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Abstract

Before any in-depth analysis can occur, one must define in good measure the purpose of the analysis.

Accordingly, it is the author’s intention to develop a novel technique for analysis of large scale works that

utilize leitmotifs as their currency of musical economy. In the way small scale lieder is easily approached

on a note-by-note basis, especially in a Schenkerian scheme, it is put-forth here that the same style of

analysis can be used, albeit slightly altered. Instead of a note-by-note approach, which is completely

unreasonable for a work on the scale of Wagner’s Der Ring des Nibelungen, a leitmotif-by-leitmotif

approach will be employed. The result will be an analysis similar in appearance to a normal Schenkerian

exercise, but will illuminate trajectories on a much larger scale, and hopefully in a way that is more

revealing of both the music and the narrative progression.

1 Introduction

1.1 Schenkerian Analysis as Inspiration

The methodology of Schenkerian Analysis is a powerful tool in the toolbox of any analysis of a tonal

work. However, although powerful, Schenkerian analysis does not necessarily scale well. Indeed, trying

to do a Schenkerian analysis of Götterdämmerung is a laughable task of absurd proportions. Thus, a

conflict emerges as the potential information a Schenkerian analysis might illuminate is hidden behind

the sheer size of large-scale works. A possible solution to this conflict is to reapply the principles of the

Schenkerian approach within a new, more robust and efficient framework. These principles, mainly the

various methods of grouping certain patterns of notes into collections and then either discarding them

or representing them as a single entity, generate a reductive process which illuminates ever deeper levels

of musical interaction. Importantly, this method strives to derive a musical structure, postulated by

Schenker to be inherent in most pieces, based firstly on a dominant-tonic harmonic relationship. The
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principle postulate being put forth in this document is that these principles can successfully be mapped

to the elements of music that govern larger-scale works.

1.2 Leitmotif

A leitmotif is some coherent musical idea that is used to symbolize an extra-musical idea.[12] For instance,

Siegfried’s Horn Call, which occurs throughout Siegfried, always accompanies the young hero’s presence

on the stage. The term was introduced in the 1870’s by music historians such as Ambrose and Wolzogen.

Wolzong published a thematic guide for Der Ring des Nibelungen where he used the term. Wagner and

Liszt were the first prominent composers to utilize leitmotif as a keystone to their compositional practice.

Liszt used motivic transformation throughout a piece to give the music unity and narrative. Wagner

uses leitmotif in nearly all of his operas, and especially throughout the Ring, to give a strong structural,

unifying, and narrative cohesion to the expansive time frame in which his operas occur. However, Wagner

himself did not see the use of these leitmotifs as a strictly narrative exercise, saying “. . . one of my younger

friends [presumably Wolzogen] . . . has devoted some attention to the characteristics of “leitmotifs”, as he

calls them, but has treated them more from the point of view of their dramatic import and effect than as

elements of the musical structure.” [9] From Wagner’s own conception of leitmotif as a musical structure

first, narrative assistant second, an analysis based on the trajectory of leitmotif is justified.

1.3 Leitmotif as the Musical Unit

The process and goals of this analysis is to reduce Wagner’s music using tools derived from the Schenkerian

methodology, but with a focus on leitmotif as the fundamental unit of musical composition. What this

means is that instead of reducing compositions in a pitch-by-pitch fashion as one might do with a

smaller-scale work, we will reduce the score to pitch approximations of the leitmotifs that occur, and

then treat these reduced leitmotifs as the score of notes we reduce. The use of leitmotif as the primary

compositional unit in Wagner’s music seems to make sense, especially in regards to his own views on the

musical elements as mentioned in §1.2. The justification for this decision, from an analytical view point,

is fleshed out through the rest of this document. However, one can imagine that Wagner conceived of

his music, even from the stages of writing the libretto, in terms of melodic and harmonic sections that

dovetail together to form a musical collage of symbolic and narrative elements.

1.4 The Immolation Scene

The final scene of Götterdämmerung, the final opera in the Ring Cycle, was chosen to be the preliminary

excerpt for this analysis for several reasons. The primary reason is that this final scene, starting about

nine minutes from the end, contains an incredible amount of dramatic development and closure in a
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relatively short amount of time. Similarly, this scene contains a vast array of leitmotifs, providing the

analysis with ample material to work with.

From the narrative standpoint, the final scene finds Brünnhilde, the most powerful of the Valkyries,

ordering the construction of a funeral pyre for Siegfried, her murdered husband. Brünnhilde then mounts

her horse, throws a torch into the pyre, and rides into the flames. At this point, the flames rise up into

the heavens and overcome Valhalla, the palace of the Gods. The Rhine river then overruns its banks,

extinguishes the flames, and the world is renewed. This act of self-immolation is central to the plot of

the entire Ring, as it signifies the philosophical goal of Wagner in writing the tetralogy.[3] The world as

a whole, by this act of self-sacrifice, is redeemed through love. The leitmotifs representing redemption,

love, Siegfried, the magic fire, and Valhalla are of particular importance as the cycle comes to an end.

Their trajectories through pitch-space, as a function of time, will be examined in detail in this analysis.

2 The Analysis through Example

2.1 Goals and Methods for the Immolation Scene

Because the goal of this analysis is to illuminate the way in which Wagner distributes the leitmotifs

in the final scene, both in a pitch-space and time, it is important to outline the methodology of this

analysis. First, the leitmotifs that occur in the final scene will be identified categorized into their

specific representational subsets. The subsets used in this analysis are leitmotifs relating primarily to

Transcendental Themes, People, Nature, and Objects. Each leitmotif is will then be reduced, via a

Schenkerian-like method, to a primary pitch or interval. These pitch or intervalic representations will

then be mapped, for each categorical subset, onto a staff to allow a Schenkerian-like analysis to take

place. As is deemed appropriate, leitmotifs may be discarded if they fail to participate meaningfully

in the musical-narrative development. This process is executed in an analogous way to the way certain

types of musical elaborations are discarded in the early foreground reductions of a Schenkerian analysis.

Indeed, because the hypothesis of this analysis is that the leitmotif is the fundamental musical unit, a

hierarchy of leitmotifs can be established, just as a hierarchy of notes may be established in a traditional

Schenkerian way. Finally, after appropriate reductions, a background graph is produced which hopefully

illuminates meaningful interpretations of leitmotif-to-leitmotif relationships. Similar to some Schenkerian

approaches, the bass-line may be preserved throughout, as well certain information about the prevailing

tonal area the scene is in. Most importantly, moments of particular narrative import are retained

throughout the reductive process, in order to help synthesize connections between leitmotif counterpoint

and dramatic structure.
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2.2 Identification and Categorization of Leitmotifs

Throughout the entire course of the Ring Cycle, there are well over 100 identifiable leitmotifs.[3] During

the Immolation Scene, twenty different leitmotifs occur, with Loge’s Magic Fire occurring most often and

the Curse of the Ring occurring only once (when Hagen steals the ring off of Brünnhilde’s finger and is

then drowned by the Rhinemaidens). The majority of the leitmotifs can be easily identified and labeled

using exigent catalogs and sources. In §A, there is a list with all of the leitmotifs that appear, and their

names. Here, the leitmotifs that fall primarily into the subset of Transcendental Themes will be outlined

and discussed.

The leitmotifs that fall into the Transcendental Themes subset are generally defined as those that do

not easily fall simply into the People, Nature, or Objects subsets. For instance, Siegfried’s Hero leitmotif

is certainly associated with the character Siegfried, but it also strongly represents the heroic ideal. A

complete list of these leitmotifs, as well as the justification for including them in this subset can be

found in Table 2.1. The leitmotifs not included in the Transcendental Themes subset are Wotan’s Spear,

Loge’s Agitation, Siegfried’s Death, Valkyrie Call, Valkyrie Ride, Rhine River Murmur, Forest Murmurs,

Rhine River, and the Rhinemadien’s Song. The reasons these leitmotifs were not included range from

the simple fact that they are not heard frequently enough to be of interest to the fact that some act

secondarily in the revelation of the drama.

Although, as outlined in §2.1, each subset of leitmotifs has been investigated, a number of reasons exist

as to why the rest of this analysis will concentrate solely on the Transcendental Themes outlined in Table

2.1. Firstly, it is appropriate to consider that the ideas of Redemption, Love, and the destruction of World

are the primary themes that exist throughout the entire cycle. The leitmotifs relating to specific objects

or aspects of nature, however, fulfill a more basic role story-telling role. For instance, the Forest Murmurs

leitmotif appears simply as a musical tool to create setting, not necessarily a representation of a deeper

narrative agent. Secondly, these ideas are central to the core philosophical belief system that Wagner was

invested in while writing the these operas. It is beyond the scope of this paper to delve into the details

of Wagner’s philosophical and compositional exigence, it is widely accepted that Wagner intended these

operas to engage with Schopenhauer’s philosophical position that love is the sole meaningful aspect of

existence.[6] Lastly, the practical reality is that the Brünnhilde’s Love and Redemption leitmotifs close

the opera, so one might conclude that these leitmotifs are of particular importance in musical-narrative

design.

2.3 Reduction of Leitmotifs

Now that the leitmotifs have been identified and categorized, the next step in the analytical process is

to reduce each leitmotif to its representative pitch or interval. An example reduction for the Siegfried

Hero leitmotif is shown in Figure 2.1. Although Wagner uses only the first two bars of the Siegfried Hero
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Leitmotif Justification for Inclusion

Magic Fire Fire is seen, throughout the entire Ring Cycle and
especially in the Immolation Scene as the grand de-
stroyer of everything. Although this leitmotif is also
associated with Loge himself, it is most generally a
symbol of destruction.

Downfall of the Gods An inversion of the Erda leitmotif, a full-cycle return
to Mother Nature.

Erda (Mother Earth) Although this is a particular character, at this point in
the Ring, she is not present in a personified way. In-
stead, this symbolizes the ancestral wisdom of nature.

Destiny (Self-evident)

Ring The single thing that has led to the current situation.
An object that represents complete power, evil, and
greed.

Redemption (Self-evident)

Siegfried the Hero This leitmotif transcends the literal meaning of
Siegfried. It represents the intrinsic goodness of
Siegfried, as well as the sincerity of his love for
Brünnhilde.

Brünnhilde’s Love (Self-evident)

Curse of the Ring Direct enactment of the Ring’s evil power. It consumes
Hagen into the depths of the Rhine river.

Valhalla Although this is a real place in the Ring, it is also a
symbol of the Gods as a whole.

Power of the Gods This, like Valhalla, is a symbol of the Gods as a whole.
However, this is the intrusive form of their power,
while Valhalla is the passive form of their power.

Table 2.1: The Leitmotifs included in the Transcendental Themes subset, as well as
the justifications for inclusion.

leitmotif for most of the Immolation scene, the conservation of intervalic, rhythmic, and orchestrational

use makes this leitmotif easily identifiable. Other leitmotifs, such as Magic Fire, are fairly static in their

pitch language, almost always ending on the pitch they began. Therefore, their depiction in the analysis

is only that single pitch upon which the leitmotif is stated. In particular, the Magic Fire leitmotif is

a two bar motif, where each bar is strikingly different, and where both bars can independently identify

the leitmotif. In fact, in the Immolation scene, after Brünnhilde dies, the Magic Fire leitmotif begins

to only occur in one-bar phrases that take only part of the whole leitmotif. However, because the this

leitmotif is so easily identified by either bar, the analysis clearly defines these bars as being in every way

the Magic Fire leitmotif.

In general, the essence of this process is to, in a clearly Schenkerian derived way, remove the elaborative

material of each leitmotif, so only the core pitches are left. Many of the leitmotifs easily reduced to a
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Figure 2.1: Example of the reductive method for the Siegfried Hero leitmotif. Staff 1.
is the original leitmotif, Staff 2. is a middle-ground reduction, and Staff 3. is the final
reduction (i.e. what is used when graphing the leitmotifs together).

single pitch, and a rule of thumb was developed that generally the tonal center of a leitmotif was used

as the representative pitch. This generalization works well as many of the leitmotifs are made primarily

of arpeggiotic material.

2.4 Analysis of the Redemption Motif

On first appearance, the key-areas used by Wagner seem, at best, continuously varied in tonal relation-

ships and functionality to avoid perceptual moments of cadence. However, through the mire of mediant

and tri-tone relations, a process of voice-leading through leitmotifs appears. A foreground graph of the

Transcendental Themes leitmotifs is seen in Figure C.1. If the Redemption leitmotif is distilled from this

graph, a beautiful melodic gesture appears. Figure

Figure 2.2: The distilled trajectory of the Redemption leitmotif. A clear melodic shape
is apparent, which is reinforced by two additions, one of the Brünnhilde’s Love (15)
leitmotif and one of the Siegfried Hero (13) leitmotif. Narratively, the leap from C to
E[ corresponds to Brünnhilde’s leap into the funeral pyre.

The interaction between the Redemption, Siegfried Hero, and Brünnhilde Love leitmotifs is very

interesting. The general contour of the Redemption leitmotif is an elaboration around a pitch, and then

a drop of a 7th. This drop of a 7th allows the leitmotif to easily sequence, as the final pitch is a step higher

than the originating pitch. The sequence shown in Figure 2.2 occurs over a 126 measures, beginning in

measure 52 of the Immolation Scene and finishing four measures from the end.

The notes that are in parenthesis in Figure2.2 correspond to the final notes of their associated leit-

motifs (15. - Brünnhilde’s Love and 13. - Siegfried Hero) and are included because they each play an
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integral part in the trajectory of the Redemption leitmotif. The shape of this melodic trajectory appears

to be a melodic line cadencing after an upward scale. It begins on D, which is ultimately closed through

the penultimate E[[, subsequently resolving to the D[. Similarly, the two highest pitches in Figure 2.2

(C and E[) effectively create a half-cadence that resolves to D[. By chromatically ascending to the 7th

scale degree (C) and then jumping to the 2nd scale degree (E[), Wagner is effectively creating a structural

half-cadence in the key of D[. The resolution of this half-cadence occurs with the Redemption leitmotif

sounding on D[ later on, when the Ring is finally restored to the Rhinemaidens.

2.5 A Narrative Context

The use of the Siegfried Hero and Brünnhilde’s Love leitmotifs as in the large-scale chromatic scale that

the Redemption leitmotif follows is important to the symbolic and dramatic structure of the Immolation

Scene. Brunhilde’s Love literally pushes the Redemption leitmotif along via the E]. This surging chro-

maticism functions analogously to the essence of Brunhilde’s behavior. Her love for Siegfried is so strong

that it is literally pushing her toward the flames. Once Brunhilde leaps into the funeral pyre, the final

work of redemption has not yet taken place, and the trajectory of the scale is left as a half-cadence (C

to E[b). The half-cadence resolves after the Rhinemaidens recover the ring and Hagen drowns trying to

retrieve it from them. In doing this, the evil curse put on the ring by Hagen’s father, Albrecht, is resolved

by the waters of the Rhine. This resolution effectively redeems the world, as the power of the ring was

used for evil and garnered through the renouncement of love. Brünnhilde’s love (via the leitmotif that

represents this) has accomplished the act that redeems the world, and once the world is redeemed, a

resolved (on D[) statement of the Redemption leitmotif is heard.

Similarly, the final statement of the Siegfried Hero leitmotif (ending on the E[[) represents that

through Brünnhilde’s self-immolation, Siegfried is extolled as the hero who was able to destroy the gods.

This is made particularly clear because at the moment that the E[[ sounds, the leitmotif transforms from

the Siegfried Hero to the Downfall of the Gods. This transformation represents the dramatic causality

of the events that have just unfolded. If one looks further back, to the climatic statement on E[ of the

Redemption leitmotif, as Brünnhilde leaps into the fire, a falling chromatic gesture of E[ to E[[ to D[ is

found. Looking further back still, to the final statement of the Brünnhilde’s Love leitmotif, sounding on

an E], and combining it with the concluding falling gesture conforms analogously to the Schenkerian idea

of an ursatz. Although this connection is possibly spurious, the careful distribution of leitmotifs on to

the scale degrees of 3̂, 2̂, ([2̂), and 1̂ is intriguing. In fact, the entire Der Ring des Nibelungen ultimately

follows this trajectory, from E[ to D[, as the Vorspiel to Das Rheingold begins in E[ and the finale of

Götterdämmerung ends in D[.
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2.6 Transcendental Themes - Analysis of the Valhalla and Magic Fire

Motifs

A similar reductive analysis of the Valhalla and Magic Fire leitmotifs yields a similarly interesting result.

Again, the trajectories of these two themes were traced over the span of the Immolation Scene, and

like the relationship between the Redemption, Brunhilde’s Love, and Siegfried Hero leitmotifs, a strong

contrapuntal and narrative relationship is uncovered. Although the contrapuntal relationship is strong

between the Valhalla and Magic Fire leitmotifs, it is not necessarily apparent on a cursory perusal that

might be explored through a thematic analysis of the music. However, the large-scale trajectories of the

two themes do interact in contrapuntal ways. Before a full analysis is presented, it is important to discuss

the way in which each leitmotif is being reduced. Firstly, the Valhalla leitmotif is shown in a reduction

scheme in Figure 2.3.

Figure 2.3: The reduction scheme for the Valhalla leitmotif. The first two bars labeled
1. are the original leitmotif, the next two (2.) are the middle ground reduction, and
the final bar (3.) is the final reduction. The interval of the falling P5 is particularly
important in helping to perceptually identify this leitmotif, and so it remains as the
final reductive signature.

As can be seen from this reduction, much of the truly Valhalla-specific identifying material is quickly

discarded.1 Accordingly, for the purpose of the following analysis, the Valhalla leitmotif is essentially

the D[ whole-note that occurs in Figure 2.3 (3.). The A[ that precedes this is maintained because the

Valhalla leitmotif functions in two different ways harmonically throughout the Immolation Scene. The

full statement of the Valhalla leitmotif, like Figure 2.3 (1.) is heard intermixed with a reduced version

more along the lines of Figure 2.3 (3.). However, in this reduced version, the first chord (here, the chord

associated with the A[) is not a tonic chord of the theme, but instead a dominant chord resolving to

the tonic (A[ → D[). Both forms of the Valhalla leitmotif are sequenced through during the Immolation

Scene.

The Magic Fire leitmotif is reduced in a similar way to that of Figure 2.3, yielding simply a single

pitch that represents the main key area implied by the pitch-set represented in each statement of the

1It is important at this point to again mention that the reduction of the leitmotif itself is not a judgment of the music, or
even a useful tool in drawing large-scale conclusions. It is simply a process utilized to make easier the work of organizing and
recognizing patterns between the different themes and themselves.
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theme. This becomes an especially important consideration when the leitmotif is transformed into a

disjunct string of 16th notes that leap about. In this case, the reduction’s pitch representation of the

theme is always the key-center of the pitch-set unless the highest note of the pitch-set keeps reoccurring

in a way that implies its superiority to the perceived key-center.2

Figure 2.4: The Magic Fire and Valhalla leitmotifs in reduced counterpoint during
the Immolation Scene. The beamed notes indicate special relationships, in particular
the E[ that starts the Magic Fire eventually resolving down to the D[, and the scale,
similar to Figure 2.2, that occurs in the Valhalla leitmotif.

With these two reductions in mind, it is now possible to map the occurrences of the leitmotifs.

This map, represented in Figure 2.4, shows a number of strong voice-leading trajectories. First, the

unmistakable trajectory of the Valhalla leitmotif is, like the Redemption leitmotif (Fig. 2.2), a chromatic

scale. This scale starts on an F] (G[) and climbs through an octave to another G[. The black note

heads appearing in the map in Figure 2.4 show where the Valhalla leitmotif is transformed from a single,

non-functioning harmonic gesture to a strong V-I gesture. The use of a tonicized dominant chord here

allows the theme to maintain a chromatic trajectory while also sequencing in a more traditional way.

This method of sequencing is shown in Figure 2.5.

Figure 2.5: The modulation scheme for the Valhalla leitmotif allowing it to sequence
chromatically, thus following the scale in Fig. 2.4.

Ultimately, the effect of the sequential modulation of the Valhalla leitmotif is a seemingly inevitable

building of tension and a large-scale tonization centered on G[. This is identical in approach to the way

Wagner presents the Redemption leitmotif. The important voice-leading trajectories apparent in Figure

2There is a level of analytical discretion taken here, as most of the analysis presented follows the reductive process easily.
However, there are some cases where it is important to consider the context and nature of the leitmotifs, especially in the more
complex sections, with particular care and flexibility.
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2.4 show a clear large-scale cadential motion to G[. The Magic Fire leitmotif moves through an A[ major

triad and ultimately resolves from C → D[. Meanwhile, the Valhalla leitmotif follows the resolution of

the Magic Fire leitmotif with a resolution to the key G[ major. Of course, if the ‘key area’ of this section

is considered at large, it is clearly in D[ major because the beginning of the Valhalla leitmotif’s scale

starts as the Redemption leitmotif is sounding on a D[. The section ends, as the piece concludes, in D[

major, as well. As a result, the context of the Valhalla leitmotif’s trajectory is that of a sub-dominant,

plagal motion.

2.7 A Narrative Context

The way in which the Immolation Scene unfolds requires a number of narrative elements to come to a

conclusion. Wagner supplies these conclusions through the libretto, stage directions, and via melodic

cadences for each of the transcendental themes. However, these cadences, as observed for the Redemption

leitmotif, are not always authentic. In analysis of the Valhalla and Magic Fire leitmotifs, one cadence

is plagal (Valhalla), while the other is authentic (Magic Fire). This fits very well with the symbolic

meaning of each of these leitmotifs. As the scene ends, the Magic Fire rise from the funeral pyre and

consumes Valhalla, and in so doing is completed fully (C → D[ melodic cadence). Additionally, the

destruction of Valhalla, and the gods within it, can be seen as secondary, and consequential afterthought

in the redemption of the world. The melodic cadence for the Valhalla leitmotif is on G[, which behaves

as a plagally within the context of the entire scene, but is full resolved within its own context. The full

destruction of Valhalla is therefore stated as a full and immediate resolution of the chromatic G[ scale

that accompanies the statements of the leitmotif, which differs from the way in which the Redemption

leitmotif first stalls on a half-cadence and only resolves later. The G[ resolution of the Valhalla leitmotif

while the Magic Fire leitmotif resolves to D[ provides the tonal structure with the drama of the Magic

Fire consuming Valhalla and the destruction of the gods within.

3 Narration through Counterpoint

As discussed in the previous two sections, the voice leading of the leitmotifs plays a strong role in

the evolution of the Immolation Scene’s narrative. A combination of these leitmotifs can be created and

through this combination, a complete narration of the Immolation Scene, along with sources of contextual

background, can be derived. In Figure 3.1, a map of each of the Transcendental Themes leitmotifs is

provided, along with indicators of connection and trajectory. From this map a few observations can be

drawn. Firstly, the Magic Fire theme is stated on an E[ many times, which reinforces is the musical

evolution that the Magic Fire has a constant presence in the drama. Additionally, the symbolic meaning

of what the magic fire represents is no longer changing. Perhaps this consistency is a way to inform the
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narrative that the Loge’s magical fire is more eternal than the gods themselves. The moment at which

the magic fire does claim its supremacy over the gods is clearly represented by the leitmotif’s melodic

resolution from C → D[.

Figure 3.1: The total narrative structure of the Immolation Scene is overlaid with the
Transcendental Themes leitmotifs’ trajectories. Each boxed number corresponds to a
moment of narrative import. Box 1 corresponds to the beginning of the Immolation
Scene, Box 2 corresponds to the moment Brünnhilde decides to join Siegfried in the
fire, Box 3 corresponds to the moment she leaps into the fire, Box 4 corresponds to the
moment the Rhinemaidens finally retrieve the ring, and Box 5 corresponds to the full
destruction of Valhalla.

The relationship between the Redemption leitmotif and the Magic Fire leitmotif is also worth com-

menting on. Wagner allows the Redemption leitmotif to be framed by the pitches of Loge’s Magic Fire

leitmotif. Between Box 1 and Box 4 in Figure 3.1, the E[ of the Magic Fire leitmotif passes straight into

and then out of the Redemption leitmotif’s statement. This linear sharing of trajectory demonstrates

the way in which the existence, and persistence, of Loge’s Magic Fire is the key tool in Brünnhilde’s plan

of self-immolation and redemption. As Brünnhilde builds the funeral pyre and eventually lunges herself

into it, the music between the fire that consumes her and the music of her goal through immolation is

mixed contrapuntally. During the full resolution of the Redemption leitmotif, Box 4 of Figure 3.1, the

Magic Fire leitmotif is remembered on an A[, although it is not actually heard at this point. Upon the

completion of the Redemption leitmotif’s resolved statement, Loge’s Magic Fire reappears on A[ to con-

sume Valhalla. The possible insight suggested here speaks to the entire dramatic arc of the Immolation

Scene. The resolution of the Redemption leitmotif is in many ways the true conclusion of Der Ring des

Nibelungen. However, the persistence of the Magic Fire leitmotif on an A[ reminds the narrative, and the
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listener, that Valhalla must also be destroyed before the full redemption, which is stated appropriately

in turn, may take place.

An interesting dovetailing of the Magic Fire and Brünnhilde’s Love leitmotifs also occurs, book-

ending the rising scale of the Redemption leitmotif. The Magic Fire and Brünnhilde’s Love leitmotifs

only overlap in Box 2 and Box 4 of Figure 3.1. Yet, even at these two points, the two leitmotifs effectively

pass on to each other instead of actually overlap. It is possible to imagine that this separation is meant

to represent Brünnhilde’s complete separation from the life associated with the gods and Valhalla that

she once knew. The redemption she discovers is a direct consequence of her emancipation from Valhalla,

and by carefully placing these leitmotifs next to each other instead of on top of each other, Wagner

acknowledges this separation.

Together, these points help determine the fashion in which the narrative unfolds. First, the Magic

Fire leitmotif is heard on E[, which ultimately resolves along the path; E[ → A[ → C → D[. The

Redemption leitmotif is brought to a half-cadence, and then left there until the ring is returned to

the depths of the Rhine River. Once the gold is returned, the Rheinmadiens’ song is heard, and the

Redemption Leitmotif is finally resolved, effectively ending the piece harmonically. In fact, although Der

Ring des Nibelungen has many interlaced plots and narratives, the single overarching story is that of the

ring’s journey from the Rhine and its ultimate return. The consequences of the ring being returned to

the Rhine are secondary to the act itself, and as a result, the primary plot of the entire cycle concludes

when the Rhinemaidens are reunited with the gold. Accordingly, the Valhalla leitmotif is heard again as

a dovetail from the resolution of the Redemption leitmotif. Once the Magic Fire leitmotif resolves, the

Valhalla leitmotif is forced to follow the implied trajectory of its G[ scale, which immediately resolves

fully. The causality of these two simultaneous voice leading events represents the effective completion

of the opera’s penultimate chord, which is the subdominant chord G[ major. The fact that Valhalla

is effectively consumed in the subdominant supports the premise that the destruction of the gods is a

secondary, causal implication, of the ring’s return to the river. The resolution to the G[ chord means that

the destruction of Valhalla by the Magic Fire is complete. Once Valhalla is destroyed, the end result of

Brünnhilde’s self-immolation is also complete. As a result, the G[ chord resolves plagally to a D[ chord

where the Redemption and Brünnhilde’s Love leitmotifs are restated in the tonic. Thus, with the return

of the Rhinegold to the Rhinemaidens and the destruction of Valhalla, the story ends and the world has

been redeemed through love.

4 Conclusions

The application of Schenkerian style methodologies, altered to handle the leitmotif as a musical unit

in Wagner’s operas, can lead to interesting and enlightening results. The examples shown, outlining

the method of reduction and the resulting voice-leading not only demonstrate the level of craft Wagner
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used to compose Götterdämmerung, but also the way in which the utilization of trajectory of leitmotifs

can add symbolic identity to the music and narrative. For instance, the fact that both the Siegfried

Hero and Brünnhilde’s Love leitmotifs urge forth the Redemption leitmotif leads to a clear sub-narrative.

This method of analysis shows promise in illuminating the complicated relationships evident in not only

Wagner’s music, but in any music that relies primarily on thematic relationships. Compositionally, it

is easy to imagine approaching the construction of a piece from the thematic and harmonic framework

that appears in graphs such as Figure 3.1. To make an analogy with architecture, the architect does

not prescribe the exact location of every brick in ever wall. Instead, the walls are prescribed, and the

bricks (or notes that form the leitmotifs) are presumed to fall into place. When composing such a large

and coherent work, it is hard to imagine Wagner did not approach the composition in this way. Perhaps

a larger-scale application of this analytic technique to the entire act, or perhaps the entire cycle, could

lead to a much deeper understanding of the way in which Wagner used leitmotifs. Indeed, as Wagner

himself implied, they are not simply calling cards of the action on stage, but instead, there is a much

deeper connection built into their relationships.
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A List of Leitmotifs

Table A.1: Each of the Leitmotifs found in the Immolation Scene and the numbering
scheme used to identify them.

Leitmotifs #
Wotan’s Spear 1

Magic Fire 2
Down Fall of the Gods 3
Erda the Earth Mother 4

Destiny 5
Ring 6

Loge Agitation (variation) 7
Siegfried’s Death (variation) 8

Valkyrie Call 9
Valkyrie Ride 10

Rhine River Murmur 11
Redemption 12

Siegfried Hero 13
Forest Murmurs 14
Brunhilde’s Love 15
Rhine River Full 16
Curse of the Ring 17

Rhinemaiden’s Song 18
Valhalla 19

Spear Inversions (Power of Gods) 20
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B Musical Examples of the Immolation Scene Leitmotifs

Figure B.1: The musical representation of all of the leitmotifs found in the Immolation
Scene. The number labeling each leitmotif can be translated into the leitmotif’s name
via Table A.1.
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C Transcendental Themes Foreground Graph

Figure C.1: Foreground graph of the Transcendental Themes labeled with the num-
bering system found in Table A.1.
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