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Every age must strive anew to wrest tradition away from the conformism that is working to 
overpower it.1

To judge by contemporary cinema—think of Lars von Trier’s Melancholia (2011), or Terrence Malick’s To 
the Wonder (2012)—the claims of obsolescence as regards Wagner read like a chronicle of an end foretold. 
Aesthetic and political ambivalence, however, still remains the hallmark of Wagner’s aural effect, no matter 
how innocent the uses of his music (in cinema or elsewhere) might currently sound to so many listeners 
and spectators. Against this background, Adorno’s remark (from his 1963’s talk on “Wagner’s Relevance 
for Today” [“Wagners Aktualität”]) according to which, though “Wagner no longer possesses the boundless 
authority of the earlier time”, one “cannot ignore the political aspect” remains valid today. If only because, as 
Adorno puts it, “too much catastrophe has been visited on living beings for a consideration that purports to be 
purely aesthetic to close its eyes to it.”2

Adorno’s point, briefly stated, is that to take into account the intertwining of aesthetic and political features 
in Wagner’s operas is actually an inescapable condition of their reassessment, whatever the direction it might 
take (and Adorno even suggests that this direction might be far more promising in 1963 than by the time he 
himself had written his In Search of Wagner [Versuch über Wagner]).3 In any case, to focus on a supposedly 
pure aesthetic dimension in order strategically to secure Wagner’s oeuvre from the political and ideological 
accusations raised against it—especially those associated with its posthumous linkage to Nazism—would 
simply contribute to the unavoidable return of the repressed.

While I willingly agree with Adorno’s point, I will adopt as a starting point a slightly different working 
hypothesis. It is tied up with the suspicion that the obsessive attempt to unmask the ideological components of 
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Wagner’s oeuvre might amount today to no less conformist positions than those maintained by the composer 
himself—whose operas, rather than the more or less confused or confusing ideas, should be at issue. This does 
not mean either to suggest that ideological issues should be totally left aside from discussion, or to assume that 
the work is absolutely independent from the author. The refusal of reductionism of whatever kind (biographical, 
sociological, historical...) must not lead to the opposite assumption that artworks should be dealt with as purely 
ideal entities. Both extremes are partial, and consequently faulty. 

Therefore, if one draws a distinction between the composer’s more or less explicitly political ideas and the 
politics of his work, while by the same token not losing sight of how deeply Wagner’s operas and their reception 
were affected by social, ideological and political forces, the conditions are eventually met to acknowledge 
that the writings of Wagner’s critics—not less, at least, than his own essays—are of the utmost importance 
to discuss the “afterlife” of his work both aesthetically and politically. The avatars of its critical and artistic 
reception crucially bear on what Wagner’s work became and is today. They are the historical constituents of 
the work itself—not mere instances of an allegedly exterior process of reception. This view prompted me to 
take “the case of Wagner” as an epitome of such an “afterlife,” rather than, stricto sensu, as a reference to the 
Nietzschean quarrel with the composer of Parsifal.

Seen in this context it is hardly surprising that a comparative re-reading of the seminal texts of Nietzsche and 
Adorno will play a crucial role in this article. And yet, just as I will start out calling attention to a peculiar consonant 
point behind Lacoue-Labarthe’s and Badiou’s dissonant pronouncements on Wagner (“Wagner(ism)—between 
the aestheticization of politics and the politicization of aesthetics”), my aim, regarding Adorno and Nietzsche, 
is on the contrary to spot their disagreement behind the long-standing presupposition of their compliance (“A 
barely noticed disagreement,” and “Neither… nor…”). At a first level this article—as its title allows the reader 
to hint from the outset—is indeed an attempt to revise the assumption that Nietzsche’s and Adorno’s criticisms 
on Wagner complement each other. In fact, against this assumption, I will try to make apparent that they differ 
in practically all aspects and even undermine each other in the most decisive ones.

At end of the article (“Chronicle of an end foretold”) I will argue that such a disagreement sheds light of the 
very tensions inherent in Wagner’s operas to a degree—and this is the crucial point—that prevents any criticism 
on them from finding a stable vantage point. The aim, to be sure, is not to propose a newly resuscitated apologia 
of Wagner, but to raise the critical discussion on the set of his works to a level where their ambivalent, though 
unabated, untimeliness might be brought into light.

WAGNER(ISM)—BETWEEN THE AESTHETICIZATION OF POLITICS AND THE 
POLITICIZATION OF AESTHETICS

Anyone who takes a look on the vast array of texts written by Baudelaire, Nietzsche, Mallarmé, Adorno, 
Bernard Shaw, Thomas Mann, let alone more recent authors, will easily concede that since more than a century 
Wagner has been the name of an extremely singular, if not unique, philosophico-literary case. The reasons 
behind this exceptionality are complex, not the least of which is that Wagner’s oeuvre, borrowing from Lacoue-
Labarthe, represented “the sudden appearance of what the century had desperately tried to produce since the 
beginnings of romanticism—a work of ‘great art’ on the scale imputed to works of Greek art, even the scale of 
great Christian art.”4 So, inevitably, to approach Wagner’s work philosophically, or with an eye on literature 
and art does not mean trivializing its political and social implications or making light of its historicity. At the 
same time, a strictly historicist reading would be hardly less misleading than an a-historicist—be it symbolist 
or not—one. As Žižek pointed out, with Wagner in mind, “historicist reductionism and abstract aestheticism 
are two sides of the same coin.”5 Therefore, if it is certain that rejecting both turns out to be an apt starting 
point for discussing Wagner, it is not less true that addressing his artistic legacy inevitably implies tackling its 
political ambivalence.
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Sharing some aspects of Žižek’s vision of Wagner, Badiou—in a seminar organized by François Nicolas at the 
École Normale Supérieur in 2005—critically discussed Lacoue-Labarthe’s Musica ficta: Figures de Wagner 
(1991). This talk, along with others, has been recently published under the title Five Lessons on Wagner (2010). 
Badiou’s arguments are various, and involve discussing staging, music, as well as ideology. In particular—for 
my aim is not to scrutinize them all—the assessment of Lacoue-Labarthe’s critique of Wagner is of special 
interest for us here, to the extent that it is a testament to the centrality of political concerns in the current 
philosophical debate on Wagner:

What, then, is the real heart of Wagnerism…? In Lacoue-Labarthe’s opinion, it is the Wagnerian 
apparatus as a vehicle for the aestheticization of politics... What is being elaborated here is a vision of 
Wagner as a proto-fascist (I’m using the expression in its descriptive sense) inasmuch as he allegedly 
invented an aspect of opera’s closure by assigning to opera the task of configuring a national destiny 
or ethos and in this way ended up staging the ultimately political function of aesthetics itself.6

Lacoue-Labarthe’s appraisal of Wagnerism unfolds against a quite broad set of questions, though: it comes 
in the wake of an inquiry into what is politically at stake in the conceit—and arguable capacity—of “modern 
music” (since Monteverdi’s seconda prattica or stile rappresentativo) to represent, to give shape, to figure 
(hence musica ficta) to non-musical entities, in a way which is less accurate but far more pervasive than that 
of the other arts (notably, as said, given that music is admittedly capable of giving shape to a national ethos). 
This potential would find in opera, and particularly in its Wagnerian moment, its peak, which is why Lacoue-
Labarthe claims that “Wagner’s aesthetic politics… aims at what Benjamin and Brecht, speaking of Nazism, 
called an aestheticization of politics.”7

While claiming that an “aestheticization of politics” lies at the heart of Wagner’s operas, Lacoue-Labarthe 
in a way carries on and radicalizes the previous criticisms levelled against Wagner by Mallarmé, Nietzsche, 
Heidegger, and Adorno. These authors—like Baudelaire, to whom the first chapter of the book is devoted—
would still have been victims of Tristan’s “dangerous fascination,” to put it like Nietzsche. According to 
Lacoue-Labarthe, Wagner’s oeuvre ultimately represents an attempt—which is far from being ideologically 
innocent—to bring opera to a close, to saturate it by means of synthesizing music and meaning, and to present 
such a move as a totalizing Aufhebung of all the arts (historically construed as a restoration of Greek tragedy), 
and, what is more, of Art itself (conceived of as “great art”):

It is no doubt not impossible to say that ultimately Wagner saturated opera... Thus, just as we have 
been able to describe the ‘Hegelian closure’ of philosophy, we could describe a Wagnerian closure of 
opera. And even of art itself, or great art, as it was called at the time, because this was its ‘ambition.’... 
Wagner devotes himself, with the Gesamtkunstwerk, to a totalizing sublation, to an Aufhebung, of all 
the arts, and to a restoration of ‘great art,’ more powerful because more modern (in fact, via other 
technical means): a restoration, of course, of Greek tragedy.8

Badiou gets away from this type of criticism. It is crucial, however, to understand what is at stake in Badiou’s 
rejection of Lacoue-Labarthe’s critique of Wagner. He counters, in the first place, the assumption that Wagner’s 
operas inevitably take on the shape of an “aestheticization of politics,” not at all that their political complexities 
and ambiguities are to be discussed today. If anything, he seeks to recast Wagner precisely from a political 
point of view, and consequently to politicize aesthetics, yet without relinquishing an immanent analysis of 
his works. A totalitarian, anti-Semitic, proto-fascist vision of Wagner, which, by the way, became a dominant 
cliché during the 80s and 90s, should be matched by a subtler analysis. As touchstones he takes the examples 
of Chéreau’s acclaimed staging of the Ring, with Boulez conducting (Bayreuth, 1976), which rendered a 
demythologized, theatricalised, discontinuous Wagner,9 Heiner Müller’s “Beckettian adaptation” of Tristan und 
Isolde (Bayreuth, 1993), with the idea of waiting in vain at its core,10 and Syberberg’s film version of Parsifal 
(1982), a provocatively deconstructive reading of the last opera of the composer, staged against the torn up 
background of German history.11 One concern remains fundamental to Badiou: to dismiss the admittedly too 
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hasty association of Wagner with grandiosity and grandiloquence in order to favour a more nuanced political 
assessment of Wagner’s operas—a task he incidentally assigned himself with regard to Parsifal in another talk, 
the fifth lesson of the book.12

My aim is not to follow this debate—a debate unfortunately interrupted by Lacoue-Labarthe’s death in 
2007—in all its details and subtleties, nor even adequately to ponder whether it is not the case that Badiou 
illicitly simplifies some traits Lacoue-Labarthe’s approach for the sake of his argument, but rather to meet this 
Wagnerian encounter between two French philosophers head on with an apparently innocuous point. Badiou 
and Lacoue-Labarthe, even if for different reasons and with conflicting aims, tacitly agree that Nietzsche’s and 
Adorno’s criticisms complement each other or, at least, tend to converge. Indeed, according to Badiou, “the fact 
that this quarrel [Adorno’s] is a replay of the one engaged in by Nietzsche, the initiator of the first great quarrel 
with Wagner, cannot fail to pique our interest.”13 Likewise, it is clear for him that the deeper one analyses the 
musical dimension of all these anti-Wagnerian quarrels the more their unity becomes apparent: “Nietzsche, 
Heidegger, Adorno and Lacoue-Labarthe all agree in viewing Wagner as someone who forces musical unity 
upon a variegated mass, upon differences whose essential character of otherness disappears or dissolves as a 
result.”14 Thus, however antithetical their goals might be—indeed, Lacoue-Labarthe seeks to strengthen the 
critical stances he works through, whereas Badiou endeavours to disown them—both philosophers construe and 
cope with the classical criticisms of The Case of Wagner [Der fall Wagner] and In Search of Wagner [Versuch 
über Wagner] as a unified block. It is precisely this implicit assumption concerning the complementarity of 
Nietzsche’s and Adorno’s critical views of Wagner that I will attempt to call into question. 

No genuinely new interpretation of any of Wagner’s operas, however, will be given in the following pages. And 
yet, hopefully, they might challenge a little bit the way we look at Wagner’s artistic legacy today. So viewed, it 
is first and foremost intended to question the negative image of Wagner by means of risking an unconventional 
re-reading of the “Wagner’s case classics”—a re-reading, as suggested, aimed at grasping the discontinuity, 
rather than the continuity, between Nietzsche’s and Adorno’s criticisms. It might also be said that the aim of this 
article is to pave the way for a philosophical immanent critique of anti-Wagnerism and to suggest new ways of 
interpreting and experiencing Wagner’s work against the grain. 

In the following section, I will focus exclusively on The Case of Wagner (hereafter cited in the text as CW)15 
and In Search of Wagner (hereafter cited in the text as SW),16 leaving other texts on the composer by the 
two philosophers to one side. I decided to consent to this methodologically motivated restriction, despite, for 
instance, the undeniable relevance of Adorno’s late essays on Wagner for a contemporary re-evaluation of his 
work—especially “Wagner’s Relevance for Today” (1963) and “Wagner and Bayreuth” (1966)17—, because 
I believe that it is in these two texts that Nietzsche’s and Adorno’s critiques of Wagner appear at their full 
strength. As a result of the detailed comparison of the main aspects of both works, the differences between 
them shall hopefully come into view, enabling an examination of how they might broaden our understanding 
of Wagner’s operas themselves.

A BARELY NOTICED DISAGREEMENT

Going straight to the heart of the matter, let me consider some disparate insights regarding rhythm,18 style,19 and 
form.20 According to Nietzsche, “Wagner has the same effect as continual consumption of alcohol: blunting, 
and obstructing the stomach with phlegm. Specific effect: degeneration of the sense of rhythm. In the end the 
Wagnerian calls rhythmic what I myself call, using a Greek proverb, ‘moving the swamps’” (CW 184). Indeed, 
in The Case of Wagner the composer continuously faces the charge of failing accuracy, of flirting, as it were, 
with chaos. 

Adorno, on his turn, also criticizes the rhythmical complexion of Wagner’s music in the context of a global 
analysis of its gesture (to which he devotes an entire chapter of In Search of Wagner). He does so, however, 
with quite different preoccupations in mind. Whereas Nietzsche blames Wagner for the lack of rhythmical 
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rigour, Adorno maintains that “his music is conceived in terms of the gesture of striking a blow and... [that] 
the whole idea of beating is fundamental to it” (SW 20).21 For him, the “composer-conductor” is enthroned in 
Wagner’s music, inasmuch as the “beating gesture” dominates his work through and through; abstract rigidity, 
rather than chaos, characterizes his rhythm: “Wagner’s use of the beat to control time is abstract; it is no more 
than the idea of time as something articulated by the beat and then projected onto the larger periods” (SW 23). 
In other words, tackling rhythm and style at once: “The methods by which Wagner blurs all dividing lines, 
and the monumental scale of both his subjects and his works, are inseparable from his longing to create in the 
“grand style,” a longing already inherent in the masterful gesture of the conductor” (SW 90).

The issue of style, as anyone familiar with Nietzsche’s texts might remark, was anything but foreign to him. 
And yet noticing this thematic confluence might be a misleading line of enquiry as well, for whereas Nietzsche 
maintains that Wagner was unable to achieve style—in fact, he asserts that the composer “disguised as principle 
his incapacity for giving organic form... [and] establishes a ‘dramatic style’ where we merely establish his 
incapacity for any style whatever” (CW 170-171)—Adorno criticizes him for aspiring to its grandeur. According 
to the latter, Wagner “not only took up the bourgeois profession of conductor, he was also the first composer 
to write music in the grand style” (SW 20). However, this ambiguous “achievement,” hanging on “stylisation” 
(SW 91), as well as revealing the composer’s “impatience towards everything isolated” (SW 90), appears to 
Adorno as a problematic feature of Wagner’s work—so problematic as to be attributed to the authoritarian, not 
to say fascist-like traits of Wagnerism—rather than as a reason for praising it.

The same kind of divergence becomes apparent when it comes to discuss form. According to Adorno, “what 
predominates [in Wagner] is already the totalitarian and seigneurial aspect of atomization; that devaluation of 
the individual vis-à-vis the totality, which excludes all authentic dialectical interaction” (SW 40), to the point 
that “the detail, designed from the outset with an eye on the whole, and without any intrinsic power, drifts into 
monotony again and again for that very reason” (SW 45). Simply put, Adorno blames Wagner for taking the 
side of the whole against the detail, for composing every sequence of his music rigorously, all too rigorously. 
The least one may say is that Nietzsche’s critique follows a quite different path: “every time, the anarchy of 
atoms, disgregation of the will... Everywhere paralysis, arduousness, torpidity or hostility and chaos: both 
more and more obvious the higher one ascends in forms of organization. The whole no longer lives at all: it is 
composite, calculated, artificial, and artifact” (CW 170).

Adorno, once again, could not be more at odds with Nietzsche’s interpretation at this point. For him, there is 
rather an affinity between the alleged formlessness of Wagner’s music, which he considers to be “the product 
not of chaos, but of false identity” (SW 31-32), and the implicit omnipresence of the whole in it. In fact, he 
maintains, the primacy of the whole is precisely what condemns the compositional process to become abstract, 
not the least because “its expressive elements are made to harmonize with each other according to a pre-
arranged design” (SW 91). In short, in Wagner’s works an aprioristic conception of form goes hand in hand 
with an abstract conception of time: “Wagner’s form is an empty shell: the unfolding in time to which it lays 
claim is inauthentic” (SW 32).

Indeed, to say it straightforwardly, the idea that Nietzsche and Adorno converge, as far as their appraisals of 
Wagner are concerned, is far less obvious than one tends to assume before comparing and contrasting their 
texts. In spite of this, my aim is not to posit their divergence as an alternative dogmatic assumption, but to 
foreground and work through their conflicting views to the extent that they may shed light on Wagner’s own 
work. Of course, it would be certainly possible to point out many passages in which Adorno takes Nietzsche’s 
critical insights as a point of departure for developing his own dialectical approach. Just as it would be fair 
to say that examining Adorno’s critique of Wagner with an eye on Nietzsche’s quarrel with Wagner turns out 
helpful to tackle the complexity of Adorno’s cultural criticism.22 This said, my point is not to deny that Adorno 
retrieved many aspects of Nietzsche’s critique of Wagner, but to prevent such an acknowledgment from leading 
to a misunderstanding concerning the very core of both critiques. At the end of In search of Wagner, Adorno 
differentiates his own criticism of the composer from Nietzsche’s in a quite precise way:
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Wagner is not only the willing prophet and diligent lackey of imperialism and late-bourgeois 
terrorism. He also possesses the neurotic’s ability to contemplate his own decadence and to transcend 
it in an image that can withstand that all-consuming gaze. It might well be asked whether Nietzsche’s 
criterion of health is of greater benefit than the critical consciousness that Wagner’s grandiose 
weakness acquires in his commerce with the unconscious forces responsible for his own decadence. 
(SW 143) 

In the context of this inquiry, such an apparently insignificant twist could not be dismissed as a mere detail, 
given the extent to which a specific understanding of physiology proved central to Nietzsche’s approach to art. 
Here, I reckon, we reach the core of the problem. Nietzsche’s and Adorno’s critiques have absolutely different 
underpinnings. Nietzsche faults Wagner, from the standpoint of what he calls a “physiology of art” (CW 
169), for giving musical expression to decadence.23 In the final analysis, Wagner’s work faces the accusation 
of impoverishing life, of enhancing reactive forces by means of music—as much as Schopenhauer did by 
means of thought—and of corrupting music itself. These were admittedly his “crucial words,” those where his 
“seriousness begins” apropos of Wagner: “To the artist of decadence... I am far from looking on guilelessly 
while this decadent corrupts our health—and music as well... He makes sick whatever he touches—he has 
made music sick—” (CW 164).

Adorno for his part shows no sympathy for Nietzsche’s physiological argument. He rather charges Wagner 
from the standpoint of the critique of ideology, pointing the finger at the authoritarian and conformist 
aspects of his work.24 At issue, inevitably, is the “‘positive’ modification of Schopenhauer’s philosophy” 
in connection with a “theory of regeneration with its racist overtones” (SW 133). Furthermore, given that 
Adorno’s critique remains unavoidably interwoven with musical analysis, emphasis comes to be given to the 
notion of “phantasmagoria”—“the formal law governing the works of Richard Wagner,” which he construes 
as “the occultation of production by means of the outward appearance of the product” (SW 74). According to 
Adorno the notion of “phantasmagoria” allows a clearer understanding of how “the process of composition 
becomes the agent of ideology even before the latter is imported into the music dramas via literature” (SW 28). 
Brought together, in a “large-scale epic work of art” (SW 86), with the Wagnerian Gesamtkunstwerk—whose 
proto-fascist resonances Adorno is keen to denounce—“phantasmagoria” is conceived of as the precise artistic 
counterpart to commodity fetishism: “it mirrors subjectivity by confronting the subject with the product of its 
own labour, but in such a way that labour that has gone into it is no longer identifiable” (SW 80).

The same false-friendship seems to be at stake regarding the question of effect—presumably the most striking 
point of convergence between Nietzsche and Adorno when it comes to Wagner. In fact, while Nietzsche points 
out the physiologically harmful effects of Wagnerian art, Adorno emphasizes that it might be ideologically 
reprehensible for fostering “false consciousness.” Wagner—whose music Nietzsche places under the sign of 
Circe—was too shrewd for formulas: so, if “everything that ever grew on the soil of impoverished life, all of the 
counterfeiting of transcendence and beyond, has found its most sublime advocate in Wagner’s art [this effect is 
obtained] not by means of formulas... but by means of a persuasion of sensuousness which in turn makes the 
spirit weary and worn-out” (CW 183).

Conversely, according to Adorno, the “phantasmagorical” character of Wagner’s art is to be seen, taking into 
account the dream-like expectations it raises, “as the deluded wish-fulfilment of would-be buyers” (SW 80). 
The “ideological effect” of the Wagnerian artwork consisting, first and foremost, in that it lends itself to a 
manipulative use, which is not at odds with the global commodification of society. So viewed, phantasmagoria 
is to be understood, in the light of its unromantic side, “as the point at which aesthetic appearance becomes a 
function of the character of the commodity” (SW 79), inasmuch as, in Adorno’s terms:

The absolute reality of the unreal is nothing but the reality of a phenomenon that not only strives 
unceasingly to spirit away its own origins in human labour, but also, inseparably from this process 
and in thrall to exchange value, assiduously emphasizes its use value, stressing that this is its authentic 
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reality, that it is ‘no imitation’ – and all this in order to further the cause of exchange value. (SW 79)

At this point, the reader might finally wonder whether—before becoming apparent in the writings of Wagner’s 
passionate critics—those asymmetries, contradictions, tensions are not embedded in Wagner’s own works.

NEITHER... NOR...

It would be no doubt naive to claim originality for the idea that Wagner’s operas are immersed in contradictions 
of various kinds. That Wagner’s oeuvre constitutes one of the most contradictory artistic undertakings in 
European modernity has long been acknowledged to the point of having become common sense. If only for this 
reason one could legitimately ask: what is the point of re-reading Nietzsche’s and Adorno’s seminal texts about 
Wagner, if the inner contradictions of Wagner’s work seem to constitute the main result of such a comparative 
effort? Before answering to this question, let me focus on a particular contradiction, which also finds echo 
in the criticisms developed in The Case of Wagner and In Search of Wagner: the contradiction between an 
optimistic reading of Der Ring des Nibelungen and a nihilistic one.25

Surely, this contradiction is intimately connected with Wagner’s own hesitation concerning the end of his four-
part music drama.26 From 1848 to 1874 (when the composer finally composed the final bars of Götterdämmerung), 
he changed his mind several times on how the cycle should come to an end, and on how the final catastrophe 
should be interpreted by Brünnhilde in her final speech. For the composer and dramatist the matter was not a 
merely artistic dilemma. In fact it involved Wagner’s innermost political and philosophical convictions, and 
reflected the way these were about to change, especially in the early 1850s, after the revolutionary uprising in 
Dresden in May 1849. At least four versions of this part of the speech (before Brünnhilde calls her horse Grane 
and rides it into the fire) are known, but none of them has been set to music. Nevertheless, two of them—the 
most philosophically pregnant, despite their undeniable differences—have been included as footnotes in the 
final printed edition of the text. They reflect Wagner’s readings of Feuerbach and Schopenhauer, and the fact 
that he passionately embraced both world-views—with all their artistic and political implication—at different, 
though overlapping moments of his life.27

As far as the Ring is concerned, back to our seminal disagreement on Wagner, Nietzsche draws attention 
to what he calls the translation of the Ring into Schopenhauer’s terms. For him this absolutely crucial twist 
happened in media res, around 1854, when Wagner read for the first time The World as Will and Representation, 
and, in Nietzsche’s words, “the ship [of Wagner’s revolutionary optimism, allegorized in the Ring] struck a 
reef; Wagner was stuck. The reef was Schopenhauer’s philosophy; Wagner was stranded on a contrary world 
view” (CW 164).

Even though such a translation involved slight, rather than major changes to the libretto (thanks to the ambiguity 
of the saga), this changing process constitutes for Nietzsche a crucial clue to understanding Wagner and his 
work: “translating” the Ring into Schopenhauer’s terms would have meant to Wagner that he was redeemed 
from having been an optimist, from having “believed in the Revolution as much as ever a Frenchman believed 
in it,” from having “believed that in Siegfried he had found the typical revolutionary” (CW 163). Initially, 
around 1849, “‘the old God,’ after having compromised himself morally in every respect, is finally redeemed 
by a free spirit and immoralist [Siegfried]” (CW 160). After 1954, it is Siegfried, like Wagner himself, who is in 
need of redemption. According to Nietzsche, rather than feeling enthusiasm about Siegfried being a free spirit, 
the composer is now more inclined to subscribe to the underlying meaning of Wotan’s words from the end of 
Die Walküre, when the god explains the inescapable reasons that prompted him to renounce his plans. He now 
just wants the end to be soon. In Nietzsche’s pitilessly ironical words: “Only the philosopher of decadence gave 
to the artist of decadence—himself” (CW 164).28

All this, once again, seems quite far from Adorno’s reading. Concerning the Ring the author of Negative 
Dialectics is rather keen to stress the fact that everything seems to happen in the tetralogy for the sake of 
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totality, as if all its peripeteia followed each other under the spell of the ruse of reason (however unreasonable 
this reason might be). In this aspect he states that the Ring, despite Wagner’s preference for Schopenhauer, is in 
agreement with Hegel’s philosophy of history (SW 119). Indeed, as the philosopher also suggests, even when 
Siegfried comes across Wotan and shatters his spear, the “sacred register of contracts,” he is not countering 
but still involuntarily following Wotan’s will—for at this point the God intimately desires nothing but his 
own—and the world’s—annihilation. According to Adorno, there is no real opposition between Siegfried and 
Wotan. It is as if the god, standing for the whole, had absorbed the man, and the divine violence manifested 
itself through Siegfried’s action. 

The rebel of the particular becomes the executive organ of the totality; that is to say he destroys it 
without ever discovering a new, different totality. The totality itself, however, is the bad eternity 
of rebellion as anarchy and unrelenting self-destruction. There is in fact no real demarcation line 
separating Wotan, the father of the gods, and Siegfried, his lethal rescuer and the antagonist who 
succours him, and in their union the Ring celebrates the capitulation of the revolution that never was. 
(SW 121)

Overall, the point of illuminating Siegfried’s ultimate allegiance to Wotan (the fact that the hero’s rebellion 
against the God’s absolute spirit is, in the final analysis, without consequences) is to be able to unravel the 
illusions underlying a politically and historically optimistic reading of the Ring. One might think of Bernard 
Shaw’s The Perfect Wagnerite, in which the author’s preference for Feuerbach’s ending becomes apparent. 
Even if Adorno shares many of the left-wing convictions of Shaw—besides, he would not be unsympathetic to 
Shaw’s Marxian interpretation of the Ring as an allegory of modern capitalism—he cannot but stress the most 
problematic features of Siegfried (his selfishness, his brutality, his narrowness).29 Furthermore, the very idea of 
a mythical forerunner of the emancipation of mankind is per se worth being handled with reticence.

In their rejection of both optimism and nihilism, Adorno and Nietzsche are not at odds with one another. But 
again, this is far from meaning that the two critiques coincide. Indeed, Adorno mistrusts Siegfried’s tireless 
vitality, and shows no enthusiasm for his “declaration of war against morality” (CW 163). For him, Siegfried’s 
violent deeds—the presumable manifestation of his will to power, to paraphrase Shaw’s comment on Siegfried 
being “in short, a totally unmoral person, a born anarchist, the ideal of Bakoonin, an anticipation of the ‘overman’ 
of Nietzsche”30—are as arbitrary as the power against which Siegfried strives, while remaining unaware that he 
actually enhances it. In this regard, Nietzsche’s critical insights seem to stem from a quite different intuition: 
the hint that Wotan’s renunciation—criticized as such, as a reproachable farewell to the will to live, and not so 
much as a deplorable dismissal of revolutionary prospects—reflects Wagner’s own acquiescence to nihilism, 
which turns the final scene of Die Walküre, from the hindsight of a global Schopenhauerian reinterpretation of 
the Ring, into the “pregnant moment” of the entire cycle.

CHRONICLE OF AN END FORETOLD

The Ring remains today an unsolved problem. So thought Deryck Cooke, whose unfinished study of Wagner’s 
tetralogy, entitled I Saw the World End (1979), cautiously begins with the following words:

At this stage in the history of Wagner studies, any would-be interpreter of The Ring faces the immediate 
question: ‘Is your interpretation really necessary?’ Perhaps we have interpreted and reinterpreted this 
masterpiece until we are in danger of interpreting it out of all recognition. Perhaps it is time to leave 
it alone, and let it speak for itself.31

Judging by the length of the book, it seems that Cooke did not give much credit—fortunately for his posthumous 
readers—to the intimation that it was time to leave the Ring alone. And yet, as echoes of the concerns expressed 
in the above passage still resonate today, it should be said that one of its implicit assumptions—that, seemingly, 
there is such a thing as a work that once left alone would speak for itself—is only too seldom questioned. Such 
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an assumption, provided that the historicity of any work of art is to be brought under serious consideration, is 
of course untenable. 

But this alone does not prevent another question from arising—the question as to whether it is possible to avoid 
“arbitrariness,” when it comes to interpret quite complex an artwork as the Der Ring des Nibelungen. After all, 
as Benjamin intimates while discussing the task of translation, the attempt to do justice to the historicity of an 
artwork—which entails acknowledging that the work itself, so not only the way it is experienced, interpreted, 
or criticized, changes throughout history—does not lead to historical relativism. The task, he suggests, is to 
do justice to the afterlife of artworks in way that prompts the translator to reject historicism and a-historicism 
alike. Both freedom and faithfulness are needed. 32 Benjamin, it is true, has literary works in mind, but, mutatis 
mutandis, is not the task of operatic critics, theorists, commentators—and stage directors—akin to that of 
translators?

Leaving for a moment the field of critical theorization for that of staging practice33—and paraphrasing the title of 
a recent essay by Jameson—the question would be whether there is a way of distinguishing between Regieoper 
and Eurotrash.34 In other words: is there a way of deciding whether a production succeeds in bringing into view 
previously unnoticed features of a musico-dramatic work, or simply goes astray in the attempt to “actualize” 
it? Of course, there is no way of answering such a question but with regard to particular productions. In any 
case, the simple fact of raising it presupposes that one agrees that a great deal of interpretation is to take place, 
no matter the risks it involves. 

As a result, facing Wagner’s operas and the Ring in particular—be it as a critic, a director, or a spectator—
means crossing a terrain of perplexities, difficulties, and ambivalences. Undecidable, as Badiou frequently 
puts it,35 might be a good word to describe Wagner’s work quite faithfully—at the cost, however, of slightly 
enfeebling the very notion of faithfulness. For where, in the final analysis, would faithfulness to a work lie, 
when the core of that work remains undecidable in itself? Radically put, according to Žižek, “the only way to be 
faithful to a classic work is to take such a risk [incidentally, of transposing Wagner’s operas to a different, often 
contemporary, time, or of changing some facts of the narrative itself],”36 or even—borrowing this time from 
Edward Said—of “accentuating the discrepancies in Wagner, and doing it both by deliberate anachronism (not 
being true to his explicit stage-directions, for instance), and with a sense of freedom about what must remain 
unresolved, antinomian, bewildering in his work.”37 Along the same lines, Jameson too, speaking of Kasper 
Holten’s Ring (Copenhagen, 2006-7) ends up by approving the director’s “more brutal interventions” inasmuch 
as at some points they “heighten the meaning and the drama of the ring itself.”38

One thing is for sure: there is no chance of bypassing a huge array of difficulties while interpreting or staging 
the Ring—unless, of course, we are persuaded that the Ring’s afterlife has already come to an end. If this 
were true, then the very case of Wagner would have reached its own post-history, as Lepage’s technically 
spectacular, though conceptually anodyne staging of the Ring in the Metropolitan Opera House seems to 
suggest...39 That not being the case, to put it quite bluntly, the controversy aroused by radical interpretations, 
however doubtful they might be, is still preferable to no interpretation at all. Consequently the point is not 
so much either, I feel tempted to add, that Wagner’s works are “robust enough to withstand reinterpretations 
that seem to challenge their very essence.”40 Such an observation presupposes that the essence of the works 
under consideration remains the same throughout history, whereas the point is rather that what remains has no 
stabile, let alone univocal, essence... Such a claim seems to fit Wagner like a glove, as Adorno himself sharply 
acknowledged in the 1960s:

[W]orks of art are not complete in themselves. They create a magnetic field [Spannungsfeld] of 
all possible intentions and forces, of inner tendencies and countervailing ones, of successful and 
necessarily unsuccessful elements. Objectively, new layers are constantly detaching themselves, 
emerging from within; others grow irrelevant and die off. One relates to a work of art not merely, 
as is often said, by adapting it to fit a new situation, but rather by deciphering within it things to 
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which one has a historically different reaction. The position of consciousness toward Wagner that I 
experience as my own whenever I encounter him, and which is not only mine, is even more deserving 
of the appellation ‘ambivalent’ than the earlier position—an oscillation between attraction and 
repulsion. This only points back to the Janus-like character of the work itself. Undoubtedly, every art 
of significance exhibits something like this, Wagner’s especially.41

It is of the utmost importance, notably to put this article into the right perspective, to bear in mind that Adorno’s 
view of Wagner significantly evolved since In Search of Wagner, and that the philosopher ascribed his newest—
even more ambivalent—appraisal of Wagner to the historical ripening of the composer’s artistic legacy itself 
(from mid-1930s to early 1960s). In any case, the significance of Adorno’s changing of views notwithstanding, 
the aim of carrying out a parallel re-reading of Nietzsche’s (later) and Adorno’s (early) critical writings on 
Wagner was not to come to the conclusion that they both simply missed the point... What is at stake is actually 
not so much that they were both wrong but rather that they might well be both not seldom right—though not 
right to the point of precluding other, even if rigorously inverse, interpretations. One should not forget, by the 
way, that Nietzsche and Adorno are not simply among Wagner’s harshest critics. They are also two of the most 
insightful interpreters, listeners, spectators—and admirers—of his work. There is no way of getting rid of their 
criticisms so easily as by means of “contextualizing” them (relegating them to a personal, albeit intellectually 
motivated, quarrel in the case of Nietzsche, or envisioning them against the background of the rise of Nazism 
in Germany in the case of Adorno). 

Thus, to come to some conclusions, I would say that the purpose of shedding light on the generally overlooked 
differences between Nietzsche’s and Adorno’s critiques of Wagner is twofold. On the one side, as I stated 
above, there is the challenge of laying the ground for a philosophically grounded immanent critique—almost 
in the manner of a reductio ad absurdum—of (a certain) anti-Wagnerism (notably one encouraged by authors 
relying on Nietzsche and Adorno, rather than by these two philosophers themselves).42 If, in the first place, 
the criticisms levelled against Wagner are for the most part based on, or could be traced back to Nietzsche’s 
and Adorno’s critical claims (as Lacoue-Labarthe suggests), and, in the second place, if these claims are so 
often not only incompatible, but also even paradoxical (as I try to make apparent), then one may surmise that 
whenever the most adamant critics of Wagner attempt to denounce the entanglement of his works with the 
composer’s ideology they themselves end up tangled in contradictions and misunderstandings. 

Take, for instance, the oft-repeated leitmotif of anti-Wagnerism—the claim that Wagner’s anti-Semitic ideas, 
which he indisputably put forth in his theoretical writings, also permeate his work through and through (a 
claim shared by authors such as Robert W. Gutman,43 Paul Lawrence Rose,44 or Marc A. Weiner,45 or Michael 
Mack).46 Certainly, I would not reject the claim that Wagner’s ideas should be taken into consideration while 
interpreting his operas, but a line should be drawn at some point between taking even the most compromising 
of Wagner’s ideas into consideration and assuming or intimating that they somehow provide the ultimate key 
to understanding his operas. After all, even Jacob Katz, the author of The Darker Side of Genius. Richard 
Wagner’s Anti-Semitism, observed that “without forced speculation, very little in the artistic work of Wagner 
can be related to his attitude toward Jews and Judaism.”47 It is also true that one might—and even should—
wonder what “very little” exactly means. Consequently, it is also worth taking into consideration subtler ways 
of detecting and putting into perspective how Wagner’s ideas might have found a way into his works (for 
instance by means of the representation of the body, as Marc A. Weiner claims). But such an analysis, valuable 
as it is, does not entitle this author or anyone else to generalise the claim that Wagner’s works are linked to the 
composer’s anti-Semitic ideas so as to enable a global appraisal of Wagner’s work as essentially anti-Semitic.
Moreover, it should be added, to get a hint of how ambiguous the issue really is, that even Wotan and the 
Dutchman—two of Wagner’s “heros”—might be seen as Jew figures as well.48 So why should one exclusively 
consider Beckmesser (from the Meistersinger), Mime and Alberich (from the Ring), and Kundry (from 
Parsifal) when it comes to tackle Wagner’s Anti-Semitism?  And is not Hagen (the murderer of Siegfried) an 
accurate portrait of a fascist-minded leader?49 Should not implications be drawn from this as well, given that 
Hagen deserved from Wagner the least sympathy? As for the musical dimension of his works: an acknowledged 
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master in the art of the great gesture as Wagner was, was he not a subtle miniaturist as well?50 And do his operas 
not lend themselves to Beckettian51, and even Brechtian52, readings? 

Of course, one might argue that the purported features enabling those readings are distressingly contradictory. 
But this is precisely the point: to stress that the contradictions of Wagner’s work provide a touchstone, rather 
than an obstacle, to the task of reinterpreting it against both the grain of history and the spirit of time. So, 
we do not need to—actually we should not—lose sight of Nietzsche’s and Adorno’s criticisms in order to 
value Wagner’s work positively. Right on the contrary, I maintain, insofar as the purpose of reappraising 
the Wagnerian disagreement between these philosophers is twofold: to counter, on the one hand, a strictly 
negative—unilateral, single-minded, ideologically biased—view of Wagner, and, on the other hand, to prevent 
an unreservedly positive—unproblematic, apologetic, naively apolitical—one to take the lead. It would be 
misleading, to say the least, to divert attention from the ambivalence of Wagner’s works by praising him simply 
as a great composer of extraordinary music, who may be said to have paved the way to new trends in twentieth-
century music, and influenced other arts so deeply as to appear as a prominent precursor of cinema. 53

“Contradiction” might well be an attractive but vain word until one actually delves into the work deemed 
contradictory. So, if Wagner’s operas, to follow Adorno’s claim, are still to be experienced and judged as 
historical Spannungsfelder, it is likely that their contradictions will continue to challenge, or even to contradict, 
our present. Now, all this presupposes that we are able to prevent Wagner’s artistic legacy to be either so strictly 
assessed as to be relegated to a never-ending trial before history (as it happens whenever one defines his work 
as proto-fascist, or proto-Nazi), or so loosely interpreted as artistically valuable, but ideologically value-free 
(as it is the case whenever one explores Wagner’s artistic virtues at the cost of making light of the political 
ambivalence of his work). 

As said, nothing as regards Wagner is once for all decided, and hardly anything turns out to be unproblematic. 
But it might be the case that a possible clue to renew our relationship to his legacy lies where it is less expected: 
in the unfolding of a long dissensus over the very criticability of Wagner’s works, in that this dissensus—as in 
the paradigmatic case of the disagreement between Nietzsche and Adorno—constantly unveils their resistance 
to any, be it positive or negative, consensually agreed appraisal of their ultimate meaning and value.
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