated by her own society - the clergy, the military, and the women. After the trauma of an attempted rape by Telramund and her experience of being marginalized by society, she suffers depression and seeks refuge by day and night in the vision of a knight who will redeem her. Because she lives in a world of appearances, she does not comprehend the intrigues of Ortrud and Telramund, such as the abduction of her brother, Gottfried whom she loves just as unconditionally as she once loved her father. 


When Lohengrin actually arrives to redeem her from isolation and loss of her rights, her suffering seem at an end. Because Elsa wants to experience her dream as reality, she agrees to the ban on questions without being clear about the consequences. But dream and reality break apart. Her own doubts about Lohengrin’s Grail ideology are amplified by Ortrud and ultimately launched out of control. In the bridal chamber, she begins to comprehend the ramifications of the question-ban and must recognize that Lohengrin does not correspond to the idealized redeemer of her dreams, the being to whom her devoted love belongs. For her, only Lohengrin as man counts when she makes a desperate admission of her anxieties:





When you found me under grave accusation, oh, I knew you too were in distress! That I bravely carry a burden of care for the trouble that I knew was threatening you! - Was the secret of such a kind that you must keep it from the world? Perhaps evil would await you if the whole world knew it? If this were so and I had in my power to see, there is no threat that could tear it from me, I would gladly die for you. 





Since she does not experience loving understanding from Lohengrin, her blessed dream-vision of her Redeemer becomes a nightmare “of the impure, evil sorcerer,” who leaves her in the lurch. Guiltless and in a fury of fear, she is driven by him and by the enemies who actually break in, to ask the question about Lohengrin’s name and origin. 


After the immediate failure of her marriage, Elsa is unable to flee into her previous, blessed dream world of the benevolent redeemer. In Lohengrin’s unjustified and public denunciation of her for violating the question-ban, in his revelation of his great secret and in his abrupt farewell, Elsa recognizes only the ideological folly of the world of the Grail, the world which leads to war, to the destruction of her love for Lohengrin, and, ultimately, to her own suicide.








Thoughts about Richard Wagner’s Telramund Figure





Nothing of Telramund’s statements during his appearances is worthy of belief. He lies, he betrays, he intrigues, he goes whichever way the wind blows like the opportunist he is. Because, in the end, he is a pitiful coward, one who is obsessed with the folly of masculine honour, he is always dependent on the latest political trend of the day, as determined by his wife, whom he married as a matter of calculation. 


Knowledge of these character traits makes it possible to understand the antecedent story of his life. As a servile intriguer at court he put himself at the service of his uncle, the father of Elsa and Gottfried. His constant aim was eventually to become the successor to his uncle. It was said that he eliminated his uncle with poison in order to succeed him. It is also suggested that he tried to seduce Elsa when she was still a minor.  It was for this reason that she hated him and was absolute in rejecting him as a possible spouse. 


He married Ortrud who seemed to him the right match because of the family she came from, notable Frisian nobles who had been the mightiest heathen line before the general conversion to Christianity. He only came to comprehend Ortrud’s own plans and her thirst for power after they had married. They were united by ambition for power over the Duchy of Brabant and therefore also mastery over Elsa and Gottfried. 


Telramund followed Ortrud’s plan to kidnap Gottfried and, at the right moment, to use him as a hostage in a violent coup d’état and a takeover of leadership in Brabant. They even foresaw and planned ahead for the reaction of the Order of the Grail and the dispatching of an envoy of the Grail. 


Telramund would have been satisfied to become the Duke of Brabant. However, he is blackmailed by Ortrud into agreeing to the plan to kidnap Gottfried and also to the conspiracy against the Orders of the Knights of the Grail and of the White Swan and the Christian Occident. Telramund, who bears the stamp of Christian culture, is filled with a panic-stricken fear and a deep mistrust of Ortrud and her plan to destroy the Occident. He must follow her, however, because he is too deeply ensnared in his own intrigues, so much so that he attempts suicide. Like Ortrud, he becomes a victim of his hunger for power; like her he is killed by the miraculous sword of the Grail.








Thoughts about King Henry, the Bishop, the Herald, the Military and their Women





King Henry humbly follows the commandments of the Order of the Knights of the White Swan, to which he belongs. He receives his orders directly from the Order of the Knights of the Grail. He follows the instructions for the holy war against the threat posed by the enemy in the East.  He does this as a nationalistic German potentate, conscious of his own power and a passionate general in the field., but one who secretly follows his own interest. Upon arriving in Brabant he goes along with the “ordeal by battle” that was already ordered before. He views as foreordained Lohengrin’s victory, which is also the victory of the Order of the Knights of the White Swan. His preferential treatment of Lohengrin serves his own goals: the elimination of the “horrible hag” and opponent, Ortrud (who questions his god-given, sacred male order of the Grail and the Order of the Knights of the White Swan), the expansion of his German Empire, the strengthening of his national and international, political influence and the advancement of his career in the Order of the Knights of the White Swan. As a brother in the Order, he stands totally behind Lohengrin’s question-ban and is ultimately agrees that reasons of state as contained in the commandments of the Grail have a higher priority than private love. After the departure of Lohengrin, he subordinates himself to Gottfried, the leader in the holy war against the enemy in the east.





The Herald is the mouthpiece and the guarantor of his King’s interests as well as those of the military and of the clergy. As a member of the Order of the Knights of the White Swan, he is deadly earnest in formulating the Order’s fundamental rule: “Good is what is useful to us, bad is what harms us.” 





The Bishop and the Military unite in the interest of German Land and German Sword in the holy war against the enemy in the East. They follow to the death the orders of the Orders of the Knights of the Grail and of the White Swan.





The ladies in the train of the Military correspond fully to the sacred role allotted them, to serve and be totally humble to their heroes. They therefore have a special hatred of Ortrud and harbour secret doubts about Elsa, who surprises them by not complying with the serving role as they had expected. They therefore see her punishment as somehow divinely justified.





All pictures were taken by Tom Lipton
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