BRIDGING THE RAINBOW
CHRIS WALTON ON WAGNER, TURNER,
AND THE LAKESIDE ‘RING’ THAT NEVER WAS

R

ichard Wagner and J.M.W. Turner never met. They could have bumped into
each other when they were both criss-crossing Germany in the mid 1830s,
though it is unlikely. They could almost have passed each other in London
when Wagner visited for a few days in 1839—but Turner had just taken a boat across
the Channel. And by the time Wagner was appointed a Kapellmeister to the Dresden
Opera in 1843, Turner’s visits to that city were long behind him. But they did share
several passions: for the effects of light in nature and art; for modern technologies; and
for a specific view from a specific place in central Switzerland, which is our topic here.
Turner painted it over and over, while Wagner wanted it as the scenic backdrop for his
Ring des Nibelungen. The place itself has changed since then, though the view they
loved has not. Looking at it today can inform us about a fascinating point of contact
between two of the major artists of their era, and also reveal how Wagner originally
envisaged staging his tetralogy.
Wagner had not even begun composing his Ring when he started planning where and
how to perform it. He had escaped the failed Dresden Uprising of May 1849 by the skin
of his teeth and was now stuck in Zurich, a jobless political exile whose current
An archive photo of Brunnen and the two Mythen mountains, seen from Treib below Seelisberg; in
the foreground, a ‘Naue’ barge
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occupation was scrounging from friends. Of the four operas of what became the Ring
he had thus far drafted only the libretto for Siegfrieds Tod (Siegfried’s Death, which we
know under its later name, Götterdämmerung). But by September 1850 he was already
writing to friends of how he was going to design and build a wooden theatre for it in
Zurich. He would engage the best soloists, cobble together a chorus of locals, put on
three performances, then burn down the theatre and the music with it.
Soon there would be no more talk of burning anything (except in the stage directions),
and Wagner also decided that a single opera about the death of Siegfried was insufficiently
vast for his intentions. So in mid 1851 he drafted the text for a prequel, Young Siegfried.
A few months later, Wagner went on a water cure to the Albisbrunn spa outside Zurich,
and now decided to add two more prequels—though he had meanwhile become
convinced that the existing societal order would have to end in cataclysm before he
could stage anything. We can surely sympathize: his water therapy at Albisbrunn
entailed two cold baths and four enemas each day for two months, which is surely
enough to convert anyone to world revolution. Upon arriving at the spa, Das Rheingold
and Die Walküre had been barely a twinkle in his anus, as it were, but by his 200th
colonic irrigation he had finished drafting both scenarios in a veritable splurge of
activity. He finalized all the librettos for the Ring in the course of 1852, and things
really speeded up once he began writing the music in late 1853. By early 1855, Wagner
had finished the score of Das Rheingold and his draft for the whole of Die Walküre.
This was a formidable work rate, given their length and complexity, and he was
convinced that he needed just three more years to complete the tetralogy. So he started
thinking in earnest about where to stage it.
There was no obvious venue. Wagner’s police record as a would-be insurrectionist
meant Germany was out of bounds. Paris was impossible because every attempt to
make his name there had already failed; and any ideas he might have harboured about
carving out a career on the other side of the Channel soon also proved illusory. He spent
the spring of 1855 in London as guest conductor of the Philharmonic Society, and it
was a disaster. ‘Another such a set of eight concerts would go far to annihilate the
society’, wrote James Davison, chief critic of The Times, just as Wagner was leaving the
city. Small wonder he spent only a few days at home in Zurich in early July before
whisking his wife off to the mountains to recuperate, nor that he was now planning to
settle in Switzerland for good. Nowhere else wanted him.
Wagner was a keen hiker, and had already explored whole swathes of the Swiss Alps
on assorted summer holidays in the years after arriving there in 1849. One beauty spot
that became a firm favourite, and to which he returned time and again, was the little
town of Brunnen. It nestles in the bay where the lakes of Lucerne and Uri merge, with
the two Mythen mountains looming up behind it [see previous page]. On the mountain
that rises up on the opposite bank of the lake is the spa of Seelisberg, to which Wagner
retired for several weeks in the summer of 1855. To get there, he had to take a boat from
Brunnen to the tiny harbour of Treib, where a winding road led up to the little spa
resort itself (these days, you can get there by mountain railway). Seelisberg is very pretty
and has appealed to all manner of visitors since the first tourists arrived in Wagner’s day
(the Maharishi’s ‘flying yogi’ even used it for their headquarters back in the 1970s). But
the view it offers of Brunnen is even more spectacular. It seems that gazing down on
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Brunnen for days on end now convinced Wagner that this would be the ideal spot to
stage his Ring. According to his autobiography Mein Leben, he had for several months
also been fantasizing about building himself a little wooden house in this same region:
somewhere that he might ‘work in peace’.
Whenever he was in Brunnen itself, Wagner always stayed at the same hotel: the
Goldener Adler (Golden Eagle) run by Xaver Auf der Maur (1822-1904), who despite
his relative youth was a veritable factotum della cittadina. He was a colonel in the army,
had served in the military cabinet on the losing, Catholic side of the Swiss civil war of
1847, and in the years thereafter assumed all manner of political positions in his native
town. Mayor, harbourmaster, judge, head of the post office, school president, principal
hotelier: you name it, Xaver did it. Wagner was always good at charming those with
power and money, and his charisma obviously worked with Auf der Maur, too.
A letter from Wagner to Auf der Maur of 5 October 1855 refers to a conversation
they had held that same summer about having a ‘pretty house’ built for him ‘on the spot
we discussed’ (the costs to be borne by Auf der Maur, with Wagner renting the finished
product). Another letter from Wagner, dated 11 March 1856, suggests that plans had
stalled, as he asks if there have been difficulties in meeting his wishes. Another six
months later, on 10 September 1856, Wagner wrote to his patron Otto Wesendonck in
Zurich to inform him that Auf der Maur was still enthusiastic about providing him
with a home, though this letter is clearly worded so as to prompt Wesendonck into
upping the offer (which he soon did). Wagner had surely realized that a house in
Brunnen would be ideal in the summer, but impractical and cut off from the world in
the long, cold winter (the railway would not reach Brunnen until the 1870s). Just a few
weeks after his letter to Wesendonck, Wagner wrote politely to Auf der Maur to call
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everything off, as he meanwhile had better prospects in Zurich. In spring 1857, Wagner
finally moved into his new home—his Asyl, right next to Wesendonck’s new villa.
Wesendonck had bought the house and paid for its renovation, and now let it out to
Wagner in a strange circular arrangement (Wagner paid the rent to Wesendonck using
money given to him, of course, by Wesendonck). Wagner remained fond of Lake
Lucerne, however, choosing the lakeside villa of Tribschen as his home a decade later,
during his second extended stay in Switzerland.
The importance of the Wesendonck Asyl in Wagner’s biography has long
overshadowed his earlier plans to move to Brunnen, and the precise location of that
‘spot we discussed’ there has remained nebulous. There is, however, a passage in a book
from the 1950s by the Swiss Wagner scholar Max Fehr, Richard Wagners Schweizer
Zeit, that can enable us to pinpoint it today. Fehr wrote of meeting one Captain Julius
auf der Maur in Brunnen in 1932, who explained to him the details of Wagner’s plans,
and took him to the projected site of Wagner’s house. Fehr seems to have mixed up his
Auf der Maurs a little, however. Julius was a son of Xaver auf der Maur, but he wasn’t
a captain, and he died in 1930; he had a brother, Josef, who indeed held the rank of
captain, but he died in late 1931. It seems likely that Fehr meant Josef, and simply made
a minor slip in recalling the year (understandable, given that his book was published
more than two decades after they met). Since Fehr is otherwise reliable and went to
considerable lengths to get first-hand information on Wagner’s Swiss sojourns, we have
little reason to doubt that he indeed spoke with one of Xaver’s sons, and visited
Brunnen’s Wagnerian sites with him.
Wagner’s house, writes Fehr, was to have been built on the spot where the later
Grand Hotel (completed in 1904) put its tennis court. The hotel has since been
converted into luxury apartments, and its tennis court has long given way to a car park.
But the spot where Wagner wanted to live is easy to find. The tennis court was situated
among the trees just to the east of the Grand Hotel, and while concrete monstrosities
have in recent decades sprung up here and there along the lakeside, we can still get a
good idea of the view Wagner would have enjoyed when looking out from the house he
never built. A pity Wagner never acquired this piece of land—when the Grand Hotel
apartments were sold off at the turn of the 21st century, the going rate for each was well
into seven figures.
Auf der Maur Junior also told Fehr how Wagner had envisaged erecting a floating
theatre on the lake for his Ring, using rows of ‘Nauen’—local, flat-bottomed barges—
joined together as its foundation [see illustration on p. 427]. The lake and mountains
were to have served as the ‘sets’ for his tetralogy, with the audience arrayed on tiers of
seats along the shore facing Seelisberg, roughly where the tourist boats stop in Brunnen
today. Such floating stages have become popular in recent decades—the ‘Seebühne’ at
Bregenz, which was set up after World War II, is probably the best-known of its kind.
But we know of no similar endeavour in the mid 19th century, and it seems that Wagner
was in this instance, as in so many others, far ahead of his time.
Wagner apparently abandoned the idea of his lakeside stage soon afterwards. But he
clearly had good reasons for contemplating a natural backdrop of water, cliffs, mountains,
mists and forests for his Ring. He had seen the fabled artificial, electric sunrise in
Meyerbeer’s Prophète in Paris in 1850, and soon his own stage directions in the Ring were
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postulating similar visual effects,
albeit far more extravagant than
anything in Meyerbeer and
beyond the capabilities of any
theatre at the time. But also in
1850, Wagner had experienced
natural atmospheric effects in the
Alps that were no less spectacular,
such as a ‘Brockengespenst’ on
the Rigi mountain some seven
miles west of Brunnen, which
vastly magnifies one’s shadow
against low-lying clouds and is
normally accompanied by a kind
of ‘rainbow bridge’. So perhaps
the prospect of incorporating
Nature itself into his scenic
vision seemed for the moment
the most viable option. Wagner
must have retained some
memory of these plans when he
moved to Bayreuth, because the
vistas of Lake Lucerne are
echoed in the sets for the first
ever performance of the Ring
in 1876, designed by Josef
Hoffmann in close collaboration
with the composer himself.
However, Cosima’s diaries
record
Wagner’s
general
frustration with the visual
aspects of his production—such
as when the rainbow bridge and
the steam machine wouldn’t
work. Perhaps he occasionally
wished he’d been able to stage his
Ring amid real mists and
rainbows after all.
The site of Wagner’s dream house:
(top) the tennis court of the Grand
Hotel in Brunnen, seen here in 1908;
(middle) the Grand Hotel Brunnen,
c.1947 (Wagner’s house would have
been built just to the right); (bottom)
the view today from the site of
Wagner’s planned house
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Turner’s ‘Lake Lucerne: The Bay of Uri, from Brunnen’, c. 1841-2

A close acquaintance with Brunnen can help us to comprehend just what Wagner
wanted for his Ring, because the light effects to be observed there are indeed more vivid
than anything he could have recreated with mere stage sets. I myself have experienced
overcast afternoons in Brunnen when grey mists have been replaced swiftly by a blue
haze with dashes of sun peeking through the clouds, and which within an hour have
given way in turn to intense, red, swirling mists, also punctuated by intermittent bursts
of light.
But one does not have to spend several days by Lake Lucerne to appreciate the myriad
light effects it offers; one can simply look at William Turner’s paintings instead. Turner
visited the area around Brunnen numerous times, most notably in the early 1840s,
when he made a summer trip to central Switzerland four years in a row. Perhaps his
best-known paintings of the region are the Blue Rigi, Red Rigi and Dark Rigi, whose
titles accurately convey how drastically the shades of light can change around the lake
(Wagner could also see the Rigi from his later home in Tribschen, and even
commemorated an ‘orange’ Rigi sunrise on the title page of his Siegfried Idyll).
Beside his Rigis, Turner made sketches and watercolours in Brunnen. Some are of the
little town itself and were made from the opposite bank, either at Treib beneath
Seelisberg or from a boat nearby; others show the view from Brunnen, looking out onto
the lake. While Turner seems to have adjusted his perspective as his fancy took him,
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some of these watercolours (most of them held today by the Tate in London) suggest
that he must have sat and painted or sketched on the same spot where Wagner wanted
to build his house just over a decade later. Turner’s paintings also offer a far more
authentic impression of the visual conditions around the lake than we find in the
innumerable naturalistic paintings made by other artists who passed through the region
at the time (the renowned landscape painters François Diday and Alexandre Calame
also visited Brunnen and painted similar views to Turner, though without his
complexity of light, shade and colour; in fact, Diday and Wagner might even have
rubbed shoulders there in the summer of 1855).
There is one watercolour by Turner in particular that offers us a contemporary
impression of what Wagner’s backdrop for a lakeside Ring might have looked like: Lake
Lucerne: The Bay of Uri, from Brunnen [see opposite]. It must have been made from a
point 100 metres or so to the west of Wagner’s planned house, and a little farther down
towards the edge of the lake—pretty much where Wagner’s public would have sat.
Here, too, there are details in which Turner has exercised a degree of painterly licence,
but we can still see clearly where Seelisberg lies, just above the forests on the far right,
while the Niederbauen mountain rises up behind it, swathed in mists more lifelike than
Wagner’s steam machine could ever have managed in Bayreuth. And in the centre, we
even see two of the flat-bottomed boats whose bigger brothers, the ‘Nauen’ barges, were
to have supported his floating stage. Turner’s boats are just offshore, which presumably
puts them roughly where Wagner’s stage would have been.
We have no idea as to whether Wagner was acquainted with Turner’s work. His name
is absent from Wagner’s writings, nor is he ever mentioned by Cosima in her diaries,
which otherwise record her husband’s every utterance. Turner died in 1851, four years
Turner’s ‘Lake of Lucerne from Brunnen’, 1845

Opera, April 2021

433

before Wagner went to London on his extended visit of 1855. Wagner could have seen
one or two of Turner’s oil paintings in the National Gallery, though only one of his
Swiss watercolours was accessible to art lovers at the time. As it happens, this was a view
of Lake Lucerne and Seelisberg from Brunnen [see p. 433]. This painting was owned by
Turner’s former patron Benjamin Godfrey Windus, who exhibited his art collection in
Tottenham every Tuesday. Since Wagner was lodging near Regent’s Park, some five
miles to the south, and apparently made no effort either to venture farther north or to
explore the local art scene, it seems unlikely that he ever got to see it. Robert Wallis had
produced a beautiful steel engraving of this same watercolour in 1854, which enjoyed
several editions. But again, we have no proof that Wagner saw it, and, since it was in
black and white, it conveys none of the spectacular colours of the original.
It would be nice to think that Wagner might have seen Turner’s watercolour in
Tottenham, and that it could have triggered some sense of homesickness for Lake
Lucerne and inspired him to want to stage his Ring there, hence his immediate dash to
the place after his return to Switzerland. But this would be a flight of fancy devoid of
any sound facts. The passion that Wagner and Turner shared for that specific view of
the lake was partly a matter of chance, partly a result of a fascination with light and
colour that brought many artists of the Romantic era to Brunnen. In Wagner’s case,
Brunnen is perhaps most significant for what it anticipated. It seems to have been the
first time that he considered staging his Ring away from all the major centres, as a kind
of ‘spa’ for the mind and spirit to which those desirous of its particular therapy would
go in pilgrimage (without the colonic horrors of his own spa experiences, of course).
This was precisely what he realized 20 years later with his Festspielhaus in the provincial
backwater that was Bayreuth. And as we have seen, the watercolours of Turner can also
give us a contemporary impression of what Wagner originally wanted for his scenic
backdrop to the Ring.
There is a neat postscript to our tale of Wagner, Turner, the lake and the Ring.
Twenty years after Wagner planned his little house in Brunnen, another artist came to
sample the view that had so attracted him and Turner: the landscape painter Alfred
Schoeck (1841-1931). He had passed through Tribschen, where he had considered and
rejected the idea of renting Wagner’s former home. But when he arrived in Brunnen,
Alfred settled for good. He built himself a house high above the lake, just a minute’s
walk from Wagner’s chosen spot, and it was there that his son, the composer Othmar
Schoeck, was born in 1886. Othmar would spend his professional life in Zurich, but
returned time and again to compose in the family home by the lake, whose view
exerted the same pull on him that it had on his Romantic forebears. Visitors today to
the annual Schoeck Festival in Brunnen—held each September in the family villa and in
the hall of the former Grand Hotel—can thus listen to Schoeck’s Lieder while looking
out over the lake and contemplating the very same vista that had so inspired Turner,
and where Wagner had once imagined placing Siegfried, Brünnhilde and the Twilight
of his Gods.
With thanks to Sam Smile, Prue Bishop, Josias Clavadetscher and Doris Schelbert-Auf
der Maur for their assistance. Chris Walton is an honorary professor at Africa Open
Institute at the University of Stellenbosch.
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