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2016 MELBOURNE RING CYCLE
Richard and Susan Horner
In 2013 we visited Melbourne to see the first rendition of Neil Armfield’s production of the Ring Cycle for Opera
Australia. When a 2016 remount of that production was announced, we thought it worthy of the long trek. Now looking
back at our scribbled notes from that first rendition, to us there seemed to be many references to the demonic Donald
(ignoring the obvious echoes of pursuit of power and forsaken love) - extensive use of gold, including Freia’s short
skin-tight dress, Las Vegas showgirls, mountains of blonde hair, Gutrune’s orange dress matching his peculiar (might
we say [im]peach) pallor and Siegfried’s extensive groping of the Rhinemaidens. Perhaps Armfield should add political
prognosticator to his CV.

DAS RHEINGOLD
Michael Honeyman / Donner
Hyeseoung Kwon / Freia
Jacqueline Dark / Fricka
James Egglestone / Froh

The stage revolve was covered in a circle of prostrate
bathing suit clad people who stirred into life. The
Rhinemaidens were Las Vegas showgirls in sequinned outfits,
feather head dresses and, of course, high heels. Alberich as a
nerd undresses to his underwear, which did nothing to add any
sexual attraction to his character. We thought we heard the
Rhinemaidens taunting Alberich with a few feline utterances.
Whilst gold tinsel pom poms shaken by the people created a
golden effect, a very young girl creepily represented the
stolen gold and was abducted by Alberich. Wotan and Fricka
both wore fur. We were unclear if the stuffed animals in
display cases on the stage might represent the possible
adverse effects upon the animal population of such attire. The
director’s notes refer to species of animals and plants being
lost to the world. We did try to discern if the contents of the
display cases were endangered species, but our zoological
knowledge was sadly not up to the task. Fasolt & Fafner in
elevated baskets cut their way through the stage back screen
wearing blue suits, tie clips, dark glasses, and hair pieces (not
blonde or an odd combover). The Tarnhelm changes were

effected by using a disappearing act box complete with
magician and Las Vegas showgirl who is embraced by the
serpent. Wotan prevented Donner from exercising his 2nd
amendment rights. As shown in the photograph, more Las
Vegas showgirls (platinum blondes) with coloured fans
represented the rainbow. Fafner on stage takes a picture of the
ascent with his iPhone.
Although we have not been to Las Vegas, our prejudiced
view would be that there is little substance behind the glitter.
Or, as Shakespeare said “All that glisters is not gold”.
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The Valkuries

DIE WALKÜRE

A small hut was on the stage revolve. Snow flakes fall until
spring enters when they turn green (this simple effective
staging meant that the life-affirming moment was not reduced
to a jarring comedic occasion). Whilst Sieglinde wore a fur
coat, Siegmund was in a black hooded coat. Both sported red
curly hair. Nothung was vertical in the front of the stage. In
the second act a white right handed helix, the height of the
stage, was in the centre with the characters striding up and
down. More suspended stuffed animals were in its centre. The
helix provided a dramatically confined area for the Wotan/
Fricka/Brünnhilde conversations. As retired accountants, it
has struck us that auditing seems to be a special female skill –
Fricka proves the proposition in her demolition of Wotan’s
arguments. Brünnhilde in short blonde hair wore backpacking
attire. When Siegmund and Sieglinde enter, the stuffed
animals ascend. The dialogue between Brünnhilde and
Siegmund takes place at the bottom of the helix with both
looking out. As the fight with Hunding was in the centre of the
helix, it was a little obscured. Hunding wipes Siegmund’s
blood on his body. Wotan merely closes Siegmund’s eyes. As

shown in the photograph, in the third act the mass of people
(no longer in bathing attire) return with the dead heroes
amongst them and the backpacking attired Valkyries descend
on swings. When the mass of people disappears, the heroes
are strapped to the swings and hoisted up. The dialogue
between Wotan and Brünnhilde takes place on a bare stage.
Brünnhilde is laid out in the centre of a ring of fire and is
raised up slightly.
The backpacking attire might have been at work on our
subconscious when we planned a visit to Cradle Mountain NP
Tasmania after our stay in Melbourne. We hiked the 5.30 kms.
Dove Lake Circuit starting out in rain, which turned to ice
pellets and wet snow - were the gods preparing us for the
return to the great white north? The occasional sunny cloud
breaks did afford us spectacular views of the Valhalla scenery.
Also, the precipitation produced a beautiful change in the
trunks of the eucalyptus which turned from the dull
camouflage of the Valkyries’ attire to rich green olive with
streaks of brown and red.

..............................................................................................................................................................

SIEGFRIED
Siegfried’s bunk bed was stage right with a screen
separating it from Mime’s forge and kitchen. There was a
white proscenium arch with Ed Mirvish lights framing the
scene. Siegfried has drawings on his wall, toy dragon and
sword. He wears a bear face mask for the bear scene. Mime
celebrates the apparent success of his scheme by spraying a
can of a local beverage – VB. Nothung is tested by cutting
through the back screen. Fafner is naked applying white make
up, red lips and black eyes. As shown in the photograph his
face is projected on the back screen including the hole. The
projection brought back a mental image of a made up
Lawrence Olivier in John Osbourne’s The Entertainer playing
a past the sell-by date music hall performer whose work and

life mirrors the decline of Britain. Siegfried uses his comb
with green leaves to produce communication with the
Woodbird, but would have been well advised to use it to comb
his ample red locks. Siegfried plunges Nothung into the hole
and red streamers spew out. A naked Fafner struggles out of
the hole with blood down his front. The Woodbird although
not blonde, did wear a gold dress.
In the third act Brünnhilde seemed to be inside one of the
display cases but with plastic covering. Siegfried removes the
plastic and binding to reveal Brünnhilde, who now has a
mountain of blonde hair.
In the current political environment, is the naked made up
Fafner a physical manifestation of the phrase “the emperor has
no clothes?”
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Jud Arthur / Fafner

SIEGFRIED
GÖTTERDÄMMERUNG
Stefan Vinke / Siegfried
Lise Lindstrom / Brünnhilde

GÖTTERDÄMMERUNG
Norns were stitching torn back screen from Das Rheingold.
The frame structure of a barn had a mattress in the middle
with Brünnhilde in her nightdress and Siegfried in his
undershirt and underwear. Gunther and Gutrune were in white
attire on exercise machines. Hagen in navy uniform. Drinks
trolley brought on by Gutrune in orange dress. After drinking
the potion Siegfried almost ravished her. Brünnhilde is still on
the mattress when Waltraute visits. Siegfried/Gunter was in
navy uniform. Nothung laid down on the mattress. In the
second act the frame structure was used for a white marquee
for functions. The vassals wore evening attire. Inside the
marquee there was U shaped seating with a wedding cake in
the middle. Atop the cake were a bride and groom. Brünnhilde
arrives cowering in wedding dress. Siegfried and Gutrune
wore evening attire and wedding dress. Bridesmaids wore
bright pink. The oath was sworn on a revolver. In the third act
the bored Rhinemaidens were leaning against the frame
structure fixing tights and attire. Siegfried gropes them but is
rebuffed. His subsequent masturbation is thankfully
interrupted by the horn call. The hunters arrive with a
shopping cart full of beer – we assume more VB. Practice
shots are fired at animal pictures. Siegfried is shot in the back.
After his death, there is a ceremonial washing of his face,
hands and feet concluding with white face painting. Siegfried
is upright in the frame structure. Floral tributes are brought in
and Brünnhilde takes a flower arrangement which ignites.
Brünnhilde stands with Siegfried (mirroring the wedding cake

top) in the frame structure which also ignites. As shown in the
photograph the back screen is removed to show another
audience watching us.
The conclusion of Götterdämmerung usually has us
blubbering, but this final scene was a sobering image. Was the
scene a nudge to the real audience to ask ourselves what self
awareness had we gained from the 16 hours? As Shaw said
“You use a glass mirror to see your face; you use works of art
to see your soul.” We hope that it would at the least aid us in
seeing what substance, if any, there might be behind the glitter
of certain politicians. The movement to elect or endorse
politicians who have the knack of connecting with the voters’
gut could be said to have started in Toronto. We recall the
feeling of shame we felt in 2013 when travelling in a Sydney
train and looking over someone’s shoulder at the headlines in
the newspaper – the latest antics of the Toronto mayor. Would
an Australian system of mandatory voting help intelligent
participation in the political process? As recent events have
shown, a lack of true involvement can usher in the ignorant
and bombastic demagogue.
Of the performers, the acting and singing of Warwick Fyfe
(Alberich), Jud Arthur (Fafner and Hunding), Lise Lindstrom
(Brünnhilde) and Stefan Vinke (Siegfried) were memorable
for us. Pietari Inkinen (What do they put in Finnish water? We
suggest musical education.) conducted the wonderful
Melbourne Ring Orchestra.
PHOTOS: JEFF BUSBY
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NEWS
and
COMMENTS
As spectators, our impressions and final judgement of a
production vary greatly, dictated by a host of factors, including
preconceived notions and, of course, personal preferences.
Wagner News has tried in the past to contrast such varying
reactions when it asked two different parties, known for their
different points of view, to present for our readers their
different reasons for supporting or condemning the trend
known as Eurotrash. Not trying to settle this unsettlable one
but, on the contrary, to show that both may be right.
With a similar goal in sight WN has asked Joseph So to give
us his impressions of the same performance as seen live in the
opera house and in the movies. For that task he had chosen
two works presented by the Met, Tristan und Isolde and the
Lepage Ring. Not surprisingly, in the end there was no marked
preference for a particular medium - the verdict was different
in each case.
Most of us will either share his opinions or disagree with
him. That is the never ending fascination of opera.
Read it on page 6.

Wieland Wagner died at the early age of 49.
He would have been 100 this year.
Already in 1937 the twenty year old Wieland designed stage
sets for Parsifal. After the war, 1951marks the beginning of his
reign in Bayreuth.
He was the artistic director of the Bayreuth Festival until his
death in 1966 at a young age of 49. Until that time his brother
Wolfgang was in charge of the commercial side.
In the relatively short span of his directorial career Wieland
Wagner has staged at almost all major opera houses in the
world, but his activities centered in Bayreuth.
Wieland began a new era in Bayreuth. His directorial debut
was Parsifal. In 1951 this Parsifal was revolutionary in that he
turned away from the traditional Wagner productions,
unchanged for decades. The words that best describe his
design philosophy are “clearing” and “abstraction”. In his own
words: “Theater, I want to call it the archetypical theatre,
meaning empty space, colour, mood, strict choreographic
leadership”.
And, “Opera Theatre means to me abundance, variety,
movement at all cost, asymmetry”.
His career was tainted by his collaboration with the Nazi
regime and his personal relationship with Hitler and he never
could free himself from this association.

BAYREUTH
Gerd Grochowski, the Klingsor in the latest Bayreuth
Parsifal, died at 60. There is no news as yet who will replace
him. He was memorable as Kurwenal at the Met, Gunther in
La Scala and Telramund at Covent Garden.
*
According to Peter Emmerich the speaker for the Richard
Wagner Festival, Alvis Hermanis the Latvian opera director
who was scheduled to direct the 2018 Lohengrin, has ended
negotiations. He was considered controversial because of his
statements on refugee policy. To replace him a new name has
been mentioned, the American Yuval Sharon who recently
scored a success with a Karlsruhe Die Walküre, noted for
multimedia effect.
The sets for this new production will be by a well known
German artist, Neo Rauch.
There are still unanswered questions about the possible
participation in the production by Anna Netrebko.
*
The new Meistersinger, as was related earlier, will be
directed by the Australian Barrie Kosky.
*
A two day symposium is planned for 2017 on “Wagner in the
Era of National Socialism”.
*
Katharina Wagner is focusing now on producing live
transmissions of the operas. This past season all seven
performances from the first week of premieres were
transmitted to about 100 movie theaters in Germany and
broadcast on TV in Germany, England and Japan.

Siegfried - Bayreuth 1954

Das Rheingold - Bayreuth 1954
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Is It Live in HD, or is it
Live Live?
Experiencing Tristan und Isolde
in the Cinema and in the House
~

Joseph So
For us die-hard opera fans – and you likely
wouldn’t be a member of TWS if you aren’t one –
experiencing a live performance of Wagner in the
flesh is special. But, with advancing age, some of
us are finding it increasingly difficult physically to
attend in person, let alone travel to Bayreuth and
beyond to catch a performance. With the advent of
the Met Live in HD in 2008, it has become a
veritable Godsend. For approximately the price of
the cheapest Met ticket, you get to experience its
magic as up close and personal as the camera would
allow, instead of being relegated to Nose Bleed
Country, otherwise known as the Upper Balcony or
Family Circle. And, then there are those
intermission features that you don’t get in the opera
house – how cool is that? The last few years, I
found myself traveling to New York less, instead
becoming increasingly dependent on the dozen or
so Met Live in HD events to get my fix.
Last fall, I made an exception and travelled to
New York to see the new production of Tristan und
Isolde, starring Nina Stemme and Stuart Skelton,
two of the current top Wagnerians. The rest of the
cast was equally stellar – Ekaterina Gubanova
(Brangaene), René Pape (King Marke), and Yvgeny
Nikitin (Kurwenal). There was a caveat – the
performance I saw in person was conducted by
Asher Fisch, while the one at the Cineplex was
conducted by Sir Simon Rattle. The cast remained
the same. This new production is by Mariusz

Trelinski, who also directed the visually very
striking double-bill of Iolanta and Bluebeard’s
Castle two seasons back.
It’s only natural that some productions are more
cinematic than others, depending on the director’s
vision. A related consideration is whether the
cinematic presentation is truthful to the work itself.
To be sure the two are linked. I will say that I find
the Trelinski production itself seriously flawed,
because it reflects his vision, which I suspect most
of us do not share. Tristan is about love in almost
all its guises, with romantic love holding central
pride of place. The aesthetics of this production is
not only un-romantic, it is anti-romantic, devoid of
any sensuality. The characters are portrayed as
unlikable, some even sinister. Images of acts of
violence shown are not in the original story.
Aesthetically I find it icy, dreary, vaguely
menacing, non-evocative, and gritty. The physical
set is full of straight, hard edges, cold chrome and
steel. The music is warm and passionate, but it’s
wasted on this sorry excuse of a Regieoper exercise.
Is that harsh enough?
In any Regie-driven production, it is of course the
director’s right to bring forth his/her vision, and
Trelinski’s is particularly dark. At the end of the
day, any revision must respect the spirit of the work
itself. I don’t sense that here – rather it’s a
straitjacket that Trelinski has created for the opera,
and we are asked to buy into it. I would much
prefer a visually more abstract production and allow
the audience some leeway in interpretation. With
emotions being at the heart of Tristan und Isolde, it
would make sense to have colours and images as
the driving forces. What we get is good use of
cinematic images, but an absence of colours. I can’t
help but think of the Bayreuth production in the
90’s with sets by Heiner Muller, with vast swaths of
Rothko-like backdrop that were so effective in
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underscoring the emotions of the characters. Here, there is
nothing I want to see close-up. If anything, the camera lens
make it worse. While the camera can pick and choose what
it wants to show, but there are obviously limits – you can’t
make a silk purse out of a sow’s ear, as they say. I had to
fight the urge to just close my eyes and listen to the music.
It would help if the two principals had some chemistry
between them, instead of looking so uncomfortable,
without any suggestion of erotic impulse throughout the
extended love duet in Act 2. Part of the problem is the
unromantic surroundings, but also their costumes. I think
black shiny leather-like raincoats should be banned in
opera, and to wear in the Act 2 Liebesnacht is a real
travesty. Perhaps Wagnerian singers – and opera singers in
general with a few exceptions - aren’t meant to be so
closely scrutinized by the unforgiving lens of the HD
camera. Singing requires a great deal of physical effort that
involves much more than just the vocal cords. Forgive me
if I sound ageist – the reality is that singers are not
supermodels, especially not Wagnerian singers who have
to be a certain age and size. With the close-up camera, we
see all the physical blemishes - contorted facial features
and awkward body positions assumed by aging,
generously proportioned people, things that are easier to
overlook in the opera house. In that sense, I enjoyed the
live theatre experience more. But given the dismal
Trelinski production, it hardly mattered – where it is in the
house or in the cinema, the effect is disappointing.
I don’t want to end on a sour note – here’s a better
example. I saw the Lepage Ring both in the house and in
the cinema. The stage machinery was noisy – I could hear
it occasionally, even from my seat in the dress circle. In the
HD telecast, the machine noise was miraculously absent,
so it was a more satisfying experience. Gelb has just
announced that when the Lepage Ring is revived in
2018-19, it will be quieter. That said, being in the theatre,
one gets a full view of the grandeur of the enormous set,
which is beautiful in its own way. At the end of the day, as
they keep saying in the intermission features – there’s
nothing like experiencing opera live in the theatre, or in
your local opera house.

....a third way?
watching Tristan on
Times Square

PHOTOS: Ka- Man Tse for TSArts

WA G N E R
O N S TA G E
Die Feen
Kosice; May 26-27
Das Liebesverbot
Buenos Aires; Apr. 26 - May 2

Listings correct to May 2017. For further information
check with opera companies via:www.operabase.com

NP
NP

Der Fliegende Hollander
Miskolc; Feb. 2 - 4
Minsk; Feb. 4 - May 18
Stuttgart; Feb.5 - 17
Bremerhaven; Feb. 11 - 26
Hanover; Feb. 11- May 19
NP
Heilbronn; Feb. 15 - 24
Dessau; Feb. 17 - Mar. 18
Magdeburg; Feb. 19 - May 11
St. Petersburg; Feb. 28
Lodz; Mar. 3 - 5
Heidelberg; Mar. 7 - 18
Lille; Mar. 27 - Apr. 13
Vilnius; Apr. 6 - May 17
Tallin; Apr. 20 - May 19
New York, Met; Apr. 25 - May 12
Barcelona; May 2 - 28
Hagen; May 6 - 24
NP
Berlin, DO; May 7 - 20
NP
Dusseldorf; May 12 - 25
Frankfurt; May 20 - 28
Tannhäuser
Venezia; Feb. 5
Berlin, DO; Feb. 12 - Mar. 18
Monte Carlo; Feb. 19 - 28
Berlin, UdL; Feb. 26 - Mar. 19
Chemnitz; Feb. 26 - Apr. 15
Tallin; Mar. 9 - 11
Krakow; Mar. 17 - 19
Bern; Mar. 25 - Apr. 30
Szczecin; Mar. 31 - Apr. 8
Meiningen; Apr. 14 - May 26
Darmstadt; Apr. 22 - May 25
Munchen; May 21 - 28
Riga; May 23 - 24

NP

NP
NP

Lohengrin
Berlin, DO; Feb. 2 - 5
Paris, ON; Feb. 2 - 18
Athens; Feb. 3 - 5
Mannheim; Feb. 11 - Apr. 17
Essen; Mar. 20 - Apr. 1
Monchengladbach; Apr. 15 - May 20
NP
Das Rheingold
Maribor; Feb. 2 - 4
Oldenburg; Feb 4 - Apr. 8
Otsu; Mar. 4 - 5
Kiel; Mar. 24 - May 13
Karlsruhe; Mar. 28 - May 7

NP

Die Walküre
Moscow; Feb. 18 - 19
Karlsruhe; Feb. 11 - Apr. 15
Salzburg; Apr. 8 - 17
CP
Siegfried
Kiel; Mar. 11 - May 25
Leipzig; Mar. 12 - 25
Budapest; Mar. 16 - Apr. 2

NP
NP
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TORONTOWAGNER
SOCIETY
Richard Horner, Treasurer
197 Northwood Drive
North York, On. M2M 2K5

Götterdämmerung
Toronto; Feb. 2 - 25
Leipzig; Mar. 26
Tokyo; Apr. 1 - 4
Houston; Apr. 22 - May 7
The RING
St. Petersburg; Feb. 22
Nurnberg; Mar. 4 / May 23
Berlin, DO; Apr. 1 / 13
Wiesbaden; Apr. 13 / May 23
Vienna; Apr. 30 / May 20
Stockholm; May 17 / May 24

TWS 2016- 2017
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Chair:
Frances Henry:416-203 7555

Die Meistersinger
Detmold; Feb. 11 - May 20
London, RO; Mar. 11 -- 31
Milano; Mar. 16 - Apr. 5
Chemnitz; Apr. 1 - May 1
Meiningen; Apr. 7 - May 6

franceshenry@sympatico.ca

Vice-chair
Barry Hood:

Tristan und Isolde
San Antonio; Feb. 16 - 18
Essen; Feb. 25 - Mar. 18
Gelsenkirchen; Mar. 4 - May 13 NP
Lisboa; Mar. 9 - 12
NP
Vienna, SO; Mar. 12 - 19
Lyon; Mar. 18 - Apr. 5
Moscow; Mar. 26
Trieste; Apr. 7 - 15
NP
Munchen, SO; Apr. 13 - 21
Passau; May 14 - 25
Minsk; May 15
Parsifal
Bremen; Mar. 4 - Apr. 23
Vienna, SO; Mar. 30 - Apr. 16
Berlin, UdL; Apr. 8 - 14
Poznan; Apr. 9
Coburg; Apr. 9 - 30
Mannheim; Apr. 9 - 14
Budapest; Apr. 11 - 17
Chemnitz; Apr. 14 - May 6
Leipzig; Apr. 14
NP = New Production
CP = Concert Performance
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