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DEUTSCHE OPER BERLIN
RIENZI and PARSIFAL: Philipp Stölzl’s
double bill Richard Rosenman

1

On two consecutive nights the Deutsche Oper (DO) Berlin has revived two of Richard Wagner’s operas, Rienzi and Parsifal, the
last, by coincidence or by design, falling on this year’s Good Friday. Both revivals share the same director, Philipp Stölzl, an
enigmatic film and opera director and a screenwriter on top. This fortuitous chance to see back-to-back two works directed by him
invites yet another analysis of the ideas that drive him, these till now not satisfactorily demystified by frustrated reviewers. I do not
pretend to do any better.
Both works, as presented, utilize the orchestral overtures/preludes to define in each case the meaning of his vision by filling
them with action, perhaps puzzling at first sight but fundamental in trying to decipher his intentions. The director’s vision
dominates the outcome so much that it is almost as much about him as it is about Richard Wagner. The examination of these two
prologues to the opera makes one reach beyond the conventional look at the musical, dramatic and visual aspects, and contemplate
the other, subtler impulses driving the director, his peculiarities, his quirks.
The two differ greatly. The prologue for Rienzi throws much light on the proceedings right at the opening, while the other, for
Parsifal, waits almost until the end of Act 1 before our first glimmer of understanding.

RIENZI

Photo: Bettina Stöß

PARSIFAL / Brandon Jovanovich
20th-century Parsifal in a 12th-century
Monsalvat

Photo: Matthias Baus

DEUTSCHE OPER BERLIN
Rienzi Richard Rosenman
To quote John Deathridge in The Musical Times
(1983): “Rienzi has been described as ‘Meyerbeer’s best
opera’, allegedly by Hans von Bulow; ‘Meyerbeer’s
worst opera’ by Charles Rosen; an ‘attack of musical
measles’ by Ernest Newman, and ‘the greatest musical
drama ever composed’ by a sneering Gustav Mahler. For
the mature Wagner Rienzi was “very embarrassing”.
None of these to be taken seriously but they indicate a
bit of puzzlement this work has always generated.
Rienzi, Richard Wagner’s fourth opera, although
immensely popular on the stages of Europe at the time,
was banned by him from the Bayreuth canon and since
then very seldom performed. The fact that it was Hitler’s
favourite Wagner opera contributed to it. Only the
surviving Overture, popular in performance, plus the one
memorable aria, kept the name of the opera in the
public’s mind. In recent times, the only other production
was the Gewandhaus Orchestra Leipzig one in 2008,
clocking in at just over three hours.
Rienzi was originally premiered in Dresden, in 1842.
The present version was first presented at the DO in
January 2010, and reviewed at that time for this
Newsletter.
The story of Rienzi, based on an actual historical Cola
di Rienzo, in the fewest words possible, is a standard
story of a rise to power by promises of freedom, justice,
greatness and peace, followed by the recourse to tyranny
in order to maintain power when challenged, and finally
ended by a fall. It is a standard sequence that until now
has been repeated countless times throughout history
with nearly identical results.
Today it would be “MAKE ROME GREAT AGAIN!”
Cola di Rienzo attempted to deliver Rome from
anarchy and corruption by creating an allegedly
egalitarian state in which rulers and ruled alike were
equal before the law. However, he was undermined by
the nobility and eventually lost.
In a break with tradition, the overture here is staged,
and staged as a pantomime in which a gymnast, Gernot
Frischling, the body double of Rienzi (Torsten Kerl), in
a white military uniform, is a vain, preening, selfsatisfied dictator in the making, and by his physical
appearance misleadingly close to our image of
Mussolini or even Goering, but by all the other clues
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un-mistakenly representing the Nazi leader. To carry this
charade even further, there is nothing chaplinesque in
this personification, for this clown is lethal not comic,
menacing not funny. Whom it represents is made clear
by the Berchtesgaden-like Alps looming beyond a huge
window that takes up the whole back wall, a quick
appearance of a blond woman in a dirndl; a shadow of
the famed eagle’s nest retreat.
This personage goes through a routine of leaps,
caterwauls or pirouettes - this is sticking a finger in our
face. He listens to music, conducting along; he is in
turns unleashed or serious.
This introduction to the main body of the opera is
designed as a spoof, a caricature of itself, a mocking
look at the world around us, an antidote to what will
follow. The clownish preamble means to detoxify the
evil that follows, the story itself, for just as in real
history every tyrant had his fool, this prelude/overture
has the place of a fool here. There is no more effective
defense against evil than satire.
As Act 1 begins, this satirical take morphs
progressively into a tragedy.
There is an indelible connection between Hitler, fascism
and this presentation to such an extent that there is no
room for any controversy about an indecipherable
director; this Rienzi leaves no doubt about the director’s
intentions. The clues abound.
The constructivist sets effectively place the action in
the 1920’s Europe, with crowd scenes of common volk
in anonymous face masks, with black-shirted military
mixed in, a lot of marching, clenched fist salutes, flags
with a stylized R symbol close enough to swastikas to
leave no doubt. The leader is haranguing ceaselessly on
ubiquitous wall screens in Leni Riefenstahl-like
projections; the falling leader in the last moments of his
regime, in a bunker, playing with a white model of a
future imperial city, another direct reference, while
singing the only memorable aria, “Allmächt’ger Vater”.
Fascist aesthetics dominates all.
The relationships in the cast centre on Rienzi at the
head, with Derek Welton’s Cardinal Orvieto, in a short
role but unforgettable as a deep, powerful bass; Rienzi’s
sister Irene’s Elisabeth Teige, Collona’s Andrew Harris,
Orsini’s Dong-Hwan-Lee, all adequate but not
memorable, in contrast to a trouser role of Adriano,
Annika Schlicht, physically and musically superior to
the rest of cast, the voice untiringly soaring above all
others, earning her the most sustained and loudest
ovation. Rienzi, Torsten Kerl, repeating this role after
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nine years, was a believable hero although not rising
above what was expected of him. But credit has to be
given for sustaining a fairly grueling stretch without a
visible weakening.
The conductor was Evan Rogister of whom we will
hear much more as he shortly takes over several US
orchestras.
The cuts in this longest of Wagner’s operas were so
drastic that they rendered the tale into a succession of
vignettes, sufficiently spaced to conserve the sense of

Mimed Prelude

the story but voiding it of continuity. Cut were multiple
subplots and an army of characters. For one unfamiliar
with the work it mattered little - it simplified the story
by ridding it of many lateral characters, focusing on the
main plot and still maintaining the indispensable roles. It
was a worthy beginning for this acquaintance but one
that ideally should progress to a full score as a second,
fuller viewing. But that does not seem possible.
Clocked at about two hours plus, against expectations
the end came much too soon and left one surprised and
disappointed. I expected to be challenged and ultimately
morally recompensed but it was not to be.

Underground in a bunker
Photos: Bettina Stöß

DEUTSCHE OPER BERLIN
Parsifal Richard Rosenman
In Philipp Stölzl’s ostensibly dumbed down Parsifal,
the Prelude, in lieu of staying a contemplative
preparation for, to many, a deeply religious experience,
opens on the house’s modest-sized stage, overloaded
with kitschy tableaux of crucifixion, of humanity in a
movie-version crusader dress, all of it tight fitting
among papier-mȃché rock outcrops and a miniature
Montsalvat up on the left. On that very busy stage, in a
landscape mirroring the style of plaster Madonnas with
Child, or Salvation Army Xmas creches, dense crowds
are milling while simultaneously unconnected to the
action below, Passion Plays are repeatedly enacted high
on the rock. Such overload of symbols on actual action
suggests that Stölzl cannot leave well enough alone.
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However, just so that no one has any illusion that this
is not a period staging piece, several visual statements to
the contrary were stressed: Parsifal appears in a business
suit, shirt and tie; the crucifixion and other outdoor
scenes, take place in an industrial warehouse space,
illuminated by blazing fluorescent lights, to mention just
the two.
The Act 1 transformation scene holds the first clue to
the director’s vision.
Knights and monks, portrayed as anti-nature true
believers in a cult of chastity, master race, obedience and
war, change to an orgy of self-flagellation, then to a
fierce charge with drawn swords towards the audience the infidels, swords unsheathed in readiness until the
curtain. While all this happens, Parsifal, in modern
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dress, stands on the side watching it all, immobile and
clearly as baffled as we in the audience.
Put the monks in readiness to slaughter people up
against the lament over a dead swan and you have a
paradox equal to the paradox of Wagner, the most
unlikely believer as apostle of chastity, creating Parsifal,
on the surface a supreme religious experience.
Act 3 contains many more instances of this
disequilibrium between theory and practice. Presently,
the Grail community, now all in modern dress, mill
angrily around while Parsifal and Gurnemanz, ignoring
all happenings around the two, go about their spiritual
business. While Parsifal spouts his truisms the violent
crowd forces Amfortas to drag the cross up the rock, and
baptizes reluctant Kundry by force.
Salvation through compassion!
Act 2 is left for the last in this conversation. There is a
drastic change in scenery to what appears to be a Mayan
temple, presumably the proper place for Klingsor
ripping a living heart out with the spear in a suggestion
of human sacrifice. The Flower Maidens seem more
interested in Parsifal’s blood than in his manhood. All
this, however, is easily forgiven for the Herzeleide duet
between Parsifal and Kundry, a showcase of the perfect
matching of two outstanding voices in one of the most
beautiful highlights of the work and of this staging.
There is another departure from the conventional ending
of this scene, when Parsifal kills Klingsor by stabbing
him with the spear behind his back. For some reason this
has upset many of the public though it was a minor sin
among the many committed here.
The singing was adequate with some notable
exceptions, however.

Creche in a warehouse / Act 1

Günther Groissböck, our Gurnemanz, did all that was
expected of him but in my eyes with no special
distinction. Perhaps it is my personal judgement in
comparing him to all the legendary Gurnemanzes that
passed through my life.
Amfortas, Mathias Hausmann, was a believable
sufferer. Titurel, Andrew Harris, quite active and visible
in this version, loomed above all and his surprisingly
powerful voice matched the silhouette.
Kundry, Elena Pankratova, swathed in a long black
dress effortlessly managed the implied voluptuousness
of the role by both body language and her very special
beautiful voice. She was partnered by Brandon
Jovanovich, a young determined Parsifal, equally
convincing as a confused stranger and as the man torn
between two temptations. Physically and musically he
was outstanding and I am looking forward to his next
roles. His acting and singing were effortless and he
seemed comfortable with the demands placed on him
here.
Klingsor was sung by an Australian Derek Welton. A
young, vital Klingsor in a wild costume.
It seems Stölzl attempts here to prove the truth of
Nietzsche’s words in “Nietzsche contra Wagner”:
“Parsifal is a work of perfidy, of vindictiveness, of a
secret attempt to poison the presuppositions of life - a
bad work. The preaching of chastity remains an
incitement to anti nature; I despise everyone who does
not experience Parsifal as an attempted assassination of
basic ethics.”
This seems to be in Stölzl’s eyes the gist of the work the hypocrisy of religion, the false morality - a position
that goes against the accepted view of Parsifal, accepted
but not shared by everyone.

Mayan flower maidens / Act 2
Photos: Matthias Baus
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NEWS
and

COMMENTS
TANNHÄUSER: “FREE THE NIPPLES EDITION”.
In an unexpected but welcomed demonstration of a sense of humour, the BayerischeStaatsOper (BSO) published a tongue-incheek report with the intention of satisfying both sides in a puerile controversy generated by Facebook, seeking to be on the right
side with both the good and the evil, but also exposing Facebook’s attempt at censorship.
This is how BSO put it:”Facebook has a problem with nudity. Time and again the social media giant deletes pictures and videos
of works of art or even photos of historical importance on its platform, because they show genitalia or female breasts, and
therefore violate standards it has set itself. This has now also affected us.”
The prelude of the BSO’s Romeo Castellucci staging of Tannhäuser, premiered in 2017, features twelve women in skirts and
nothing else. Facebook, in an outburst of correctness, found this scene so offensive that last November it deleted the 20-minute
video and blocked the account of the opera house for 24 hours. The generic message told of the scene violating Facebook’s
“community standards”.
Although Facebook claims exceptions for art, it did in the past censor, among others the Copenhagen’s Little Mermaid, Courbet
in Musee d’Orsay, a Chagall exhibition in the Kunstmuseum, Picasso in Münster, even the prehistoric “Venus of Willendorf” in
Vienna’s Natural History Museum.
To conform with the Facebook ban, BSO has produced a censored “Free the Nipples Edition” for Facebook users. Below are
scenes as compared with the indecent original.

THE ORIGINAL ; THE PROBLEM

THE VERY ORIGINAL SOLUTION
TO THE PROBLEM

Photos: Wilfried Hösl
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Highlights of the New York MET Ring, Cycle 3
Frances Henry
Introduction
First staged in 2012-13, this production directed and
designed by Canadian Robert LePage and his Ex
Machina company received widespread criticism for its
stage set ‘the Machine’. Consisting of 24 rotating
aluminum planks controlled by a central core and each
guided by a stagehand, reviewers and audience
members found it noisy and not very interesting. The
casting then was good but not exceptional although
Bryn Terfel made an impressive Wotan.
Fast forward to 2019, and we see a technically
improved machine, a modified set of meaningful and
sometimes strikingly beautiful projections, and
arguably the finest cast that any opera house can
assemble for this magnificent work. As soon as the
Met announced its cast, I immediately signed up for
tickets and luckily a special discounted ticket and hotel
offer was offered to Wagner Societies from which 14 of
our members benefited.
I cannot describe this huge production in detail
because it would take far too long but will present what
I consider to be its greatest highlights.
The Cast, the Orchestra, the Conductor
For many Wagnerians, the singing is of prime
importance and this production featured some of the
best Wagnerian singers performing in the world today.
For me, with my very long Wagnerian life, I can
unequivocally state that Michael Volle is the best
Wotan that I’ve ever heard and that includes some of the
best in the last fifty years.
Michael Volle is now 59 years old and has come up
through the ranks of some of the very good provincial
opera houses in Germany. He started professionally
singing in his mid-twenties but as he got older, his voice
began to change toward Wagnerian depth. It was not
until his mid-forties that he began the Wagner roles that
he is famous for today. During his earlier fifties he
began achieving great fame for Wotan and Hans Sachs
in Germany. Now he has made his Met debut while still
in spectacular voice.
He has a bright, very warm voice and it locates
basically in the mid-baritone range. He produces
beautiful sound. He has also studied and analyzed
Wotan carefully and his dramatic presentation is

extraordinarily interesting. It also helps that his first
ambition was to be an actor having studied theatre and
acting in his youth. What we see and hear on stage is
three Wotans. His Rheingold characterization is almost
brash, certainly arrogant and very much master of the
world. He projects this Wotan not only in his
articulation of sound and text but in physical
incorporation with great strides, large gestures and
generally big stage presence. Vocally, his sound is big
and warm but tinged with tough expressiveness. In the
Walküre Wotan, he begins to crumble and in the
submission to Fricka we see and hear a man who has
lost his momentum. He begins to express defeat both
vocally and dramatically. This becomes powerfully
clear in the monologue sung with such deep emotion
that it brought tears of pity in my eyes. He bends
forward, his shoulders drop, and he gazes past
Brünnhilde at the audience looking lost. But there is
more…. His huge shriek at Brünnhilde in Act 3 “You
are nothing but my will” is delivered in the angriest
vocalization I think I’ve ever heard on an opera stage.
It made me jump in my seat and brought back
memories of the few occasions when, as a teenager,
my own father yelled at me. This furious Wotan, of
course, turns into a loving, almost too loving, father at
the Farewell to Brünnhilde which was sung with a
passion and a beauty that is almost impossible to
describe.
Now finally, the Wanderer. Here Mr. Volle returns as
an old man… his movement is slower, his gestures
smaller. Even the timbre of his voice sounded lesser
without any of the gravitas of the earlier iterations; it
signalled quiet resignation and acceptance. A most
magnificent interpretation which, in my opinion, will be
unforgettable and it makes Michael Volle go down in
operatic history as one of the finest Wagnerian baritones
of any time.
Another star performer I want to specifically mention
because he was in Toronto last year in COC’s Arabella
and a guest of the Toronto Wagner Society is bassbaritone Tomasz Konieczny making his Met debut as
Alberich. Again, I have to say that he was the best
Alberich in my Ring experience. His characterization
vocally and dramatically was so powerful and so intense
that all that Wagner intended to convey in creating his
version of this complicated man came through 'loud
and clear'! I thought I knew who Alberich was.
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Konieczny’s nuanced interpretation brought out new
meanings and insights especially in the "Schläfst du
Hagen, mein Sohn?” dialogue with Hagen in
Götterdämmerung and also his exchange with Wotan in
Siegfried. Physically, his crumpled bent-over posture
and hobbling steps were so much in keeping with his
overall characterization of Alberich.
Other very highly notable performers were Günther
Groissböck (Fasolt and Hunding) especially as a
powerful Fasolt – finally portrayed as so much more
than a weakling. And, of course Stefan Vinke’s
Siegfried in both roles was outstanding. He is often
noted as having the stamina to complete both these long
roles but his fine heldentenor voice filling the cavernous
Met, and his deep understanding of the young Siegfried,
is sometimes neglected.
Now to Christine Goerke. I’ve heard a lot of criticism
of her portrayal of Brünnhilde and also of her allegedly
diminished vocal ability. I agree with none of it! Instead
I think that people and even those who have seen and
heard other singers in this complex role misunderstood
her attempt to characterize the changing nature of
Brünnhilde over the three operas. Goerke was doing the
same thing as Volle as Wotan did: changing her style of
play as her character changes. She moves from Act 2’s
Walküre – youngish, even teenaged, playful, almost
skipping around the stage, skirts swirling, laughing her
superbly sung ho yo to ho’s in her first encounter with
Wotan. Then sitting quietly, body tense with anguish,
she listens and responds to Wotan’s monologue. We next
see her wildly brimming with love and passion yet also
holding back to being demure and fearful of it and then
finally exploding with desire. As she gradually learns of
the betrayal, both her voice and her body language
drops. The Immolation scene was particularly criticized
because unlike some other Brünnhilde’s, she did not
loudly declaim her pain over the orchestra. Instead, her
understanding of this role at this last point in her life
projected a quietude, a depth of empathy for the
meaninglessness of it all. Christine Goerke sang this
slowly, quietly, in an almost wearisome fashion and her
physical movement became very still. I did not like the
overall staging of the end of Götterdämmerung: the
silly horse, the heads of the statues at the back dropping
off and too much red light but I do think she sang
beautifully. It is well known that Goerke has a
pronounced vocal vibrato – well, some folks don’t like
that sound – I like it very much!
I also think that the sensitive singing and nuanced
theatricality of their roles from both Volle and Goerke
contributed to their constant, but often subtle,
interaction with each other. They listened and responded
to each other in a manner sometimes seen in good

theatre by great actors but rarely seen on an operatic
stage. Other singers I liked very much included EvaMaria Westbroek’s Sieglinde, Stuart Skelton’s
Siegmund, Karen Cargill’s Erda, Jamie Barton’s Fricka,
Erin Morley’s Woodbird and of course, Eric Owens’
Hagen. (I have never been a fan of Gerhard Siegel’s
mannered Mime.)
The Music
The highlight of the music was the fine conducting of
Phillipe Jordan. He is not well known on this side of the
Atlantic, but he has been making great waves in Europe
for some years as the music director in Paris and soon to
be in Vienna. I thought his tempi in Rheingold a bit
slow for my taste and even in parts of Walküre but it
picked up later. The huge brass section also sounded too
loud occasionally, but this may have been influenced by
the spectacular sound one hears in the front of the third
balcony - the dress circle - where we sat. There were
also occasional brass flubs especially by horns and
trumpets which were disconcerting in such a usually
good orchestra. On the whole, Jordan approached this
great music with a great line and flow, and it was always
interesting to listen to.
The Production
What can I say that hasn’t already been written about
this highly unusual, original and very expensive
production? I liked it even earlier and more so now.
The planks were used to unusual effect in many scenes.
For example, the opening of Rheingold shows three
beautifully costumed Rhine maidens in black flowing
chiffon complete with chiffon tails swirling around in
water projected onto the planks. There are many scenes
in which the performers walk up and down the planks
(they were wearing special sneaker type shoes) which
looked impressive. Fricka’s rams were slowly slid
across the planks. And, most fascinating of all was the
descent into Nibelheim where Wotan and Loge walked
across the tops of the sliding planks and returned in the
same way pulling Alberich. Nibelheim itself was shown
as the bottom of the machine opened to show a deep
red-coloured set of anvils set in mist and attended by
Alberich’s slaves. The only truly disappointing scene
for me was the rather weak and silly staging of the end
of Götterdämmerung.
I want to end this ‘review’, however, by again
emphasizing that in my opinion this was one of the most
innovative, unusual and best-sung Ring productions that
I’ve seen in many a year!
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Richard Rosenman
Frances Henry
Some members of Toronto Wagner Society at the MET Ring.

Barry Millman

Pierre Couture.

Robert Lepage

Photos: Pierre Couture

NEW YORK MET RING Cycle 3
Pierre Couture
This time around, I traveled to New York primarily to
give a second look at the controversial Robert Lepage
Ring, to witness the debut of Michael Volle as Wotan /
Wanderer and hoping to experience, once again, the
great Brünnhilde of Christine Goerke, heard in her glory
a few years ago in the Toronto Ring.
The 2019 Met Ring cycle was certainly a great
musical experience and Robert Lepage’s production is a
beautiful show to look at with its stunning technological
effects, but once you have seen the machinery displayed
there is not much to talk about. Not surprisingly, all the
discussions about the performances, in between acts,
never featured any mention of the staging. I much prefer
the experience of controversial and thought-provoking
Ring productions but I would not go as far as Anthony
Tommasini who, in The New York Times, called it “the
most frustrating opera production I have ever had to
grapple with”, and Alex Ross who wrote in The New
Yorker: “Pound for pound, ton for ton, it is the most
witless and wasteful production in modern operatic
history.”
We returned to Toronto a few hours after the end of
Götterdämmerung in time to see the last showing of

Robert Lepage’s successful solo stage show “887”. Sad
to report that this theatrical icon’s awesome and
impressive display of technology at the Met failed to
generate a similarly mesmerizing operatic experience. I
just wish that he had been able to reproduce his “887”
magic, so captivating and haunting with deeply moving
thoughts and concepts, to give the final scenes of
Walküre and Götterdämmerung - usually a highlight for
me in any Ring cycle - some badly needed inspiration.
In the absence of any uplifting stage direction, the
singers appeared left to themselves to improvise and
seemed at times more concerned with physically
manoeuvring around “the machine” than igniting the
musical drama. The last act power struggle in Die
Walküre, one of the most intense duo scenes ever
composed by Richard Wagner, is a poignant and
devastating confrontation where a fine balance between
tenderness and fear must be observed. Suffice to say that
this is precisely where I had trouble with Brünnhilde
who fired on all cylinders but lacked the sustained and
focused vocal firepower needed as a tragic heroine.
During Act 2, as a supposedly carefree warrior
maiden, she overacted as a rebellious teenager and acted

10

as if she intended to generate some laughter from the
audience. Brünnhilde can be a young woman who
displays some joie de vivre in her body language, but
not as an immature and giggly adolescent.
Likewise, the ending of Götterdämmerung brought a
very bland version of a catastrophic denouement. The
mighty symbolism usually associated with this last
immolation scene was missing and the decision to focus
on bringing a fake horse on stage was too literal and
gratuitous for me. There was nothing as moving as in
London where, at the very end, Brünnhilde and Gutrune
share a painful moment of mutual consolation over
Siegfried’s corpse. Nor as comforting as in Munich
where Gutrune, a victim of fate after having her brother
and husband killed, is surrounded by the Rhinemaidens’
and other characters’ compassionate gestures. These
were enormously touching endings.
Having heard Philippe Jordan conduct Die
Meistersinger at Bayreuth and in several operas at the
Opéra Bastille, I enjoyed very much his overall vision
of an intense reading with adequate pacing, particularly
in building waves of enormous dimension with this
orchestra. Despite some difficult moments with the
horns and the overall challenging balance with the brass
section, the orchestral sound heard from our dress circle
seats came out gloriously. There were some moments in
the Act 2 of Siegfried where I thought Jordan’s reading
and imagination were as charismatic as Petrenko’s in
Munich. I certainly look forward to hearing him
conducting his own Opéra de Paris orchestra in the
Ring, in November 2020.
The extraordinary lyrical bass baritone Michael Volle
may very well turn out to be the Wotan/Wanderer of our
generation. Being a gifted and charismatic Lieder singer
with superb articulation, his penetrating voice combines
the humanity with the vocal anger, suitable to make his
Wotan as memorable as his Hans Sachs. His Act 2
monologue in Walküre, sung with a hint of despair, was
an exercise in Lieder singing and arising from the same
frame as his Act 2 and Act 3 monologues in Die
Meistersinger. Being new to the role at age 59, he may
have at times mixed up some words and looked as if he
was relying on the prompter. That may explain why, at
all performances, he went on to shake hands with the
prompter at curtain calls.
For myself and many of us who attended this Met

third Ring, the revelation was the great performance of
Tomasz Konieczny as Alberich. He is not the most
physically active singing actor - his presence on stage
may actually be fairly restricted - but his sonorous bass
is capable of delivering the strength and terror of
Alberich with an imposing display of vocal colours and
heroic range contrasting so well with the more lyric
bass-baritone of Michael Volle’s Wotan / Wanderer. He
has always been a very reliable singer albeit somewhat
uneven at times - his Act 2 Telramund in Bayreuth’s
Lohengrin last year was rock-solid at the bottom but his
Act 1 singing was very bland. As expected, Stefan
Winke was very good, particularly as the young
Siegfried where he might have possibly delivered his
very best performance ever - in much better voice than
in London last October.
Unfortunately, as alluded to earlier, the Brünnhilde of
soprano Christine Goerke was definitely the weak link
of this otherwise musically strong Ring cycle. Yes, she
has had a tendency to sing with a vibrato over the years
but it is fast becoming a border-linewobble that results
in an unsteady vocal delivery. Her laboured tone was
unfocused and wavered profusely. Having been a huge
fan of Christine Goerke’s great singing of Brünnhilde in
Toronto and some great performances in London over
the years, I traveled to New York with great
expectations but was sadly disappointed with the
mannerisms she uses to cover her vocal difficulties. The
sad state of her voice combined with her uninspiring
physical acting produced for me a very distorted musical
experience. Her singing is starting to remind me of the
last days of Jessye Norman who also developed this
kind of vocal mannerism. I worry about her upcoming
performances as Brünnhilde in the new 2020 Bayreuth
Ring cycle.
Personally, and this may very well attest to some
cultural differences, I became truly annoyed with the
attitude of the audience in starting to applaud long
before the final note is played, as soon as the stage
curtain started moving. And throughout the performance
one could hear too much disturbing giggling,
reminiscent of a TV reality show and which was totally
unnecessary and affecting other patrons’ full enjoyment.
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STAATSOPER UNTER DEN LINDEN
Die Meistersinger von Nürnberg Richard Rosenman
Die Meistersinger, like other operas, has been treated to
any diverse interpretations, from the painfully realistic, which
attempted to recreate an image of Hans Sachs’ Germany that
probably never existed, to the wildest phantasies on the theme
that depart from how we personally imagine that Nuremberg
and that bring the traditionalists to near apoplexy.
The long playing New York Met production was an example
of the first kind and it delighted audiences through its many
revivals even if it was kitschy, a caricature of Germany of the
Grimm brothers, smelling of wurst and soaked in beer.
I will not enumerate the departures from this pattern, some
tentative, some so drastic to make the gemütlich
unrecognizable. With all these hints the NY version was at
least consistent in its image of this idealized period.

The most notable aspect of this production, also carried
from the premiere, is the utilization as the elderly guild
members of notable retired singers, good friends to anyone
over 50 years old. This was Barenboim’s idea. Thus among
others we saw and heard Graham Clark (78), in their time the
much maligned Reiner Goldberg (80) and the much praised
Siegfried Jerusalem (79) now praised equally, and in a
wheelchair Franz Mazura, who stole the praise at the very end
of this performance coinciding with his 95th birthday.
As Veit Pogner, the father of Eva, the house brought out of
semi-retirement the incomparable and sui generis Matti
Salminem, almost unchanged in appearance and immediately
recognizable for his still robust voice. The effect of age on it
only endeared him to me further.

Andrea Moses, the director of the version presented by the
Unter den Linden house, for no discernible reason chose not
to maintain both feet on the same ground from act to act and
travelled wildly in time and space. This seems to be the
fashion among most of contemporary productions, to such an
extent that most of the public do not register it as a failing and
fail to comment.
In another challenge to the conventional, the action of Act 1
starts before the prelude. As the public wanders in, the curtain
is up and a similar thing happens on the stage. In a bare wall
meeting hall the attendees wander in, as previous to any
performance, choosing seats or conversing with others, only
to morph into a church congregation as the music begins.
In a total swing, Act 2 opens with a visual clutter on a
modern shallow stage on two levels, densely packed with
anonymous diverse humanity, punks, office workers, etc, in
semi-darkness, surrounded by neon signs on suggested
building tops, and just needing traffic noise to portray a
modern cityscape at its most oppressive and anonymous.
Definitely not the place to stage a believable riot, a task
always a problem and here with further constrictions. A chaos
but not an organized chaos. To pile on inconsistencies,
Beckmesser changed for the occasion into a sixteenth century
garb.
To seal this poor impression, the unfortunate Night
Watchman, a figure of measured distinction and gravity, ended
up pummeled by the remnant of the crowd and crumpled with
other bodies at the curtain.
Act 3 resorts again to nationalistic kitsch to suggest an
idealized medieval Germany. On the other hand, the
fragmentary appearance of two Arab sheiks with a bodyguard
and of a rabbi in Act 2 seem to imply inclusiveness of the
modern German society.
And what about the masters’ logos displayed on large
advertisements?

As Hans Sachs, Wolfgang Koch had effortless delivery but
was also excessively exuberant for the image I hold of this
role. He lacked the gravitas I associate with this unelected but
still a leader of the pack. His unkempt dress and loose mean
only deepened this impression. After a deeply satisfying
Jerum he was unconvincing in that most poignant scene
facing Eva that communicated the heartbreaking dilemma. In
Wahn he declaimed rather than told the story
Walther’s image, Burkhard Fritz, was perhaps not romantic
enough to match Eva’s very believable distress and
infatuation. Rather he projected a cynical and angry suitor. He
carried his task until the Prize Song rehearsal when some
voice trouble loomed. It was enough to inject some dire
expectations for his final trial, which happily went without a
glitch. I would say that vocally it was the only instant that
marred the otherwise very satisfactory performance.
Eva cut a striking figure closely matching her idealized
image, with a hint of attractive high vibrato. Her distress at
being torn between the two was truly believable and
unmatched in intensity by others in the cast. In the trio she
was perfect for her girlish appearance, a perfect mix of dismay
and longing, torn between what she perceived as her moral
duty, pity, love, remorse, regret.
She appeared both in the premiere of this work and also
with Kirill Petrenko the past September with the same results,
which makes her perhaps the Eva today.
Beckmesser, Martin Gantner, maybe relied too much on
cheap tricks, endemic to this role. Unfortunately, he was
neither genuinely bad nor funny enough for my expectations.
Nevertheless, enough of the audience played along and
seemed happy enough.
The irony of Beckmesser is that his version of the lyrics of the
prize song by today’s standard would qualify as poetry and be
chosen over the old-fashioned, predictable lyrics of the song.
David was a fresh South African Siyabonga Maqungo,
endearingly clumsy and wiling to please as the role requires.
Magdalene, Katharina Kammerlober ,was busy and a willing
collaborator in the intrigue, as neede.
The ending was against a background of empty fields and
blue skies, a promising unblemished future, a handshake
extended to the audience.
Whether it was convincing enough remains to be seen.

This production is a revival and has a complicated history. It
was premiered on the German Unity Day, October 2005,
which commemorated the 25th anniversary of reunification
and that accounts for the presence of German colours in their
many forms - flags, balloons, floor spreads. It goes, of course,
hand in hand with the nationalistic bent of the last scenes.

12

FROM LEFT TO RIGHT
Adam Kutny (Konrad Nachtigall); Siegfried Jerusalem (Balthasar Zorn); Reiner Goldberg (Ulrich Eisslinger); Graham Clark (Kunz
Vogelsang); Jurgen Linn (Fritz Kothner); Matti Salminen (Veit Pogner); Martin Gantner (Sixtus Beckmesser); Wolfgang Koch (Hans
Sachs); Siyabonga Maqungo (David); Katharina Kammerloher (Magdalena); Daniel Barenboim
PHOTO: Joseph So

Final scene

Act 2
Hans Sachs - Wolfgang Koch
Beckmesser - Martin Gantner

Act 2
Photos: Bernd Uhlig
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STAATSOPER UNTER DEN LINDEN
Die Meistersinger von Nürnberg Joseph So
In a memorable trip to Berlin that several of us took in April,
the performance of Die Meistersinger von Nürnberg at the
Staatsoper Unter den Linden stood out as something special,
for purely musical – as well as extramusical – reasons. It was
special when it came to length as well, with a postperformance ceremony tagged on. The whole thing was a
gargantuan six hours and twenty minutes.
I am happy to report that on this occasion, we were able to
experience the magic of the Staatsoper, which finally
reopened in late 2017. The building looks lovely inside and
out. One reason for the lengthy renovation was to improve the
acoustics by raising the roof and lengthening the proscenium.
Judging from the performances we heard on this trip, it was a
success. Acoustically it’s on par with the best of opera houses
of its size (1,300 seats) and shape, quite small by North
American standards. Its horseshoe design means you are never
very far away from the stage. The downside, however, are
awkward sight lines for those seated on the sides, especially if
you are not in the front row and cannot lean forward.. But
given acoustics consideration – and updated stage technology
are the main concerns, this theatre is a gem.
The most memorable aspect of the April 21 Die
Meistersinger was the presence of six great singers of the past
coming out of retirement – Siegfried Jerusalem, Reiner
Goldberg, Franz Mazura, Graham Clark, and Olaf Bär, all with
distinguished careers to their credit. Even more remarkable
was the great Finnish bass Matti Salminen, who turns 74 in
July and in semi-retirement, singing the role of Pogner. His
immense basso profundo has lost some power and steadiness,
but it remains impressive.
The musical contributions of the other five retirees are
harder to assess, since they each had only a few lines in the
ensembles in Act 1. I cannot honestly say what Reiner
Goldberg, Siegfried Jerusalem, or Franz Mazura sounded like
on this occasion. That said, there was no mistaking the bright,
clear, and penetrating high tenor of Graham Clark
(Vogelsang), who at 77 sounds like someone half his age.
A special ceremony took place at the end of the
performance, to mark the birthday of Franz Mazura, who
turned 95 the next day. Brought on in a wheelchair pushed by
baritone Olaf Bär, Mazura received congratulations and a
bouquet from Maestro Barenboim, not to mention huge
applause, even a partial standing ovation from the audience, a
very rare occurrence in Europe. Kudos to the German opera
community for remembering and honouring its past heroes, a
supremely moving gesture that should happen more often.
The performance itself was also very satisfying musically, if
considerably less so production-wise. To be sure, it won’t
please the purists. It premiered in 2015, and the stage director
Andrea Moses has updated it to present-day corporate
Germany, with the names of the meisters used as corporate
logos projected in the background. There was even a logo of
something vaguely reminiscent of Mercedes-Benz’s threepoint star rotating in the background.

Everyone in modern dress of course, and Eva is a chainsmoker. The festivities in Act 3, Scene 3 – with German flags
everywhere – is attended by foreign guests, including two
Muslim men in thobe and ghutra. They walk out when Sachs
goes on and on about how Germany should guard against
outside influences. That’s a bit of contemporary critique by
Moses, which, given the update, makes sense. And why
shouldn’t Eva smoke to steady her nerves? Plenty more
examples of these little directorial quirks that, when taken in
isolation, is acceptable if a bit gimmicky.
What’s not so acceptable is when you take the production as
a whole and consider it together with Wagner’s text which the
director is not free to change. Then the updating becomes
much more problematic. Take Act 1 for example – one would
not have known that the opening scene is supposed to be in a
church. The trial song takes place in some nondescript meeting
room, with the meisters in casual business garb. Act 2 with the
Nightwatchman is a complete joke.
An even more fundamental question is whether the updating
goes against the central narrative. How likely would someone
like Pogner give his daughter’s hand to the winner of an
arcane song contest in the 21st century? This is not Eurovision!
It’s hard not to smirk at the arcane rules of the song context so
meticulously explained by David. Given these meisters are
corporate bigwigs, to see Sachs hammering away at a shoe is
beyond quaint. A major casualty is the complete lack of
nobility in the character of Sachs in this update.
The devil is in the details, as the saying goes. One can get
caught up on how things make sense (or not), or one can just
forget about analyzing anything and enjoy the music.
Musically there was a lot to enjoy. April 21 was the last
performance, and while Wolfgang Koch was an estimable
Sachs, singing with rich, firm tone, he was showing some
vocal fatigue by the end of a very long evening. Burkhard
Fritz was a fine Walther vocally, although less romanticlooking than Klaus Florian Vogt he replaced. Julia Kleiter
(Eva) did not project in Act 1 and I was fearing the worst. But
with the change of sets in Acts 2 and 3, forcing the sound
forward into the auditorium, she sounded fine, especially in
the beautiful Quintet.
Kudos to baritone Martin Gantner as a vocally and
dramatically fine Beckmesser. (Toronto audiences will
remember his Jochanaan in Salome and Gunther in
Götterdämmerung.) A new discovery for me was the
beautifully sung David of young South African tenor
Siyabonga Maqungo, a member of the ensemble in
Staatstheater Meiningen. The Staatsoperchor and the
Staatskapelle Berlin were the crowning glory of the evening.
Some might quibble that the conducting of Daniel Barenboim
was too loud and too hard-driven, but hey, I’ll take it! For me,
the highpoint is the orchestral writing of the entrance of the
meisters in Act 3, Scene 3– the nobility and grandeur of this
music just takes one’s breath away. Barenboim, the orchestra
and the chorus made it all worthwhile.
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STAATSOPER MUNICH
The Flying Dutchman. Richard Rosenman
The Dutchman we have seen at the Munich
Staatsoper is the same production as the one staged by
Peter Konwitschny in 2006 and reviewed previously in
this publication but this time with mostly a different
cast. It is certainly one of the publics favourites,
judging by the number of times it has been resurrected.
The present crew led by the incomparable Bryn Terfel
as the Dutchman made this experience as new. He was
accompanied by a roster of fine singers: Hans Peter
Koenig as Daland, Anja Kampe as Senta, Wookyung as
Erik, Okka von Damerau as Mary and Dean Power as
Der Steuermann, the last three repeating the roles.
The style of this production, sustained in scene 1 and
scene 3, reflects an era recognizable by the dress
familiar to all of us from the scenes and portraits by
Rembrandt or his contemporaries.
The jarring, thoroughly modern intrusion into this
bygone world was the second scene, the seamstress
scene, staged as a physical education class on exercise
bicycles, in a white antiseptic space, the “spinners”
singing while furiously pedaling.
The third scene takes place in a tavern, a return to the
first time period, with the confrontation between the
two ship crews.
The ending of this opera is always a chance for the
director to inject his own ideas. I have seen the final
scene with Senta diving into the sea, or simply
disappearing from the stage, or a combination of the
two, but Peter Konwitschny had a much more
impressive idea for which I was prepared having seen
this production before. The loud and otherwise

unexpected explosion ended in a total darkness,
startling everyone else.
Asher Fisch again has not delivered more than was
expected of him which in this particular case was not
much. The score is special for the different moods it so
passionately recreates. Here it did not come up to
expectation.
Hans-Peter Konig delivered, both in his bearing and
delivery. He was a solid and equal counterpoint to
Bryn Terfel’s Dutchman, always dependable.
Bryn Terfel was commanding, comfortable with his
role and his range, and thoroughly convincing as the
doomed Wanderer. He shared with Anja Kampe the
sincere ovations.
Anja Kampe usually can do with her voice what she
desires and she did not disappoint this time either.
Powerful and sensitive at the same time, she earned the
post performance ovations that singled her out.
Wookyung, the unfortunate Erik, a decent character
but a pushover, makes you cringe, and it is here that he
demonstrated his total dominion of the role, both as a
singer and an actor. In the many returns of this
production he has stayed faithfully the Erik.
This staging is another example of today’s directors’
decision to hop in time or period from act to act, in this
particular case from scene to scene. It is not a new
trend, nor one to be criticized but often disconcerting,
not least in the eyes of traditionalists but also in those
open to the new trends.

Scene two
Photo: Wilfried Hösl

Oper Köln’s Das Rheingold in Madrid
Richard & Susan Horner
Over the next few years Teatro Real has scheduled Robert Carsen’s production of Der Ring des Nibelungen
for Oper Köln (originally produced in 2000). We attended the opening on January 17th plus a delicious
second helping on the 19th. Many of the Madrileńos did not care for the first course of this Ring as at the
curtain call on the 17th Carsen and his female assistant were greeted with boos. In a display of typical
Canadian courtesy Carsen ventured out alone for the reprise of the boos.
Conductor - Pablo Heras-Casado, Wotan – Greer Grimsley, Fricka – Sarah Connolly, Loge – Joseph Kaiser,
Alberich – Samuel Youn, Freia – Sophie Bevan, Fasolt – Albert Pesendorfer, Fafner – Alexander
Tsymbalyuk, Erda – Ronnita Miller
It was noticeable in the programme that the male singers were
listed first followed by the female performers. Although this
production is not new, there was no need to harken back to the
bowels of the last century with that ordering. The response to our
letter of complaint to the Director General of Teatro Real dealt in
alternative facts affirming a position that their listing was
alphabetical. Although we had not noticed at the time of our letter
that the supernumeraries were in alphabetical order, the performers
were not listed in the above order. We invariably look at the
programme to read the biographies of the performers, not who is a
supernumerary. The exception being when a fellow member of the
Toronto Wagner Society is displaying their thespian skills at the
COC.

The prelude starts with Wotan walking across a dimly lit
stage whilst eating one of Freia’s apples. He throws the core
into the middle of stage. Additional characters walk with
increasing speed and frequency across the stage and throw
away plastic water bottles, cans, paper etc. turning the Rhein
into a rubbish tip. The increasing luminosity reveals the extent
of the pollution and the Rhinemaidens as destitute street
walkers.
It was noticeable that Alberich did not stand until he
possessed the gold and ceased to stand after he lost the Ring.
Mime feverishly scampered about on all fours as if he were a
young child who had raided the family’s supply of Coke. The
Nibelungs also never stand but slither around the stage.
Possibly this was meant to be an evolutionary comment upon
human development and bipedalism. Or perhaps the gold
seams they were working were very narrow and that was the
only way they could work the seams.
The slithering Alberich is taunted by the Rhinemaidens
including one acting as a matador and another appearing to
kick him in the cojones. Alberich is knocked out during this
bear baiting. When he regains consciousness, he notices the
gold shining through the water in a discarded tyre.
Although in the next scene Valhalla has been built, the stage
has several pallets of bricks indicating that although Fasolt
and Fafner might be good at construction their estimating of
material needs for jobs requires attention. A certain US ex real
estate developer would sue them for cost over runs. Wotan is

dressed in a military uniform and his staff is a long cane –
Franco came to mind. Evidence of class distinction was
present not only in the gods’ attire but in their actions. Fricka
was inconsiderate in the treatment of her maid. Froh and
Donner had been out golfing and later Donner putts a golf ball
offstage for it to be returned repeatedly on a silver tray by a
butler. The considerable construction crew employed by
Fasolt and Fafner were in fluorescent overalls. Loge arrived
on a bicycle dressed as a butler. Jeeves came to mind and as
with Bertie Wooster, Loge is much smarter than Wotan. Loge
and his minions set the dining table on some of the excess
bricks. Wotan must have decided that with the expense of
Valhalla that he needed to economize as the gods were served
water and apples diligently polished by Freia. Wotan and Loge
disappear down a trap door in the stage to get to Nibelheim.
The slithering Nibelungs arranged the boxes of gold in a circle
and moved to the stage walls. The dragon and toad were
indicated by the lighting. The scene lacked magic. Alberich
was brought up through the same trap door that Wotan and
Loge used to descend into Nibelheim. The boxes of gold were
somehow handed up through the trap door. It would have been
difficult, if not physically impossible, for prostrate Nibelungs.
The service staff carried the bags of gold from the boxes to be
emptied over Freia. For the ascent into Valhalla the gods had
changed into evening attire and partook of some celebratory
sparkler. The candelabras were lit by Loge and illuminated the
way. Donner had a cigarette before he ascends and tossed the
empty packet into the Rhein. The gods are followed by
soldiers who carried in the plastic encased furniture. When
Loge says “They hasten to their end, though they believe
themselves strong” we could not help but think of the UK
parliamentarians dealing with the Brexit situation.
We appreciated all the performances and from a Canadian
perspective thought Joseph Kaiser was suitably impeccable in
his portrayal. Samuel Youn deservedly received the loudest
cheer for his Alberich.
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