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““Wagner as Leitmotif: The New
* German Cinema and Beyond

ROGER HILLMAN

V ia the films of Alexander Kluge, Thomas Elsaesser pleads for a phenom-

._en 1 which he calls “the Holocaust in West German cinema: absence

s presence.” This notion demands a reassessment of much criticism of
he New German Cinema. The claim that the New German Cinema did

ot completely sidestep the nadir of its nation’s history, but that some

of’ 1ts directors treated that history in concealed form, is arresting {and

.'su amable too, I feel, for Edgar Reitz’s Heimat trilogy {1984~ 2004], as |
discuss in the last section of this essay). Also presentin lar gely concealed
_f()fm was Hitler, though this gap in the text remained in keeping with
‘Nazi aesthetics.? The onscreen absence of Hitler, still ever present in
e historical wings, implied as a corollary the absence from New Ger-
an Cinema soundtracks of the figure appropriated by Nazi aesthetics,
‘Richard Wagner? A couple of major exceptions, to be explored below,
prove the rule.

Wagner may be the cultural figure most re51stant to transnational
tendencies in identity politics, and to notions of world, or at least inter-
_natlonally nomadic, music. The hatlowed counterpoint between Verdi
and Wagner is worth recailing in refation to postwar identity politics in
Italian and German films respectwely in the former case, Verdi bridged
 an unsustainable historical parailel between Italian Resistance in World
War 11 and the Risorgimento.* This eliding function was underpinned
,'by Verdi’s credentials as.an icon of democracy and a figure of the peo-
“ple, successfully blending artistic and public life. And Wagner? In the
“West Germany of the 1970s, Wagner seemed largely beyond redemp-
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tion. Instead, film soundtrack references to the German musical trach :
tion concentrated on the historically charged overfones of Beethow_n 5
Ninth Symphony, in particular the “Ode to Joy,” and a Haydn melody,
better known by occupied Europe as the military band arrangemeént of
“Deutschiand, Deutschland Giber alles.” Film soundtracks attempted.

gel beyond the recent patina of reception to restore these works’ hig

torical origins. No such attempt seemed feasible with Wa gner, with the’
Promethean exception of Hans-Jirgen Syberberg’s film discussed be]c;w :
and a number of films by Werner Herzog, who in a sense disregatd :

such debates.
SYBERBERG, HITLER, EIN FILM AUS DEUTSCHLAND {HITLER
A FIEM FROM GERMANY, A.K.A. OUR HITLER) (1977)

This film is an idiosyncratic attempt to approach twentieth-century G
man history and cultural history via their commeon link in nineteenth

century Romantic nationalism.” Lasting over seven hours, the film avoids’

documentation, instead lending Hitler’s features to a ventriloquist's pup
pets, even, drastically, to a dog-shaped puppet. The provocative alternate

title in English, Our Hitler, foregrounds the uncomfortable link betweer

him and us. Ventriloquism is the perfect dramatic means of suggestin;
the fulfillment of our desires. Against our wishes, we are plunged isto

audience identification with this Hitler, styled as a film from Germany ]

The soundtrack uses music to interrogate the past. Wagner is con
textualized alongside other composers from the Germanic canon: Mo:
zart, Haydn, Beethoven, Liszt, Mahler. Wagner’s domination tallie
with expectations aroused by the film’s title alone, a clichéd parallel

that Syberberg challenges. The saturation of the film’s soundtrack and its

length suggest a dramatic kinship with the composer. But the film’s bal

ance diverges from that of opera in heavily favoring orchestral excerpts, -
which is characteristic of how Wagner’s music is used in film (above all,

as opposed to how Verdi’s and Puccini’s works are used),

The Bayreuth pit was unique among contemporary theaters in re-
moving conductor and musicians from complete visibility. The lack of
visual distraction for Wagner’s audience compounds in Syberberg’s film

the standard effect of nondiegetic music, offscreen but directing our-
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: emotmns, atthe very least subliminally. This means we watch Our Hitler
_from the same viewing/listening situation as we would a Wagner opera,

ha s;gmﬁcani portion of the visuals accompanied by Wagner’s music.
1l mare ambitious than ‘Syberberg’s assault on Hollywood as cultural
gency is his attempt at the acoustic transformation of Hollywood into
yreuth, the reclaiming of classical Holtywood’s ideal of music being
isible” to the spectator, Because Syberberg’s Wagner is 4 non-vocal

Wagner, it is as if we are watching his stagecraft enact the hidden or-
chestra—«»elther sunk in the pit or offscreen—with its wash of Wagnerian

ound. Apart from Alexander Kluge, none of the New German Cinema
Jirectors used classical music so expansively. Purely in terms of drama-
wrgy, Wagner functions here like the soundtrack of Laura (1044): there
s here, the “theme” music continually evokes the absent title figure.

‘With Syberberg, the reduction of Wagner’s Romantic aura by the
awdry attributes of Nazism becomes the real object of lament. While not

. 4n apologist for Hitler, Syberberg thereby aligns himself with a politi-
~ cally blighted nineteenth-century tradition. In his introduction to the
3 script, he even links Wagner with Mozart as a common site of resistance

to Hitler: “Hitler is to be fought, not with the statistics of Auschwitz or

- with sociological analyses of the Nazi economy, but with Richard Wag-
 nier and Mozart.”® Music per se is viewed as legitimate irrationalism, the

converse to Hitler’s. Elsewhere Syberberg’s Hitler figure, having emerged
from the grave of Wagner, acknowledges the alien mold of the cosmic
Jaughter of Mozart, This is a more realistic assessment of the ideological
component of musical reception, and of course a Wagner opera, above
all the Nordic myth-based Ring, is more “available” to ideology than a
purely instrumental Mozart piano concerto.

In approaching the late-1970s identity crisis besetting (West) Ger-
many and its ilmmakers, Syberberg asks: “How is Hitler to be repre-
sented?” His chosen medium of film is closely allied to music. At the end
of the opening credits, special thanks are given to Henri Langlois and
the Cinématheque Francaise, acknowledged as the spiritual progenitors
of the film with the publication Film—The Music of the Future. The title
evokes Zukunfismusik, associated with Wagner-and Lisz; film as latter--
day Gesamtkunstwerk, @ commonplace that for Syberberg functions as
palimpsest, not effacement. As a re-creation of the Nazis® exploitation
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of the media for propaganda purposes, the soundtrack of Ou Hitl
guently bombards the viewer with acoustic information, with ar 'm
examples but one element of a multi- strand soundtrack

that arc absent here because they be]ong to an umcpeam'
“Stalingrad . . . the Twentieth of July plot . . . Riefenstahl’s Nurziy

w1th Riefenstahl’s Nuremberg no less artistically framed than ¥
Any historical unrepeatability of Riefenstahl’s Nurembezg.lmh
uniqueness of her take on the city, both as art and as quasi-docu
Nazi film had left Hitler as a mythical, and hence limitlessly al]

the ineffable. The presence of often static-charged radio culminaf :
a famous broadcast of “Stille Nacht” on Christmas Eve 1942. Its rend
tion by German fighters from the uttermost reaches of the expanded
Reich feigns a sovereignty that the imminent collapse of Stalingrad was;
to negate totally. By the end of Syberberg’s film, the sentimental wor¢
“Sleep in heavenly peace” have been repiaced by the death wish of ¢
“Liebestod” from Tristan und Isolde (Hitler, 247). '

The Wagner Syberberg is trying to rehabilitate is permeated with’
overtones. of Nazi-directed reception, unavoidable in postwar German
films. Among a host of Wagner quotations, Our Hitler avoids the more
hackneyed “Hollywood” Wagner (of, say, “The Ride of the Valkyries’
or the Lohengrin “Wedding March”). Instead the film opts for excerpts.
that have dramatic and texival significance (via the libretto they imply)
for the whole opera or cycle, thereby reinvesting Wagner with musical
value. Syberberg’s editing of the soundtrack enabled a length of music
excerpts which is rarein film. His handling of Wagner in particulat isan .
acoustic equivalent of Wim Wenders’s attempts to salvage images from
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“of Hollywood editing” Wagner’s original score remains more
iss “chunked.”® Music then functions less as 2 collage component
more as a primary source, a pro-filmic acoustic event.

he same time as he confronts stereotypes of Wagner's kinship
Wizl excess, mythologzcal abscurity, and anti- Jatxonahl} Syber-

mdustry Syberberg’s musical rehab1hta110n of Wagner from the
rmahzatlon of Hollywood then anticipates the attempted reclamation
German history at visual and dramatic levels by Edgar Reitz in his

: _monumental Heimat cycles.

FHow, concretely, does Wagner look and sound with Syberberg? Af-
.an opening sequence in which Wagaer permeates the soundtrack,

potcntlally as highbrow mood music or operatic film narrative, there

follows a section where his music is intercut with Nazi or at least Nazi-

 fied songs (Hitler, 441F), so that the effect is of longer- and shorter-term

¢ultural memory. 'The counterpoint is most striking when one of the

“parrators, Harry Baer, proclaims that “music . . . overcomes everything”

while holding the puppet of Ludwig I This statement is underpinned
by the Parsifal Prelude, which yields to an archival record of the song

- “loday our Germany hears us.” The hinge between the two worlds, as
* it must have been for the febrile imagination of the young Hitler, is the
" martial music of Rienzi. And a still more striking amalgam is created by
\: ‘the repeated funereal drumbeat of the roll call of the 1923 Nazi martyrs

and the recurring evocation of the archetypal Germanic hero Siegfried

“with the “Funeral March” from Goterddrmmerung. When the Hitler
- puppet says: “So long as Wagner’s music is played, I will not be forgotten”

(Hitler, 207), this is the musica! example chosen. The “Funeral March”
ruminates on the life of the dead hero (as 2 cluster of leitmotifs), and

at the point where the exultant theme from Siegiried’s Rhine Journey

enters, Harry Baer takes up the narration with the words: “Thus spake
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the devil” (ibid.). Hitler the historical figure is demonized, shrou&éd '
mytholegical mist, white the Wagnerian hero Siég‘fried is'proje-c't;é‘d :
Third Reich reception into the realm of the historical. With tHis de ¥
of precision are the musical entrances planned in this film. b
Syberberg quotes Parsifal extensively, with the quest for the Gy
coming synonymous with German Romantic striving for the tranigei,.
dental. The first Wagner excerpt among many throughout the ﬁ.hn he
Prelude, and this clearly stakes out Syberberg’s Wagner, to be reclai; e’é
from Hitler’s." The Hitler puppet’s speech quoted in the last paragtqi|
goes on: “(I will not be forgotten.) Pve made sure of that. Branded
ever in the'history of Wagnerian music. The source of our, the sourcs of
my strength” (ibid.). Syberberg would ideally remove Wagner from he
embrace of both the Right and the Left, although the WEight he lends the
nineteenth century might have led him back to the historically arrestin
phenomenon of the latter.” i

ph

The preponderance of Wagner from the outset stakes out an'al. -

lusively rich acoustic terrain for this film. The Prelude to Parsifal is fol
lowed by excerpts from the forging of the Ring scene from Das Rhein:
gold, the orchestral flourish and Donner’s hammer blow before the entry
of the gods into Valhalla, the final scene from Gétterdimmerung, and
a return to the Parsifal Prelude, all within the opening fifteen minuts
The unleashing by the Ring of such greed and destruction is perfectly
positioned, as André Heller speaks of the legal claims advanced by thirty
Hitler heirs (Hitler, 31-32). -

The film'’s frames of reference arch still further, Musically the most
dramatic of the above examples, a furious drum roll prefacing the gods’
entry, is qualified by a yodeling voice, and the sequence of this intruder
surrounded by the two Wagner excerpts is the same as that toward the
end of the same director’s Ludwig—Requiem for a Virgin King (1972):
While the yodeler deflates the high pathos of Wagner's music, the musi-
cal combination signals the director’s use of his own leitmotif cluster
to combine film narratives. The title to Part 1 of Our Hitler, “From the
World Ash-Tree to the Goethe-Oak of Buchenwald,” links Die Walkiire

to the Weimar of Goethe and beyond. The name “Buchenwald” sum- -

marizes Syberberg’s own lament, reducing a once highly poetic word
to a single connotation and preserving the link between classical Wei-
mar (the Goethe-Oak) and a concentration camp compound. The span

of S7

tion
‘raiture in this section of the film. The “Funeral March” from Gotterddm-

_érung undergoes similar recontextualization alongside jaunty rendi-
tions of military marches and song {Hitler, 108-109). Still more arresting
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ﬁerberg’s title, then, reflects his attempt to resuscitate archetypal

‘s which once fed into a great Romantic tradition and have since

hopelessly compromised. Wagner is a major player in advancing .

resis. .

ut the salvage operation is reversed with the appearance of Rienzi,

_k_o_ug'h the composer came to distance himself {rom this early opera,
tter-day orator Hitler embraced it. Its more martial instrumenta-

¢
biends effectively with the marching songs of the Hitler era which

e the occasional mini-dramas that Syberberg creates, parallel to and
dramatically deriving from the Wagner he is citing. During ravings from.
“the Man of Destiny about the Exos of ruling and of violence, culminat-

3%

‘ing in an invocation of the charismatic leader (Hitler, 126), Donner’s "He

He da! He do!” rings out, leading into the orchestral flourish quoted
riefly near the beginning of Our Hitler. The fanatical voice of invocation
s joined by a crowd intoning “Sieg Heil, Sieg Heil,” Goebbels’s pledge of

total submission to the Fithrer’s will, and a hint of the “Deutschlandlied”
The intoxication of the voices is matched by the upward surge of the

music, resolving in Donner’s hammer blow and the thunderclap of the

kettledrums. The effect is a flash forward on the soundtrack to the foun-
. dations of the Nuremberg Rallies. And the Wagnerian viewer Syberberg

is ideally addressing will make the further (dramatic/historical) con-
nection that this music immediately precedes the entry of the gods into
Valhalla, the mirage of grandeur penetrated only by Loge’s prediction:

Threm Ende eilen sie zu,

die so stark im Bestehen sich withnen.

{They who delude themselves they will endure,

are in fact hurtling toward their end.} (Das Rheingold, Scene 4)

In a film obsessed with German identity, the length and the textual and
dramatic aptness of Syberberg’s excerpts reclaim Wagner from Holly-
wood agency. But théy also reclaim Wagner from Nazi appropriation.
The Nazis attempt to model history on Wagner’s myths rebounds, with
his myths penetrating the outcomes of their brand of history and out-
lasting their milleaniurn,
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THE DOCUMENTARIES OF WERNER HERZOG.

Werner Herzog has continued to engage with Wagner well beyond ("
lifespan of the New German Cinema. But far niore than in feature ﬁlméﬂj .
where Wagner’s music might be expected on the soundtrack, Herzeg
employs it in his documentaries, indicating from the start his typically -
idiosyncratic perception of the genre. To complete a disregard for con,
ventional genre boundaries, particular musical excerpts recur across
both feature films and documentaries. '
Herzog shares with Syberberg a close relationship with German
Romanticism, a movement whose very aims would seem to point away
from the direction of documentary. The tension between poetry and
visual mimesis indicates the chasm between Herzog’s conception of -
documentary and a more purist ethnography, likely to view “poetry”s
as an embellishment. And yet documentary theorists have also come ..
to the conclusion that the genre is “a fiction (un-)like any other,”'? but .-
a fiction for all that. Point 5 of Herzog’s Minnesota Declaration asserts
that “poetic, ecstatic truth . . . can be reached only through fabrica-
tion and imagination and stylization.”® Herzog’s highly personal and .-
unconventional statements about documentary magnify the creative
consciousness behind the camera and the soundtrack, =
What is the role of sound in the intensification of truth? Through-
out the silent cinema era one level of sound was always present, namely
music. Music supposedly fleshed out the images, lent them a third di-
mension, and hence made the viewing position more “heimlich.” Thisis
important to remember when we assess Herzog’s return to Murnau—his
creative adaptation (1979) of Murnau's Nosferatu (1922)—and the more
general return of the New German Cinema to a pre-Nazi generation of
German filmmakers. The earlier images were supported by music, and
music functioned differently from that emitted through Dolby systems.
The link to Herzog’s integration of Wagner into his own drarriaiurgy
is the 1994 T'V film Die Verwandiung der Welt in Musik: Bayreuth vor
der Premiere, largely made up of a series of interviews with creative
personnel both on- and off-stage at the Holy Grail for Wagnerians. The
title alone, beyond functioning as his definition of opera,'* indicates how
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jérzog’s Bayreuth isstyled to become the German equivalent of the Hol-
wood dream factory. Whereas Hollywood transforms the world into

mages of the mind, the acoustic dream is so potent that it can transform
?hé ‘world into music. Thaf also means that the classical Hollywood para-

digmiof visual supremacy is supplanted by nineteenth-century German

Tnusic and music theater. This is established in the op'ening sequence,
‘-{,;;here the camera is given access to precious scores ;.n the Bayrcuth
::;'nuseum archives. Among these scores we see both Trtst-an“ u‘nd Isoldi
.and Parsifal, but the soundtrack remains with the rhapsodic “Liebestod

“from Tristan, in an unedited continuity of sound (ca. six minutes) that
15 unustal outside opera films. ‘

Die Verwandlung der Welt in Musik features prominent conduc-

. " tors and other artists invited to Bayreuth. Their rehearsals. surfound
*an appearance by Herzog, reminiscing about his own productlf)nh(?f
. Lohengrin, which had been in the Bayreuth repertmr.e fro)m 1087 till his
making of this documentary. Ata rehearsal of the Sailors’ Ghorus from

Der fliegende Hollinder, the choristers are shot looking ostentatiousty
away from the stage action to follow their own conductor, who transmits

n tempi from his over-the-shoulder glances at the orchestra’s conductor,

Giuseppe Sinopoli, A similar effect is achieved with video monitors%
capturing different angles on the performance and., by a montége )
conductors from different productions. Images are dislocated while the
body of music, the Wagner tradition, continue?,, from the early work Der
fliegende Holldnder to the sumunation of Parsifal. o )

In footage of rehearsals for Lohengrin, Herzog gives instructions tf)
children. We hear of what Wolfgang Wagner rejected about Herzog's
even grander conception for the production, styling Herz?g as .some-
thing of a latter-day Ludwig II, except that he is charllneﬂmg his own
coticeptions through Wagner’s opera rather than being a devotee in
thrall to the composer’s ideas. In this sense this film too has a nascis-
sistic element--Bayreuth as a pretext for Herzog’s visions. Paui' Frey is
interviewed about his role as Lohengrin, but when he actually sings, he
is eclipsed in the foreground by the offstage Herzog'and the ﬁrenlman 031
duty, with Herzog even persuading the firemnan to‘ sing, from a viewer’s
perspective, over the voice of Paul Frey! A racking focus 'smgles out
them rather than the real performers, and their schoolboy irreverence
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extends to laughter, as the camera moves tod portralt of Ludw1g 11, An

transformation of the world into music, a claim perhaps applicable i in the

first place only to an acolyte’s view of Wagner above all other comp
ers, is briefly demystified by these pranlks. After interviews with Hein
Miiller and Daniel Barenboin, the film finishes with the end of Tristan
and the crowd’s response. This, then, is & documentary about Stagmg
-the music of Wagner. :
Elsewhere in Herzogs films, including the documentaries, mugis
frequently becomes 2 kind of antipode to Beethoven, inasmuch as the
outer world is deaf to the inner voices of the exalted and creative ixldii
vidual. Matching his confidence in seeing and articulating images thaé
have never been seen before,”® Herzog positions his listening viewer a¢

the inner ear of Beethoven, hearing sounds that are only accessible to:

the happy few. The latter approach is exemplified by Bells from the Deep:
Faith and Sa_;perstition in Russia (1995}, in which pilgrims lying on the ice
“hear” a sunken town’s cathedral.

As an extension of this sonically charged universe, music alone is -
present for long stretchés of Herzog’s soundtracks. This ensures that

Herzog’s figures remain hermetically sealed images, still less anchored

by “natural” sound than are singers under the stagelights of an opera,
house. The quality of an acoustic hothouse is crucial for Herzog’s Lessons |
of Darkness (1991/92), with its apocalyptic footage of burning oil wells

in the first Gulf War. The lack of ambient sound effaces what cultural
anthropologist David Tomas calls “ephemeral and fragmentary histo-

ries”*® When dialogue is also absent, sonic myth is created. Whatever .

the degree of empathy created with the devotees in Herzog’s film Pil-
grimage {2001}, which features music by John Tavener, they are never
represented from within or even fully located without, so that their
world and the “normal” one {of the viewer) remain parallel, on opposite
sides of the lens and of the sound barrier. Music is used here to immu-
nize the viewer against anything other than the ecstatic truth, justas the
impossible narrative weight borne by Philip Glass's scores in Godfrey
Reggio’s trilogy (Koyaanisqatsi {1982], Powaggatsi [1988}, and Nagoygatsi
[2003}) filters out the political commentary that seems to inhere in the
images.

‘Wagner’s music strengthens the palpable links between the themes
and visuals of Herzog’s documentaries and feature films. In Little Dieter
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Needs to Fly (1997), the end of the “Liebestod” from Tristan und Isolde

entefs on cue when the pilot Dieter, recounting his crash landing in a
“paetien jungie uses the word “dream.” Unsure whether it is “real” or
“#gnreal,” he speaks of death as a thick flow, pointing to floating jellyfish
1it by an.almost Marianic blue, images that recur in Invincible (2001)..The
ausical “thick flow” is Wagner's orchestration of death, and anything
“fprther froma documentary depiction of Laos during the Vietnam War
“4s hard to imagine. But when the “Liebestod” also swells at the end of
"Schred aus Stein/Scream of Stone (1991), it signals that the ascent of a peak
““in the Andes has had all the glorious insubstantiality of opera. Such
jrony, viewed in more relaxed mode with the performance of Bellini at
 the end of Fitzcarraldo (1982), matches the sardonic quality attributed by

Wiltiam van Wert to the use of Wagner in La Soufriére (1977)."" The same

" music used there, Siegfried’s “Funeral March,” appears behind burning
. oil wells throughout Section 7 of Lessons of Darkness, where it has no

trace of irony, but functions rather as a threnody for the West."® In this

sense Herzog's Wagner is Wagner at the service of Herzog’s own trans-

formation of the world through his Gesamtkunstwerk of the imagination.

The soundtrack of Lessons of Darkness combines long stretches of
music as sole presence with a Wagnerian sense of theater, viewed as an
aesthetic intensification of truth. The latter tendency is exemplified by
Julianes Sturz in den Dschungel/Wings of Hope (2000), in which Herzog
takes the sole survivor of a plane crash back to the crash site in the
jungle and recreates her journey out. (The whole aspect of redemptive
reenactment, as also in Little Dieter Needs to Fly, demonstrates a kinship
between Herzog's documentaries and Wagnerian opera.)

In Wings of Hope, the Rheingold Prelude begins over the line “Das
war wie ein Engel, der auf mich zukam” (That was like an angel ap-
proaching), just as there are entries of a Barték work (Buciumcana) when
the words “vision” and “dream” are uttered in Littfe Dieter Needs to Fly.
Music transports the viewer beyond the visually representable world
of the observational documentary. With reference to an angel, Juliane

“describes the effect of seeing her deliverer, and the Prelude continues for

some minutes through to the last of the end credits. In Wagner's tetral-
ogy the Eb chord sustained in total darkness ushers in the transition from
the social world of the theater foyer to the domain of Wagnetian myth.
Herzog’s use of the music here is almost a concession that for all the
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extraordinariness of the story he has recounted, he needs such a dev;ce. :

to ensure a more general, mythical level to his documentary
He prepares this with theatrical montage toward the end of lhe ﬁlm

As a whole panel of the ill-fated plane is unearthed, Hetzog's voiceqgye;
muses on whether this was the emergency exit through which Julizpa-
was ejecled {and saved). The music continues to swirl, while the cam‘em'
takes us through the proscenivm arch of the space in the hull, into the -

Urwald beyond, where the new Juliane stands as the unlikely cent

piece, and Herzog retells her narrative. As the camera transports g .
through the stage curtain of the aircraft shell, the world is transformeg
info music drama. The effect is far more convincing than the incursi'c;ﬁ_
of Herzog’s own drama into that of the story-to-be. Herzog interrup'£§ '7

the barely developed Juliane strand as he describes how at the time o
the crash he was filming Aguirre in a nearby valley, with footage from
that film gratuitously spliced into the film in process. So a montage
mythical theme and visuals within the new film does not work to len

it a mythical dimension, but the considered use of Wagner’s music over

images inherent to the film does, however much these images are con
structed around a stage effect. :

In these final frames the Rheingold Prelude in no sense emerges’
from the jungle. Instead, it signifies the heightened consciousness-and:
depths of the subconscious released by the extreme situation of Frau
Juliane and this setting (back there, at the crash; its restaging calls for |
Wagnerian grandeur to lend it conviction). It is.a clinching exampte of -

that isolation of music on the soundtrack discussed above. The sound of

Wagner signals the itmmaker’s hand in superimposing a mythical layer -

over the documented reality of the jungle, The same music has a similar

dramatic function at the start of Lessons of Darkness (on the camera’s
magic carpet ride over Kuwait City), and above all when establishing

the liminal space between civilization and the realm of Count Dracyla

in Nosferafu.’® The latter example shows Herzog’s interest in the inte- .

grated effect of Wagnerian theater beyond the opera score, as the figure
of Jonathan Harker and the scenery and props are shot as if part of an
opera production, for a Bayreuth stage at that.

By this line of reasoning, the documentary Verwandlung der Welt
in Musik is central to an understanding of the theatrical use of music
in Herzog’s documentaries. According to anthropologist Steven Feld,
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he idea of sound worlds is that social formations are indexed in sonic
histoiries ¢ and sonic geographies.”*® Herzog’s use of Wagner at the end
{ Wings of Hope transforms this notion into formations beyond the
{merely) social, Feld qualifies this definition, since “we now all live in .

::Sound,worlds {which} ave simultaneously local and translocal, spe-

Gific yet blurzed, particular but general, in place and in motion.”* "This

~ yorld-music quality facilitates Herzog's approach. In reinjecting Wagner

with primarily mythical content, the music transcends the constraints
of Germanic myth, and above all its reception as proto-Nazi and pan-

“Germanic, This far outstrips objections by ethnographic purists that

ny music other than what the ethnographic subject might perform is a

. breach of documentary conventions. Such a debate about “authenticity”
- {3 bypassed in the name, again, of an intensification of truth, of docu-

menting culture and cultural memory in myth, behind their manifesta-

. tions in the physical world.

- These examplesiliustrate Herzog’s tale on opera: “[W]hen the music

s playing, the stories do make sense. Their strong inner truths shine
‘through and they seem utterly plausible.”** We are left then with incom-

patible paradigms, with operatic ethnography. Herzog’s documentaries
challenge something more fundamental than genre categories. Their
visual and acoustic representations exemplify much broader issues,
such as cinematic “realism” and what that could possibly still mean; the
relationship between the pro-filmic event and the edited footage and
soundtrack; the way we see (while also being addressed through sound)

" and the way we dream, visions both. From the dramatic, technical, and

choreographic issues emerging here, the aflinity Herzog clearly feels to
Wagner becomes seif-evident. '

HEIMAT 3

Edgar Reitz’s three Heimat series bear comparison with Wagner’s works
on a number of fronts.*® Their combined length dwarfs the monumen-
tality of the Ring, exceeding three full productions. In over fifty-two
hours, they cover eighty years of the history of Europe’s most turbulent
twentieth-century nation. Their individual dimensions, however, are
those of a more chamber-music approach to Wagnier. The closest-parallel
between Reitz and Wagner is probably their shared ground in navigat-
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ing nothing less than an intellectual history of the nétién, Reitz in the.
subject matter of his Heimat series, Wagner in the ongoing reception of

his works. Reitz’s view of twentjeth-century Germany is fulri‘ of social’

comment, with Heimat 3 starting on the night the Berlin Wall falls and

embedding in its plot many issues arising fron: German v nification. But *
his film cycle also interweaves reflections on and through artforms—ari .

history, literature, il itself, and music, for a start. At thelevel of content
rather than form it is a Gesamtkunstwerk. 'The arls permeate German
(big city) life, rather than being aesthetic extras, and a commitment to
music reflects a longstanding thread of German intellectual history,
Music at the core of Reitz's cycle shows a kinship to the prose works of
Thomas Mann (with the filtering of Romanticism and philosophy, pri-
marily via Wagner).** Where Mann's Dokfor Faustus featured a diaboli-

cal retraction of German humanism as embodied in Beethoven’s Ninth, -
Reitz’s central figures cultivate their musicality to the end. Hermann |

leaves village life at the end of Heimat 110 study composition in Munich

he continues to compose and conduct throughout the second.and third -
series. His partner Clarissa originally learns cello before becoming a
singer in crossover and avant-garde styles, which challenge the Ger- |

man musical tradition in its national distinctiveness. This mirrors the
dilemma of clinging to a concept of “Heimat” while allowing it historical
flux. At the cutset of Heimat 2, Hermann swears that music will be his
sole love.and his spiritual home.

Three decades on from the timeframe of Heimat 2, ina now-united .-
Germany, Heimat 3 highlights the difficulty of locating “Heimat” within

Germany’s Buropeanization and globalization, Music, “the most Ger-
man art” in Nazi propaganda, permeates Heimat 3, but as with cinema
references, Germany is approached as part of Europe. At the acoustic
level, Reitz’s use of music without nationally specific markers parallels
Wenders’s global road movies, where Uz and others are prominent on
the soundtrack, Hermann is invited to compose a Reunification Sym-
phony. Iis six movements seemingly make it a chiffre for Reitz’s six-patt

film. But its fate, in never being performed onscreen, is also a comment -

on reunification not reaching completion in the historical script.

In this ongoing concern with the extreme case of a problematic
twentieth-century national identity, reference to Wagner would seem
both obligatory and impossibly fraught. About halfway through the final
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. *.episode, a rare dream sequence situates Hermann in a liminal space,

with a passing parade of ghosts from the past. Fis reveries in a field
(Beérlioz?!) precede the funeral of the publican Rudi, the heart and soul of
H_érma ni’s birthplace, Schabbach, At the funeral Hermann, still poised
“on the brink of reality (and in that sense, in an operatic space), surveys
(e graves of his own family. There is a strong sense of the passing of

_a town’s dynasty, even before an earth tremor disperses the mourners.

‘The brass band continues with its rendition of “Nearer My God to Thee.”
Reitz is confident that his audience will associate this melody with the
sinking of the Titanic?® The tremor signals the subsiding of old slate
quarries which provide the foundation for some of Schabbach. One of
them has been converted by Hermann’s late brother Ernst into a sub-
terranean vault, where he has stored artworks—above all, art deemed
decadent during the Nazi era. Ernst had despaired when parochial poli-
tics forced him to pursue a French offer to curate them, and ultimately
they are lost altogether, as this tremor causes the vault to be flooded. A
shortsighted salvage operation in which concrete is poured in seals the
fate of the artworks.

The treasure is referred to on a number of occasions, with overde-
termination, as Ernst’s “Nibelungen hoard.” The flooding of the under-
ground lake destroys the bridge leading to the hidden treasure, and as
it disintegrates, the Wagnerian viewer will be acutely aware of a super-
imposed rainbow. Behind the lost German art treasures—Ilost first at
home, in being deemed decadent, and then abroad in the aftermath of
World War II displacement—one suspects this self-reflexive director is
further lamenting the fate of so much film of the silent era, not confined
to Germyany. The notion of German originals having fallen into Russian
hands dramatically paraltels the tale of the Bosnian boy of Episode 5
who is wrongly suspected of being Ernst’s biological son (and the object
of deadly envy, in being deemed Ernst’s heir). The boy’s fate is a grim
comment on the primacy up till the millennium of jus sanguinis, of
German identity determined by bloodlines. Iis is one of two deaths in
the heart of Lorelei territory, and he founders on contemporary rocks re-
sulting from parochialism and greed, “made in Germany.”*® Far beyond
Western triumphalism, greed, contested inheritances,”” and betrayal
are the leitmotifs.of Heimat 3. When a return to German Romanticism
(almost taking up Syberberg’s project of & quarter century earlier) and
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multiple allusions to film history are added to an already complex mix
of contemporary society and Germanic myths, the layered quality of th,

series becomes clear.

Heimat 3 in no sense attempts to transpose Wagnér’s Ri’ng or ity

characters into the medium of a film narrative. But narrative links, sug,

as those in the examples above, cry out for commentary, and once think.
ing along these lines, minor details seem to resonate, too. Although thy’
Magic Fire surrounding Britnnhilde seems remote from the 19908, i’
Episode 1 Clarissa does sing “Dido’s Lament” at the Paris Opera, the’
music anticipating her being engulfed by flames from the funeral pyre2®
" When Hermann’s older brother Anton dies, relatives discuss traditional
burial as opposed to cremation, and Anton’s daughter Mardies canngt

conceive being suddenly surrounded by flames, as she puts it. Anton i

ultimately cremated, and the urn buried in the country churchyard, But'
the novelty of the new ritual backfires, as Anton’s cask melodramatically
reappears after being lowered, bizarrely parallefing the final gesture of'

Siegfried’s hand in Gotterddmmerung.

One aspect of the soundtrack also resonates with the Ring In Epi. -
sode 4 new music is heard, preceded in the narrative by faultlines of
disillusionment appearing within the Simon family dynasty. Scored for

clarinet in its higher and bass registers, it is a circular, agitated motif that
is strongly reminiscent of the Prelude to Act 1 of Die Walkiire. Subse-
quent reappearances are elaborate variations, gradating into inventions.
They serve as a unifying thread across a number of scenes in Episode 4,
and then recur a single time in Episode 5. They accompany, for instance,
Hermann’s striding through the mist in the direction of Schabbach,
his arrival at the grieving household in the wake of Anton’s death, his
heading for the gas station where he meets his other brother Ernst, and
(in musically much freer form) his visit to his daughter’s flat in Munich.
In Episode 5, a guitar version accompanies Hermann’s approach to the
Lorelei, at the foot of which people have assembled to watch the forlorn
figure of Matko, the Bosnian boy. His suicide from the top of the cliff
{reminiscent of Ernst’s earlier death as his plane crashes into the cliff)
interweaves three strands, in a manner typifying the film: a latterday
performance of the Lorelei legend; a variation of the Ring, with the fam-
ily’s feuding, greed, and envy culminating in the sacrifice of a false son,

one;W
reworking

-t
%

recla - .
: ?;f"ith a vulgarized concept of leitmotifs, or the “Ride of the Valkyries

~man Ci onele
" Reitz’s summation of the twentieth century seems to be a salvaging of the
" nineteenth century. The nation of poets and thinkers, whose remoteness
. from politics was viewed as a primary facilitator of Nazism, has become

Cani
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rongly deemed to be the only direct heir; and a qontempora%‘y
of this in the social reality of Germany at the end of the mil-
snpiium, a Germany still struggling to accept concepts of identity other
h’lﬂ ethaic ones. ) . .

The evocation of Wagner, and the way this allusion then emanci
;r;c:;s itself while retaining the originai link, mirrors Reitz’s gi:and.i'helme
eclaiming German culture, Wagner is rescued from Ameticanization

~m Birth of a Nation through to Apocalypse Now) and from Nazi

. avertones. The latter were classically present in the soundtrack to Leni
Riefenstahl's Triumph of the Will, with music both by and in the m?d’e
of Wagner (in Flerbert Windt's score). The Wagner allusion: on Reitzs

soundtrack anticipates the late twentieth century,”® an(% this avant- ngrde
quality continues with the inventions (in melody and instrumentation)
wrought on the first statement. Heimat 3 returns to \f»_rhat the New Ger-
nema was not historically in a position to reclaim, and at one level

deal nation of artists, filmmakers, and musicians, and its welcome
back to the world stage is not without historical irony. But the embed-
ding of Wagner in the narrative and his ghostingﬂ on the soundtrack
complement the strong presence of Schumann, G}lnde'rrocée, sfnci Ro-
mantic iconicity (the Lorelei in legend, Caspar David Friedrich in some
of the film’s images). These function not as antiquated g:t}ltu ral treasures
but a the seeding of new cultural blends, as in the film’s final frames.
At the very end of the series, Hermana's daughter looks 0}1': at ti}e
new millennium. She has spent New Year’s Eve with student friends, in

desolate scenes by the river Main. The friend dying of AIDS prophesies .

a new “freedom” of gender, with man becoming woman and woman,
man. This seems to be an elaborate parallel to the final sequences of
Alexander Kluge's film Die Patriotin (1979), where G”abzr Teichert and
her colleagues worry away at Schiller’s “Ode to Joy” (“All men shall
become brothers™), New Year fireworks illuminate Cologne C’athfzdral,
and finally she gazes calmly out through her winéow. Kluge§ hlSt.OI"Y
teacher had sought a positive version of German history. Is this Reitz’s
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verdict on Lulu/Simone’s quest, now located in an era when the rest Qf
the world is far more prepared to contemplateé such a‘pbs_si,biliff?.ls th

sense of this ending the sum of those eighty years spanned by fhe.th.ré:
Heimat series, viewed in retrospect, rather than with apprehens-ioﬁ i
the future; or maybe with a Janus-gaze embracing both? ‘Ihe pa ran::
film strand near the end of Heimat 3 is provided by the former fq;i

German chatacter Gunnar behind bars, unable to cope with freedom i

the West; seemingly Reitz’s atterapt to connect his German-Germay
theme with the larger East-West theme of Kieslowski’s Three Colors:
White. .

One significant difference is that the New Year’s gathering at the.
Gtinderrodehaus brings together the extended family, not the quarrel-.‘
some dynasty. In German, the “twilight” of Wagner's title Gotferddm
merung is both crepuscular and pertains to first light. And that, visually
and in narrative ternis, seems to be Reitz’s equivalent of the “redemp-.

tion” theme at the end of Wagner's epic. “Pure” bloodlines have vanished -
with the deaths of brothers Anton and Ernst; Hermann had a differenf"

father. Hermann’s daughter survives, her business acurnen and growing

maturity equipping her for her insecure outlook. Tears of apprehension
reveal her emotion as her son plays Mozart on Hermann’s piano, with
Mozart, as in Syberberg’s Our Hitler, having the last musical say. Reitz :

100, still seems to need Mozart to act as the exorcist of Wagner.

»
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29. See Peter Bassett, A Ring for the Millennium: A Guide to Wagner’s “Der Ring:
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THIRTEEN

The Power of Emotion:
Wagner and Filin

JEREMY TAMBLING

sfart from a film by Alexander Kluge, Die Macht der Gefiihle (The

' pgwcr of Emotion, 1983}, about opera, Wagner, and “emotions.” The film

moves by an associative rather than a narrative logic; for example, at one
oment moving from thinking about objects as opposite of emotions

{objects perhaps last Jonger) to showing details of the Great Exhibition in

London in 1851, in Joseph Paxton’s Crystal Palace. Objects gained their
museum, their place for display. The Crystal Palace was burned down
3 few years after the Reichstag was set on fire (in 1936 and 1933 respec-

“dively), says the voiceover, associating these two burnings. It adds that

objects lost their Parliament: a statement to be taken in many ways, but
associating people with things, that is, commodities.
Later, the fiim shows another sample of nineteenth-century archi-

“tecture: the opera house as the “power plant of emotion.” Opera is seen

to be part of a process of urbanization, a moderr phenomenon; this is

a topic of Anselm Gerhard’s The Urbanization of Opera: Music Theatre
" in Paris in the Nineteenth Century. But as it is said, from looking at the

cables that carry electricity through the building, these are in a cata-

. strophic state: emotions, then, are ready to burn up the opera house, in
© an example of what Derrida calls “archive fever,” one of his terms for
. Freud’s death drive; and emotions—aflects—have a catastrophic im-
. pact within modernity.’ (Though forced to use the terms “emotion” and

“affect” interchangeably here because of Kluge’s title, [ prefer the term
“affect” “Emotion” runs the danger of being almost fetishistic itself, in
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