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Nibelungenlied Sparknotes

Unlocking the Epic:
Your Guide to
Nibelungenlied
SparkNotes

Few works  of  medieval  literature  carry
the weight and dramatic intensity of the
Nibelungenlied. Often called the "German
Iliad," this thirteenth-century epic poem is
a  cornerstone  of  Germanic  mythology
and a foundational text for understanding
chivalric  romance,  feudal  loyalty,  and
tragic  vengeance.  Yet,  for  modern
readers, its sprawling cast of characters,
complex  genealogies,  and  archaic
language can feel as impenetrable as a
dwarven fortress. That is precisely where
a  resource  l ike  Nibelungenlied
SparkNotes  becomes  invaluable.  It
serves as a bridge between the ancient
world and contemporary comprehension,
offering  chapter-by-chapter  summaries,
character  analysis,  and  thematic
discussions  that  transform  a  daunting
assignment  into  an  accessible  and
enjoyable narrative. In this article, we will
explore the epic in depth, examine why
SparkNotes-style  guides  are  so  helpful,
and provide a complete overview of the
poem's  story,  characters,  and  enduring
significance.

What Is the
Nibelungenlied? A

Historical and
Literary Overview

The  Nibelungenlied  (translated  as  "The
Song of the Nibelungs") is a Middle High
German epic poem composed around the
year 1200 AD, likely by an anonymous
poet  from  the  region  of  present-day
Austria or Bavaria. The poem is written in
stanzas of four lines each, a form known
as the Nibelungenstrophe,  and it  draws
from earlier oral traditions, Norse sagas
(like  the  Völsunga saga),  and historical
events surrounding the destruction of the
Burgundian kingdom by the Huns in the
fifth  century.  Unlike  the  idealized  courtly
romances  of  Chrétien  de  Troyes,  the
Nibelungenlied  is  dark,  violent,  and
unflinching.  It  explores  the  destructive
power of pride, the inescapable nature of
fate, and the catastrophic consequences
of broken oaths.

For students and casual readers alike, the
sheer volume of named characters—more
than sixty—and the interwoven plotlines
can be overwhelming. A Nibelungenlied
SparkNotes  resource  simplifies  this
complexity by breaking the narrative into
manageable sections. Typically, the epic
is divided into two main parts: the story
of Siegfried and his courtship of Kriemhild
(Adventures  1–19),  and  the  tale  of
Kriemhild's revenge (Adventures 20–39).
This  structural  division is  a hallmark of
any good study guide.



Part One: The Rise and Fall of
Siegfried

The  first  half  of  the  epic  introduces
Siegfried,  prince  of  Xanten  in  the
N e t h e r l a n d s ,  a  h e r o  o f  n e a r l y
superhuman  strength  and  courage.  He
travels  to  Worms,  the  court  of  King
Gunther  of  Burgundy,  to  woo  the
beautiful princess Kriemhild. But winning
her  hand  is  not  straightforward.  King
Gunther,  Kriemhild's  brother,  requires
Siegfried's  help to conquer the warrior-
queen Brunhild of Iceland. Using a magic
cloak  (Tarnkappe)  that  renders  him
invisible  and gives him the strength of
twelve men, Siegfried assists Gunther in
defeating  Brunhild  in  athletic  contests
and  subdues  her  on  the  wedding
night—all  while  Gunther  remains  her
nominal  husband.

This  deception  plants  the  seeds  of
tragedy.  Years  later,  during  a  quarrel
between the two queens—Kriemhild and
Brunhild—the truth about the trickery is
revealed. Hagen, Gunther's grim vassal,
feels  that  Siegfried's  honor  must  be
avenged to protect the court's dignity. He
learns of Siegfried's one vulnerable spot:
a  linden-leaf-shaped  area  on  his  back
where dragon's blood did not touch him.
Hagen,  with  Gunther's  tacit  approval,
murders Siegfried during a hunting trip,
stabbing  him  through  that  very  spot.
Kriemhild is devastated, and the first part
ends with the hero's burial and the hoard
of the Nibelungs (a treasure Siegfried had
won) being stolen by Hagen and sunk in
the Rhine River.

Part Two: The Revenge of
Kriemhild

The  second  half  shifts  dramatically.
Kriemhild,  once  a  gentle  maiden,
transforms  into  a  figure  of  cold

vengeance.  She  accepts  a  marriage
proposal from Etzel (Attila the Hun), the
king  of  the  Huns,  intending  to  use  his
power  to  exact  revenge.  After  many
years, she invites her brothers and Hagen
to Etzel's court for a festival. Despite dire
warnings  from  dream  omens  and  wise
men,  the  Burgundians  (now  called
Nibelungs)  travel  to  Hungary.  What
ensues is a massacre: a series of brutal
battles orchestrated by Kriemhild. Hagen,
defiant  to  the  end,  refuses  to  reveal  the
location of the hidden Nibelung treasure.
Eventually, all the Burgundian heroes die,
and  Kriemhild  is  killed  by  the  warrior
Hildebrand after she beheads Hagen with
Siegfried's  own  sword.  The  poem ends
with utter annihilation.

Why Use
Nibelungenlied
SparkNotes? Practical
Benefits for Study

A  Nibelungenlied  SparkNotes  guide
serves  several  crucial  purposes  beyond
simple plot recitation.

Time efficiency: The original epic
runs about 2,400 stanzas (nearly
9,500 lines). A SparkNotes-style
summary condenses each aventure
(adventure/chapter) into a few
paragraphs, highlighting key events
without omitting important details.
Character tracking: With names
like Gernot, Giselher, Volker,
Rüdeger, and Diettrich, keeping
everyone straight is difficult. Study
guides often provide a character
map or chart showing relationships
and allegiances.
Theme identification: The poem
is rich in themes such as honor
versus shame, fate versus free
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will, the role of women in
feudal society, and the futility
of revenge. SparkNotes analyses
these themes with clarity.
Literary device analysis: The
poet uses foreshadowing, irony,
and symbolism extensively. A good
guide explains how the constant
mention of death in joyous scenes
creates dramatic irony.
Exam preparation: For students
facing quizzes, essays, or exams,
having a succinct reference that
includes key quotes, motifs, and
critical interpretations is invaluable.

Key Themes and
Motifs in the
Nibelungenlied

To truly understand the epic, one must
look beyond the plot. Here are the central
themes  that  any  Nibelungenlied
SparkNotes  should  emphasize.

Loyalty and Betrayal

Loyalty is the glue of the feudal world, yet
it is constantly violated. Hagen's loyalty
to  Gunther  dr ives  him  to  murder
Siegfried, but that act triggers a cycle of
betrayal.  Kriemhild's loyalty to Siegfried
leads her to betray her own family. Even
Etzel's loyalty is  tested as his own hall
becomes  a  slaughterhouse.  The  poem
questions  whether  absolute  loyalty  can
coexist with justice.

Fate and Inevitability

The poem is  saturated with  prophecies
and foreboding. Kriemhild has a dream of
a falcon being torn apart by eagles, which
predicts  S iegf r ied 's  death.  The
Burgundians  are  warned  by  the  wild-
woman Hildebrand not to travel to Etzel's

court, yet they go anyway. The sense of
doom  is  inescapable,  reflecting  the
medieval Christian and pagan belief that
events are predetermined.

The Role of Women

Kriemhild is one of medieval literature's
most  complex  female  characters.  She
begins as a dutiful  maiden,  becomes a
grieving  widow,  and  later  a  vengeful
queen.  She  uses  her  sexuality  and
political  power  to  manipulate  men.
Brunhild,  too,  defies  gender  norms  as  a
warrior-queen  but  is  humiliated  and
forced  into  submission.  The  epic
illustrates the limited agency of women in
a patriarchal warrior society, as well  as
the terrible power they can wield when
they break those constraints.

Honor and Shame

Honor is  the most valuable currency in
the  Nibelungenlied.  Siegfried's  honor  is
tainted  by  the  deception  of  Brunhild.
Hagen's  honor  demands  that  he  kill
Siegfried to restore the court's reputation.
After the murder, the Burgundians' honor
is  tied  to  keeping  the  treasure  secret.
This obsession with honor leads to mass
death, suggesting an inherent flaw in the
chivalric code.

Major Characters: A
Quick Reference

A Nibelungenlied SparkNotes  section
on characters typically lists the following
figures with their motivations and fates.

Siegfried – The dragon-slayer1.
hero, invulnerable except for one
spot. He represents the ideal knight
but is undone by trust and
deception.



Kriemhild – Siegfried's wife, later2.
Etzel's queen. She evolves from
love to grief to relentless
vengeance.
Hagen of Tronje – The chief3.
antagonist. He is cunning, loyal to
Gunther, and ruthless. He
personifies the dark side of feudal
loyalty.
Gunther – King of Burgundy, weak-4.
willed and easily manipulated. His
inability to control events leads to
his family's destruction.
Brunhild – Queen of Iceland, later5.
Gunther's wife. Her pride and
suspicion trigger the conflict.
Etzel (Attila) – The Humish king, a6.
sympathetic figure. He is powerless
to stop the violence in his own hall.
Rüdeger of Bechelaren – A tragic7.
figure torn between loyalty to Etzel
and his oath to the Burgundians.
Dietrich of Bern – A legendary8.
hero (based on Theodoric the
Great) who tries to mediate but
eventually takes part in the
fighting.

How to Best Use
Nibelungenlied
SparkNotes in Your
Study

To maximize the benefit of a study guide,
follow these steps:

Read the original first, then the
summary. Do not rely solely on
SparkNotes; use it as a supplement.
Attempt to read a few stanzas of
the epic, then consult the guide to
confirm your understanding.
Focus on the "analysis"
sections. The most valuable
content in any SparkNotes is the

interpretation—why the author
made certain choices, and what the
text reveals about medieval
culture.
Use the quote finder. Many
guides highlight key quotations
with line numbers. Memorize a few
for essays: for example, Hagen's
line "I know the treasure well" or
Kriemhild's "You must atone for
what you have done to me."
Compare with Norse versions.
The Nibelungenlied shares its roots
with the Völsunga saga and the
Poetic Edda. Exploring differences
(e.g., in the Norse version,
Sigurd/Siegfried is more openly
heroic) enriches your analysis.
Consider modern adaptations.
Works like Richard Wagner's Ring
Cycle operas and Fritz Lang's silent
film Die Nibelungen are direct
descendants. Understanding the
original helps you appreciate these
retellings.

Common Pitfalls
When Studying the
Nibelungenlied

E v e n  w i t h  a  N i b e l u n g e n l i e d
SparkNotes at your side, students often
make mistakes. Here are a few to avoid:

Confusing the two parts. The
first part is about love and betrayal;
the second is about revenge. The
tone shifts from heroic adventure to
grim tragedy.
Misunderstanding Hagen's
motivation. He is not a simple
villain. He acts out of loyalty and
fear of losing honor. Some critics
argue he is the most principled
character.
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Ignoring the role of the
treasure. The Nibelung hoard is
not just a plot device; it symbolizes
power, greed, and the curse that
follows ill-gotten wealth. Its loss is
central to Kriemhild's rage.
Assuming the epic glorifies
warfare. On the contrary, the
ending is so catastrophic that many

scholars see it as a critique of the
violent warrior culture.

Conclusion: Why the
Nibelungenlied
Endures

The Nibelungenlied


