
RAVENS

                    Wotan sends his
 ravens off to get news about the world.   

At the end, they are dispatched by
     Brünnhilde to warn the gods of their

             impending end. (They do not sing)

    FROH             DONNER                   FREIA   

FIRST NORN
SECOND NORN
THIRD NORN

VALKYRIES

        GUNTHER    GUTRUNE

 MIME, ALBERICH 

    After Wotan’s favorite daughter Brünnhilde
    disobeys him by trying to protect Siegmund 
    in his upcoming battle with Hunding, he punishes 
    her by transforming her into a mortal. (Brünnhilde*)

(Brothers)

UNNAMED MORTAL WOMAN

RHINEMAIDENS WOGLINDE, WELLGUNDE, FLOSSHILDE

 Queen               KingThey tell of the destiny of
 the world, represented by
  the condition of the rope
     of wisdom they weave.

Primevally born. We do not
know their father’s identity

Wields the power in 
the Gibichung Court.

Alberich influences him.

W
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GRIMHILDE        GIBICH

HAGEN

CHIEF 
GOD 

must rule 
by law

loveless

      This mortal is the woman
Wotan has chosen to produce offspring who he hopes will 
be able to return the Ring to the  Rhine. The twins lose their 
mother and become separated when Hunding’s clansmen 
murder her.   (This mortal woman does not appear). 

VOLSUNG MOTHER

             This lawless group of ruffians are 
enemies of and dominant over the Volsungs. Sieglinde is 
kidnapped by them and later forced to marry Hunding.

NEIDING CLAN

                                 After Siegfried 
kills Fafner, he tastes his blood by chance and

thus is able to understand a forest bird
who tells him where the ring is, and
leads him to the woman he is to win.

GIBICHUNGS

becomes 
King

Brother, 
Sister

BRÜNNHILDE *

GERHILDE
ORTLINDE

WALTRAUTE
SCHWERTLEITE

HELMWIGE
SIEGRUNE

GRIMGERDE
ROSSWEISE

 BRÜNNHILDE

Volsung Twins

SIEGFRIED

Siegmund is called Wolf-cub 
(Wölfing) as a child. Later he is 
known as Woeful (Wehwalt).

She 
then 

names 
herself 

Sieglinde

    Siegfried uses his
       strength, tools 
        and the fire 
         to forge his
           sword

Parent
Foster

HUNDING            SIEGMUND            SIEGLINDE

Brother  and  Sister  Gods  of  Fricka Wife of Wotan,

He points the
way to the

Rainbow bridge
 to Valhalla

He swings
his hammer 
to bring in 

thunder clouds

Goddess of 
marriage
and of 
fidelity 

These Gods live in Battle hall (Valhalla), built for them by the Giants.

 Goddess of love and 
youth (also known as 
Holda).  Gods eat her 
apples to stay young 

A people living by 
the Rhine includes, 

a chorus of men and 
women. Also troops.

(Grimhilde and
Gibich do not appear) 

Her sisters may
have a different
  mother

GIANTS  FASOLT, FAFNER  They are brothers. The giants

              In The Valkyrie Act 1, Wotan is known as Wolf (Wolfe) and also
            Volsa (Wälse).  In Act 3, he is called War father or Battle father  
(Walvater, Heervater). In Siegfried, he is the The Traveller (Wanderer). 

        These sisters, freshwater nymphs, play among the rocks in the Rhine 
              River. They are most likely minor deities. These three are called 
               Rhine daughters (Rheintöchter) in the stage directions. Their father 
             (Der Vater) gave them the duty to guard the Rhine Gold. These flirtatious 
               maidens entice, then reject the ugly dwarf Alberich. He learns from 

them that if he renounces love he can seize the gold, and forge a 
                          Ring from it that will give him power over 
                            the world.                   He does just that.

Wotan fathers
   Brünnhilde 
     with Erda

FRICKA

        Brünnhilde* hurls
       the fiery torch to
     set Siegfried’s
   funeral pyre 
ablaze

FOREST
    BIRD

Marriage brought about by Hagen’s deception

Through Hagen’s 
deception

love

              • Alberich from the Rhine for world power  (RHINEGOLD)    
                      • Wotan for power over the world  (RHINEGOLD)   
                           • Fafner and Fasolt for labor wages  (RHINEGOLD)    
                             • Fafner for wealth and security  (RHINEGOLD) 
               • Siegfried as booty from battle  (SIEGFRIED)   
               • Brünnhilde* as a gift of love  (SIEGFRIED) 
                 • Siegfried by unwitting deception  (TWILIGHT)  
              • Brünnhilde* regained through love  (TWILIGHT)
              • The Rhinemaidens as form of beauty  (TWILIGHT)

THE 
VOYAGE 
OF THE 
RING
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THE CHARACTERS IN EACH RING OPERA

Norns, Waltraute, Rhinemaidens / Siegfried / Brünnhilde*Gunther, Hagen, Gutrune, Alberich   TWILIGHT of the 
GODS   

Rhinemaidens, Fricka, Wotan, Freia, Froh, Donner, Erda/ Loge / Alberich, Fasolt, Fafner, Mime   THE RHINEGOLD   
Wotan, Brünnhilde, Fricka, Other Valkyries / Siegmund, Sieglinde / Hunding, Brünnhilde*   THE VALKYRIE    

Wotan as The Traveller,  Erda / Siegfried / Mime,  Alberich,  Fafner,  Forest Bird,  Brünnhilde*   SIEGFRIED       

    

UNFOLDING OF DESTINY IN THE VALKYRIE

FROM ALBERICH'S PERSPECTIVE
Hunding's role as nemesis is evidenced by his forcing Sieglinde to wed 
and by later pursuing Siegmund, after he sees their mutual attraction.  
Hunding kills Siegmund in battle, thus he is unknowingly an ally of 

Alberich. Wotan later kills him. The actions of the mortal Hunding and his 
clan are reminiscent of the law-breaking ways of Wotan when he was a 

younger god. 

FROM WOTAN'S PERSPECTIVE
Wotan, the father of Brünnhilde and Siegmund, loves them both dearly. 

Yet, Wotan must rise above his love for the Volsungs and allow Hunding to 
kill Siegmund. This is because Fricka reminds Wotan that Siegmund is not 
a free hero because he provided him with the sword to battle Hunding. He 
is torn between his love for Brünnhilde and his anger at her for disobeying 

him, by trying to protect Seigmund in his battle. He takes Brünnhilde's 
immortality away and places her on a rock protected by fire where only a 

brave hero can save her.

UNFOLDING OF DESTINY IN SIEGFRIED
 

FROM ALBERICH'S PERSPECTIVE
The Valkyries had previously rushed Sieglinde to a place in the forest 

where she gave birth to her son, Siegfried, who was fathered by 
Siegmund. Although Mime is a foster parent to Siegfried, he is also 
Siegfried's nemesis, so Siegfried kills him. Rather than confront the 

dragon or Siegfried over the Ring, Alberich keeps his distance from them.

FROM WOTAN'S PERSPECTIVE
Siegfried, the Volsungs' son, is removed sufficiently enough from Wotan to 
become a free hero who can help Wotan's cause. He reforges Siegmund's 
sword and wins the Ring from Fafner, who has transformed himself into a 

dragon. With his superior strength, Siegfried then breaks through the 
Wanderer’s  guard. He awakens the ecstatic Brünnhilde.*

MEANWHILE - WOTAN AT VALHALLA
“A courageous hero smashed the spear during quarrel. Into shards 

shattered the holy bond of the contracts. Thereupon Wotan ordered the 
heroes of Valhalla to fell to pieces the drooping branches of the World Ash 
tree. Together with its’ trunk the Ash Tree sank. Forever stopped-up is the 

well-spring! ......

Wotan sits in the hall. High walls of split logs tower stacked around the 
hall. The World Ash Tree this once was!  When the wood burns holy-lusty 
and bright, when the scorching embers sear the gleaming hall, then the 

end of the eternal gods eternally dawns.” 1

DESTINY'S RESOLUTION IN
TWILIGHT OF THE GODS

 

FROM ALBERICH'S PERSPECTIVE
Hagen, the son born from Alberich's seduction of Grimhilde, becomes the 

new nemesis. To win the Ring back, he separates Siegfried and 
Brünnhilde,* and then kills Siegfried. When Hagen tries to take the Ring, 
the dead hero's hand rises menacingly and stops him. Hagen drowns in 

the Rhine River while pursuing the Ring.

FROM WOTAN'S PERSPECTIVE
Siegfried gives the Ring to Brünnhilde* as a token of love, but as the result 

of Hagen's deception, he disguises himself and takes it back. Not long 
thereafter, Hagen kills Siegfried by thrusting a spear into his unprotected 

back. Brünnhilde* later takes the Ring from the murdered Siegfried's 
finger. She lights the fire, signaling the end of the old order. She then 

joins Siegfried on his Funeral pyre. The Rhine overflows its’ banks and the 
Ring returns to the Rhinemaidens.

THE STORY BEGINS

BEFORE THE ACTIONS OF THE OPERAS

“At the World Ash-Tree big and strong sprouted from the trunk a forest of 
sacred branches. In the cool shadow rushed a spring, whispering wisdom as 

its’ rivulets ran ……

A courageous god stepped up to the spring to drink. One of his eyes he 
paid as the eternal price. Off the World Ash-Tree Wotan broke one of 

its branches. Then the shaft of a spear the strong one struck from 
the tree ……

During the course of times untold the tree's wound consumed the forest. 
The lifeless leaves fell off, the sickly tree suffered.  Sadly the water from the 

well-spring ran no more.” 1

DEVELOPMENT OF CENTRAL CONFLICTS

INITIAL EVENTS FROM ALBERICH'S PERSPECTIVE   
The ugly dwarf scampers among rocks in the Rhine River seeking love and 
affection from the flirtatious Rhinemaidens. He is an industrious smithy of 

the race of Nibelung Dwarfs.

DEVELOPMENT OF CENTRAL CONFLICT 
FROM ALBERICH'S PERSPECTIVE

He is enticed by the Rhinemaidens, but is ultimately rejected. The 
Rhinemaidens tell him that one who renounces love can forge a ring from 
the gold lying in the Rhine and can thereby attain world mastery. Since he 

cannot attain love, he resigns himself to his loveless fate. He renounces love 
for the gold's power. He forges the Ring. Alberich is later tricked by Loge 

and gives up the newly forged Ring to Wotan.

INITIAL EVENTS FROM WOTAN'S PERSPECTIVE
The imposing chief god abuses his power by not keeping his bargains. His 
spear is symbolic of his authority to rule the world by a code of law. But he 
is not above the law and cannot break his covenants without undermining 

his authority.

DEVELOPMENT OF CENTRAL CONFLICT FROM WOTAN'S PERSPECTIVE
He pledges Freia, Goddess of Youth, to the giants in exchange for building 
Valhalla but fails to fulfill this promise when he realizes that without her 
golden apples, the gods will lose their youth. Wotan learns from Loge of 
Alberich's Ring and of the golden hoard he has amassed. Wotan steals 

these treasures, hoping to exchange the gold to the Giants for Freia and to 
keep the Ring for himself. When Wotan steals the Ring he breaks the law, 

which is the source of his authority. 

ANNOUNCEMENT OF DESTINY IN 
THE RHINEGOLD

FROM ALBERICH'S PERSPECTIVE
Anguished over having lost the Rhinemaidens and the Ring, Alberich curses 

Wotan and all others who may come to wear it. He subsequently 
encourages and prompts others in his attempts to regain the Ring.

FROM WOTAN'S PERSPECTIVE
Offering no hope of salvation, Erda the Goddess of Wisdom foretells that a 
dark day will dawn for the Gods. She warns Wotan that he must relinquish 
the Ring. Then Wotan gives up the Ring to the Giants and begins lessening 

control over others. He hopes that one day, an independent hero will 
return the Ring to the Rhine. Wotan does not want Alberich, his primary 

nemesis to regain the Ring.

VOLSUNGS  

T h e  R i n g  o f  t h e  N i b e l u n g 
F a m i l y T r e e

The Ring by Richard Wagner, received its’ premier in Bayreuth, Germany in 1876. 

NIBELUNGS They are dwarfs
that live in Nibelheim in caverns deep 
below the earth’s surface. They mine for 
ore. (The Nibelung slaves do not sing). 
Alberich vies with the Gods over power. 
When he loses the Ring, he curses all 
who may come to wear it.These battle

maidens bring
fallen heroes to
bury in Valhalla.
In The Valkyrie, 
Act 3, they try  

to protect 
Brünnhilde

  from Wotan.

 Sieglinde 
gives

Siegmund
his name 

‘Sieg’
  means 
victory

Brünnhilde proclaims 
‘Siegfried’, joyous in 
victory, as she names 
him. It is  notable  that
‘fried’ means peaceful. 

The Ring evolves  
from being a symbol  

of love’s renunciation, 
to one of ruthlessness, 
to one of compassion – 

thus enabling a 
new  order 

to begin

Insight into the 
Ring of the Nibelung is 

rooted in understanding 
the desires of Alberich 
and Wotan that guide 

 their actions to 
possess  the 
golden Ring

THE GODS WHO RESIDE IN VALHALLA

LOGE
He serves all who use 

fire. He has much 
insight and is very 

clever

DEMIGOD 
of FIRE

Wise, she warns of 
the destiny of the 
gods. She is also 
known as Wala.

ERDA
EARTH GODDESS

Der Ring des Nibelungen 
GötterdämmerungAUF

DEUTSCH Siegfried 
Die Walküre

Das Rheingold

She is
awakened 

and won by 
a fearless 

hero

1 Translation of passages of the Norn Scene, from the Prologue of Twilight of the Gods  
caringly provided by Bernhard Rohrbacher. I wish to thank John Weinstock for his ongoing 
patient and wise review of my work. His many insights are well appreciated and much 
used. I also want to thank John DiGaetani, Robert Holmes, Elayne Horn and Steve 
Sokolow for useful comments they have provided.

GODS                                                       PART GODS NON GODS

            Wotan calls for 
                      a Ring of fire 
                            to protect 

        Brünnhilde* 
                                          on the rock

                                                    
                                 (Riesen) live on the earth’s surface (Riesenheim). They are
                              simple, gruff, strong, and hard working. They mistrust 
                            the gods and the dwarfs. Fasolt, the gentler of the two 
                         desires that the brothers seek love rather than riches.
                         Fafner’s desire for the gold 
                         holds sway. He kills Fasolt, 
                          then goes into the forest, 
                         transforms himself into a dragon 
                     and guards the hoard.
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