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INTRODUCTION TO THE EPIC: UNRAVELING THE
NIBELUNGENLIED

When you search for The Nibelungenlied Sparknotes, you are
looking for more than just a plot summary. You are seeking a key
to unlock one of the most profound and tragic works of medieval
German literature. Often referred to as the "German lliad," this
epic poem from around 1200 AD weaves a story of love, betrayal,
power, and catastrophic revenge. But unlike the Homeric epics
that celebrate a single hero's journey, the Nibelungenlied offers a
devastatingly realistic portrait of how a noble world can destroy
itself through its own codes of honor and loyalty.

Understanding this text is essential not just for literature
students, but for anyone interested in the roots of European
storytelling. From Wagner's monumental Ring Cycle to Tolkien's
Lord of the Rings, the echoes of this poem are everywhere. A
good set of Nibelungenlied Sparknotes should guide you
through the complex web of characters, the intricate plot, and
the deep thematic currents that have kept this story alive for
over eight hundred years.

HISTORICAL AND LITERARY CONTEXT: THE WORLD
BEHIND THE POEM

Before diving into the action, it is crucial to understand where the
Nibelungenlied came from. The poem was written by an unknown
author, likely a knight or a cleric, in the courtly environment of
the Duchy of Austria. It was a time of flourishing chivalric culture,
but the poem itself looks back to a much older, darker age. It
blends historical events from the 5th and 6th centuries (the
destruction of the Burgundian kingdom by the Huns) with ancient
Germanic and Norse mythology.

This fusion of history and myth is what gives the Nibelungenlied
its unique power. It is simultaneously a courtly romance and a
barbaric saga of violence. The poet uses the refined language of
his time to tell a story that ultimately shatters the ideals of
chivalry. A comprehensive Nibelungenlied Sparknotes
resource will highlight this tension between the polished surface
of courtly life and the raw, destructive emotions that boil beneath
it.

KEY CHARACTERS: THE ARCHITECTS OF TRAGEDY

To follow the story, you must know the players. Each character in
the Nibelungenlied is not just a person but a representation of a
specific virtue or flaw, and their interactions form the engine of
the plot.

Kriemhild

Kriemhild is the central character of the epic, and her
transformation is the heart of the story. She begins as a gentle,
beautiful princess of Burgundy, defined by her maidenly
innocence. However, after the murder of her husband, Siegfried,
she undergoes a profound and terrifying metamorphosis. She
becomes an ice-cold figure of vengeance, willing to sacrifice
everything—including her own soul and her family—to achieve
retribution. Any useful Nibelungenlied Sparknotes will point

out that Kriemhild is not simply a villain or a victim; she is a
deeply complex figure whose tragedy is that her love and her
grief are so powerful that they consume her world.

Siegfried

The quintessential epic hero. Siegfried is the prince of Xanten,
famous for slaying a dragon and bathing in its blood to become
invulnerable—save for one spot on his back where a linden leaf
had fallen. He is brave, noble, and powerful, yet he is also naive
and prone to foolish pride. His possession of the fabled
Nibelungen treasure and the cloak of invisibility (the Tarnkappe)
makes him an object of envy. His tragic flaw is not a moral failing,
but a lack of political cunning. He trusts his friend Gunther and
his wife Kriemhild's discretion too much, a trust that costs him his
life.

Hagen von Tronje

Hagen is arguably the most memorable character in the epic. He
is the dark, brooding vassal of King Gunther. He is not a simple
villain; he is a man utterly dedicated to the honor and
preservation of his king and his kingdom. He sees Siegfried as a
threat to Burgundian power. His murder of Siegfried is a cold,
calculated act of political necessity, not a crime of passion.
However, this act sets off a chain of events he cannot control. In
many ways, Hagen is the true hero of the latter half of the
epic—or its most stubborn anti-hero—as he faces his doom with
unyielding defiance. A detailed Nibelungenlied Sparknotes
guide will help you appreciate the moral ambiguity of Hagen's
character.

King Gunther and Queen
Brunhild

Gunther is the King of Burgundy, weak-willed and easily
manipulated. He desires to marry the powerful Queen Brunhild of
Iceland, who can only be won in a contest of strength. With
Siegfried's help (using the Tarnkappe to secretly aid Gunther), he
wins her. This deception, however, poisons the marriage. Brunhild
is a proud and strong woman, and when she discovers she was
tricked, her rage is immense. She is the catalyst for the tragedy,
as her suspicion and wounded pride are what lead Hagen to
suspect and then murder Siegfried.

Etzel (Attila the Hun)

Etzel is the King of the Huns, who becomes Kriemhild's second
husband. He is portrayed not as the "Scourge of God" from
history, but as a generous and somewhat passive king who loves
Kriemhild deeply. His court becomes the stage for the final,
bloody catastrophe. He is a tragic figure in his own right, a king
who is unable to control his foreign wife or the chaos she brings
to his hall.

THE PLOT UNVEILED: A JOURNEY FROM JOY TO ASHES

The Nibelungenlied is divided into two distinct halves, and
understanding this structure is a key part of any good
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Nibelungenlied Sparknotes analysis.

Part One: The Tragedy of
Siegfried

The story begins with Kriemhild's dream of a falcon being killed
by two eagles—a prophecy of love and loss. Soon after, the
celebrated hero Siegfried arrives in Worms, the Burgundian
capital, to woo Kriemhild. His arrival is confrontational; he argues
with Hagen and challenges the Burgundians to a fight.

He stays, however, and eventually wins Kriemhild's love. To gain
the king's permission to marry her, he must help Gunther win the
hand of Queen Brunhild. Siegfried uses his magic cloak to make
Gunther appear to defeat Brunhild in athletic contests. Later,
during the wedding night, Brunhild refuses to submit to Gunther.
Siegfried is once again called upon; he enters the bedchamber in
the cloak and overpowers Brunhild, taking her ring and girdle as
trophies, which he gives to his wife, Kriemhild.

This is the fatal error. Years later, during a quarrel before a
church service, Kriemhild (the "queen of the heart") and Brunhild
(the "queen of the crown") argue over precedence. Kriemhild
reveals the deception and shows the ring and girdle as proof.
Brunhild is humiliated. Hagen, feeling the honor of the king is
destroyed, plots revenge. He tricks Kriemhild into marking the
one vulnerable spot on Siegfried's back, and he murders the hero
on a hunting trip. The first half of the epic ends with Kriemhild's
profound grief and the burial of the Nibelungen treasure in the
Rhine.

Part Two: The Revenge of
Kriemhild

The second half of the poem shifts dramatically. Many years pass.
Kriemhild, still burning with grief and hatred, agrees to marry
Etzel, the mighty King of the Huns. She does not do this for love,
but to gain the power and resources to exact her revenge on
Hagen and her own family. She invites her brothers, King Gunther
and his men (including Hagen), to a festival at Etzel's court.

Hagen knows it is a trap but the Burgundians go anyway, driven
by a fatalistic sense of honor. The journey is ominous. They cross
the Danube with the help of a prophetic mermaid who tells them
only the chaplain will survive—all others will die. Hagen tries to
prove the prophecy wrong by killing the chaplain, but he escapes,
confirming the doom.

At Etzel's court, the tension is unbearable. Kriemhild confronts
Hagen, demanding the return of the stolen treasure. He tells her,
"I have brought no treasure," but he refuses to surrender his
sword, Balmung. A brawl starts, and soon the entire hall is
engulfed in a massive, brutal battle. The Burgundians, vastly
outnumbered, fight with incredible ferocity. The climax is
grotesque and tragic. The hall is set on fire; the Huns are
slaughtered by the hundreds. Finally, Gunther is captured and
killed by Hagen's refusal to reveal the treasure's location.
Kriemhild, in a final act of rage, kills Hagen with Siegfried's own
sword. But her revenge is not triumphant. An old warrior,
Hildebrand, is so horrified by Kriemhild's bloody deed—a woman
killing a bound knight—that he cuts her down. The epic ends with
everyone dead—Huns, Burgundians, and Kriemhild herself.

MAJOR THEMES IN THE NIBELUNGENLIED

A great Nibelungenlied Sparknotes analysis goes beyond the

plot to explore the themes that make this work so enduring.

The Destructive Power of
Revenge

This is the central theme of the entire epic. The poem is a
relentless and terrifying examination of how revenge creates a
cycle of violence that cannot be broken. Siegfried's death
demands Kriemhild's vengeance. Her vengeance demands the
death of her entire family. The reader is left not with a sense of
justice, but with a feeling of total waste. The poem asks: Is there
ever a point where honor demands a stop? The answer, within
the world of the Nibelungenlied, appears to be no.

Honor, Loyalty, and the
Heroic Code

The characters in the Nibelungenlied are slaves to their code of
honor. Hagen is loyal to his king to a fault. The Burgundians are
loyal to their kin, even when they know it means death. This
loyalty is presented as noble, but also as a kind of madness. It is
a system of values that demands violence as the only solution to
an insult. The poem chronicles the dark side of the heroic ethos.
When honor is the only currency, the world becomes a place of
constant conflict and terrible loss.

Deception and Betrayal

From Siegfried's deception of Brunhild to Kriemhild's
manipulation of Etzel, the poem is a web of lies and broken trust.
The initial deception in the marriage of Gunther and Brunhild is
the poison that spreads throughout the entire narrative. Trust is
the first casualty in the poem, and its absence makes the final
catastrophe inevitable.

The Clash of Cultures

The poem constantly contrasts the courtly, Christian world of
Worms with the older, more ruthless world of the Huns and the
mythological past. Siegfried embodies both: he is a Christian
knight and a dragon-slayer from a fable. The tragedy is partially
that the "older" codes of vengeance and blood-feud re-emerge
and destroy the fragile "new" order of courtly love and chivalry.

SYMBOLISM AND MOTIFS IN THE EPIC

The Nibelungen Treasure

The gold is not just wealth; it is a curse. It brings power but also
envy and evil. When Hagen sinks it in the Rhine, he thinks he is
protecting his kingdom, but he is only ensuring that the feud will
never end. The treasure symbolizes the material greed and the
destructive legacy that lies at the heart of human conflict.

The Tarnkappe (Cloak of
Invisibility)
This magical item allows Siegfried to act without being seen. He

uses it to help Gunther, but it also enables deception. It
symbolizes the hidden, secret actions that undermine trust. In a
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