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THE NIBRELUNGENLIED AND SAGE IN
MODERN POETRY.

In aun article, entitled Nibelungensage und Nibelungendich-
tungen, which appeared in the Preussische Jahrbiicher a little
over a year ago (October, 1894), Dr. A, Schmidt, after a
summary of the entire Nibelungensage and a comparison of
this Sage with the form it assumes in the Nibdungenlied,
makes the following statement : * Though it would be mad-
nesa after Homer to reconstruet anew the Tlad and Odyssey in
poetic form, after the medisval author it is really a religicus
duty of German poets who have the interests of their nation
at heart to recast into higher forme the imperfeotly coined
Nibelungen treasure,” In these words the essayiat expreases
not merely a personal opinion, but echoes the sentiments of
many other German erities,' and above all of over forty anthors
who, with over fifty different productione in drama and epic
poetry, have tried to recast into ¢ higher forms’ the Nibelungen-
sage a3 & whole or in part. This large number of attempts
ineludes three or four dramatic sketches, but does not include
the ‘lower forma’ of lyric and ballad poetry, or of prose narra-
tive. After the clear and thorough discussion of Nibelungen
dramas by Professor Carl Weithrechi,” it might seem unneces-
sary to discuss this part of the general subject any further,
but there are certain aspects of this question which he has
not tonched upon which it iz the purpose of this paper to
consider; and, while there is complete agreement with the
views advanced by P'rof. Weitbrecht, yet the attempt will be
made to show that his conclusions do not warrant the same
approval,

' Weltbrecht, Ripe, Piper and others; of, Piper: Dic Nibelungen, 1. Theil
(Eiirschner's Deutsche Nattonollitleraivr,  Bd. 6, Abth,, 11, p. 184).
! Die Nibelungen im Modernen Drome.  Eine Antrittsvorlesung (gehalten
den & Nov,, 1502, sm Eidgen. Polytechnoikum in Zfirich). Eirich, 1802,
1



2 BUSTAV @RUENER.

The guestion as to whether the treasure of the Nibelungen-
sage has been, or can be, ‘reecast into higher forms,’ either of
drama or of epie poetry, is an eminently practical one, aesthetic
or dramaturgic theorizings can prove or establish nothing.
The poetic value of the existing Nibelongen dramas cannot
be determined in long philosophieal discussions as to the pro-
priety of using myths as & source of dramatical subjects, of
the pature of ‘dramatic guilt’ (Aristotle’s duaprid), of the
theoretical differences between the drama and the epic, but in
the case of each drama before us for eriticism, we must simply
a8k, Has the poet in his play really mastered the difficulties
inherent in the subject matter ; has he created a living tragedy,
one which, by its poetic beauty and dramatic power, carries
away reader and spectator alike, and exacts the tribute of
admiration from even those eritica who, in their studies; would
messure the beauties of living poetry by the cancns of dead
philosophical speculation? And we have a right to demand,
more; for, if we are to call any modern dramatic reproduction,
a ‘higher form’ than the Nibelungenlied, it must rank as high
at least in the domain of tragedy as the medisval German
poem does amongst the epics of the world's literatare. 'Where
the modern poet would rival the old epic in its own fleld and
try to re-create the Sage or the Nibelungendied in epie form, he
himself challenges ¢ odious comparison,” and hae no reason to
complain, hecanse he cannot pass off debased metal stamped
with the stamp of the gennine gold, or beguile vs into believ-
ing that he i no longer a wren, because, forsooth, he has
flnttered a little higher than the eagle, upon whose back he
has been carried into the high heavens.

These practical criteria simplify immensely the task before
us. It seems an appalling labor to try to determine which of
the forty poets has performed most suceessfully  his religious
duty to the German nation,’ and which drama or epic of the
fifty bodiea forth the * higher form* of the Nibelunpen treasure.
But even German theorists have been able to agree upon the
elimination of most of the forty authors and the most enthu-
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siastic of German critics, with all their exaggerated pride in
their pational literature and their aesthetic magnifying-glasses,
can find only four poets worthy of serions consideration'—
Geibel,® Hebbel* and Richard Wagner* amongst the drama-
tists ; and Willlam Jordan® who essayed the Nibelunge in two
long epios. Nowhere does there appear even a reference to
William Morrig’ Sigurd {he Volsung® in the essays of German
writers, but why they shonld utterly ignore so important a
production is not easy to understand, For, in poetic power
and beauty, hoth of coneeption and execution, it ranks at least
as high as any of the productions of the above named suthors,
Some of the ‘ moderns’ would inelude also amongst the more
important works based upon the Nibelungensage Theen's Chief-
taing of Helgeland,” which reveals a great deal of dramatic
force and presents a thoroughly Interesting modern realistio
conception of the old hero-myth. Yet, since it lacks poetie
form and dietion, and Jmakes no pretense to ¢ higher form," it
can hardly be ranked as a poetical production in a strict sense,

Passing over for the present the epics of Jordan and Morria
to apply the practical testa to the dramas of Geibel, Hebbel
and Wagner, we ptill find that no very perplexing problems
of eritical acumen or literary discrimination present themselves
to the impartial judge who possesses only a moderate amount
of critical literary taste. The dramas of Geibel and Hebbel

! Ripe, v. Muth, Bulthaupt, Weitbrecht.

*Emanuel (Geibel, Brunkilde: Fine Trogidie one de Nibelungen Sage,
Stutigart, 1867,

iR, H&hhel, e Nl'bd'ungm\ Traverapiel. 8 Taile: 1. Der g.a.ﬁﬁrdu &g\-
Sfried; 2 Slegfrieds Tod; 8. Kriembilds Bocke. Hamburg, 1862

4 R. Wagner, Der Ring der Nibiungen: 1. Dos Rietngold ; 2 Die Walkiire;
B, Segfried ; 4 Dis Finerdimmerung, Presented as o whole at Bayreath,
1874,

5Wilhelm Jordan, Die Nidalunge, 2 Theile: 1t= Lied, Sigfridmage.
Frankfurt, 1880; = Lied, Hildetrants Heimkehr, Frankfort, 1875,

"W, Morris, The Story of Sigued the Volrung and the Foll of the Nibungs,
London, 1878,

T Hearik Ibsen, Hirmindene pos\Helpedond. Christiania, 1368, German:
Dis Nordigzhe Herrfabrl. Reclam 2688,
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may be a prominent feature and take up much space in the his-
tories of German literature and in critical ¢ssays on the German
drama, but they constitute no important part of the repertoires
of the German stage and seem to occupy but a very small place
in the favor of the German theatre-going public.! These plays
are rarely presented, whilst the classic plays of Goethe, Schiller,
Lessing, Kleiat, yes even of Grillparzer and Ludwig, are being
played all the time and in every city of importance. This state
of affairs proves only one of two things. Either the Germaus
are, and will remain, hopelesaly unappreciative of the ‘higher’
form of the Lied as presented by these authors, or else (and
who ecould fail to recognize the fast ?) the poets have failed in
their attempts, As for the reading public the facts are still
more striking.? The Nibefungenfied, in the original and in a

11t was impossible for the writer to get npproximately accurate informa-
tiom of the repertoires of the theatres in Barlin and Munich, but in the two
years from 1887 to 1889, though following carefully the plays given in these
two eapitals, he conld find vo annooncement of the performance of either.
Hebtel's Nibelungen was restaged and presented last winter at Berlin, the
first time for eight yearn at least, and probably for & longer period. Dur-
ing the last eight years the writer has chanced open only one other notice
of the performance of these plays—Greibel's in New York, Hebbel's once
in Frankfurt, and once in Hannover. Undoubtedly they are presented
aftener, but, if very often, one would expect to see mora frequent notices of
their production. In Vienca, Hebbel's home during the last years of his
life, his trilogy is one of the stock plays of the Burmtheater ¢ in fact Priles,
ane of Hebbel's most epthuginstic sdmirers {in his Geehickie den Neueren
Draemaa, w1, 261), claima that this thestre is the only place where it can be
properly performed—a rather dobious compliment in view of the excellent
productions of the German classic dramas and Bhakespeare in the compara-
tivaly emall cities of Germany.

"Rimrock’s translation is one of some thirty German translations of the
Nibeungenlicd into modern German, It reached ite tenth edition in 1856,
Gedbel's Brunhild appearing in 1867 ; Simrock in 1280 was in ita forty-ninth
edition, Geibel in 1880 in its Gfth. Simeock's translation passed throogh
thirty-five editions while Hebbel's Nibefungen wan pamsing through three,
The large number of editionn of the orlginal text and the repeated reprinta
of these (& . Lachmann's has been reprinted eleven times, Farncke's slx)
prove still more the popolarity of the Nibelungenlied amongst the German
people. The Germans cannot, at any rate, be called indifferent to their
great poelic transures,
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large number of translations, has passed through, and is still
passing through edition after edition, while Geibel's Brunhild,
the earlier of the two dramas, is now only in its fifth, Hebbel’s
Nibelungen in its third editien. It is true, beyond all doubt,
that ‘in literature excellence cannot be sounted by the num-
bering of heads,’ yet when one considers the strong patriotie
enthusinsm of the Germane for their literature, their exagger-
ated admiration of their native poets, the constent interest kept
dlive by the varions literary cliquea and enls, such bare,
prosaio facts do mean something, and bhave decided weight in
estimating the literary and dramatie value of the dramas under
consideration.

The general attitode of German critics is decidedly in favor
of Hebbel’s Ntbefungen, as compared with the Brunhild of
Geibel, though they allow the greater poetic beauties of the
latter. But let any unbiased reader weigh the testimony of
Prislss,' Bulthanpt,! Gottschall,® or even of Hebbel himself in
his introduction to the play, and judge whether they establish
their claims and malke clear that even Hebbel has really cre-
ated & drama which will take a place and live on with the
greatest dramas of Glerman literature; whether his drama occn-
pies anywhere near the proud position which the Lied claima
for itself in the literary productions of Germany. Their con-
demnatory criticiem of such defects as eannct be defended,
their apology for the other weak points in the drama, the
excessive warmth and uanecessary enthusiasm in their praise
of its good features prove only too clearly how far below a
sucoessful and truly pgreat drama they feel it to be, Or
rather let the reader go to the plays themselves, read them
and re-read them, if necessary, and decide for himself whether
they approximate in the lest to the simple grandeur, the

! Robart Prilss, Gesshishte des Neneren Dramas, 1, 329, '
*Heinrich Bulthaupt, Dramaturgie der Sehauspisls, 3rd edition. 1891,
1, p. 169 1.
"B, v, Gottachall, Die Deutsshe Nutionallitferatur det 9% Jahrhunderts,
1891, m1x, 500,
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power and the rugged beauty of the Nibelungenfied, with all
its imperfections. He can reach only one decision ;' notwith-
standing the great ingenuity of dramatie structure, the occa-
gionally beautiful and powerful passages, both dramas fall far
below their source in poetic value and beauty. And as for
Wagner (whose trilopy, to receive any consideration in this
connection, must be judged as n drama pure and simple,
entirely apart from the music) Weithrecht's final verdict®
seams thoroughly sound and the only correct one: * Wagner
deserves great credit for his dramatic conception of the sub-
ject, but he was not enough of a poet not to fall short of his
conception in the actual poetical execution.” And with Weit-
brecht we must reach the final conclusion that the Nibelungen-
sage is still waiting for the coming of the poet who will give
it its definitive form® Répe* has called the Sage a Brunhild
waiting for a delivering Siegitid ; a beautiful metaphor and
truer than appears on the surface, for all the weakling wooers
in their attempis to subdue and win her met only with defeat
and disgrace.

—  Why have the German poets failed? It is not the main
purpase in this paper to discuss the peenliar inherent difficul-
ties in the Lied and Sage which offer such ohstacles to their
successful dramatization, but eimply to call attention to and
emphasize those already pointed out in former discussions of
thie peneral subject, and then to proceed to the treatment
of one aspect of this question whish has not been touched
apon before by any writer, and yet would seem to be of the
highest importance. Fr. Theodor Vischer, in & short essay,
Vorschlag zu einer Oper,® was the first to discern and state
clearly the first great practical difficulty in using the charae-
ters and motives of the Sage and Fied for a drama, :[_Egﬁ_ur
these men of iron, these Titan-wamen with the eloguence

1Cf, Weitbrecht,  *Weithrecht, p. 86, » Welthrecht, p. 57.
* Ripe, Ihe Modernen Nibefungendichiungen, Hamburg, 1869,

*Eritische Gdnge, 11, 369, Tiibingen, 1344, CF. also Froytag: Die Teehnik
der Drameas {seventh edition, 1804), pp. 40; 242 and 244.



