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Dear Members of The Toronto Wagner Society
It has been difficult times living with the pandemic and especially
because we all, I am sure, are missing live opera and concert
performances. Luckily, we had a great time watching streamed
performances from all over the world. Also, many Wagner societies
are holding Zoom meetings and Webinars so at least we can enjoy
some of those.
And speaking of, the TWS had its first Zoom meeting, and a very
successful one, with the director of the Met's Parsifal scheduled to
arrive here, we hope, in two years. I suppose many of you attended
this grand event as did Wagnerians from societies in the United States
and elsewhere.
Now we are pleased to announce that two more such meetings are
planned. On Nov. 26 at 7.30 p.m. Johannes Debus will be joining us
in conversation and Adrianne Pieczonka will be our guest on Dec. 14,
at 7.30 p.m. Please inform your friends and neighbours who are not
members of our society to join us. In the event that they want to join
us as members a form will be available for them to fill in. And, as
before, donations are happily accepted for our Partners in Parsifal
fundraising.
We will be sending out notices before these meetings, including the
Zoom information of how to join us.
So to all of you, stay inside as much as possible and keep safe.

Emilie Hurst
“Alex Ross’s WAGNERISM;
on research, writing and
telling true stories”; page 7

Yours in operatic fellowship,
Frances Henry, FRSC
Professor (Emerita)
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October 2020 in Berlin; Die Walküre
Pierre Couture travelled to Berlin in October 2020
Pierre Couture moved around Berlin with two masks under a shield
Pierre Couture returned home free of COVID 19.
Photo Pierre Couture
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Reaching out to Wagner during a pandemic can
be very therapeutic Pierre Couture
The Italian Director Romeo Castellucci recently
mentioned during an interview that, concerned with the
collision between fiction, dream and reality, it is so
important to allow a sense of artifice that could suspend
this reality. And that is precisely what I had in mind
when I traveled to Berlin for 8 days and 6 concerts
during the pandemic at the end of September and
beginning of October.
In early July, when the European Community suggested
to member countries to reopen the borders to Canadian
travellers, I requested tickets for two performances of
the original French version of Don Carlos at the Vienna
State Opera with Jonas Kaufmann. Shortly after
securing those tickets back in mid-August, Austria was
imposing a ten-day-quarantine upon entering the country
via another EU country. That was no longer an option
for me and I successfully sold the tickets.
However, Germany was complying fully with the EU
recommendations and Canadians were allowed to enter
the country without restrictions. I was aware that last
June the Deutsche Oper Berlin had produced on its
parking deck at the last minute a reduced
staged “chamber orchestra” Das Rheingold, once the
appropriate sanitary assessments had been performed,
and the rehearsals had already started for a fully staged
premiere of Stefan Herheim’s Die Walküre. A devoted
philanthropist volunteered to provide the funds to test
all the singers and musicians every morning of the
rehearsals and performances so that they could perform
freely after 2:00 pm, once they had all received a
negative SARS-COV-2 test.
On September 14th - 13 days prior to opening night
scheduled for the 27th September - the bookings for the
Deutsche Oper’s new production of Die Walküre finally
opened. With a strong Scandinavian presence - the
talented Norwegian director-du-jour Stefan Herheim and
the baritone John Lundgren heard as Wotan in Munich
and London - I could not resist the temptation of seeing
once again the reigning Brünnhilde Nina Stemme,
together with the great Lise Davidsen as Sieglinde possibly a future Brünnhilde.
Very early on the morning of September 14th, I was on
the DOB web site and the limited number of tickets for
performances was selling out so fast that I could not
secure tickets for opening night. But, I was lucky
enough to obtain great seats for the October 1st and 4th
performances, only to find out two days later that for all

those performances that had sold out within 15 minutes,
a whole new slate of tickets had been added as they were
fine-tuning the acceptable number of tickets according
to the sanitary restrictions.
Many family members and friends had attempted to
dissuade me from traveling abroad. However, I had
concluded that Germany, with a lower number of active
cases than Canada, was the only possible country where
I could safely travel while taking the full precautions.
The overseas flights were nearly empty and I would
have plenty of space to physically distance. Because the
Canadian Government advised against all “nonessential” travel at this time, the travel insurance
companies did not cover for COVID-19. While on land,
I used double masks - one on top of the other - inside
and outside, everywhere and a face shield wherever
there was a crowd and in the concert hall; no bars, no
restaurants, and social contacts kept at a strict minimum.
Inside the hall, once the music had started, I would
completely forget about the uncomfortable “medical
gear”.
Walking alone through a very empty Toronto Pearson
Airport, with all the familiar shops fully closed, through
the extremely fast security lines, and into the almost
empty and totally disinfected aircraft, reinforced my
conviction that I had made a prudent, albeit calculated
risk in traveling to Berlin. This European musical
escapade certainly contributed to maintaining my mental
equilibrium.
My first night at the Berlin Staatsoper was the final
performance of Hans Neuenfels’s production of Richard
Strauss’s Ariadne Auf Naxos. I booked the ticket - one
of the very last ones - just before it was sold out with
only 361 seats out of a total of 1,321. Highly praised
when it first opened back in 2015, his staging is
surprisingly minimalistic for a director who has certainly
developed over the years a penchant for introducing
some extra elements - you may remember the rats in the
previous Bayreuth Lohengrin! Some elements one does
not quite comprehend - i.e. the clowns of the burlesque
group in the opera part are wearing belts with huge erect
black penis - but I thought the ending made a lot of
sense when Ariadne kills herself after she perceives
Bacchus as the god of death who could never transform
or appease her.
I was very curious to hear the Russian soprano Anna
Samuil - another singing actress coming from the same
mold as Asmik Grigorian and Ausrine Stundytè. She
performed extremely well but not quite up to the
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standard created by the superb Lise Davidsen in Aix-enProvence two years ago.
Marina Prudenskaya - another superb (but sometimes
uneven) Russian mezzo sang a beautiful Octavian just as
the lyric soprano Serena Sáenz stole the show as
Zerbinetta. I was hugely impressed with the fresh
sounding helden tenor Andreas Schager - a fantastic
Bacchus. Last time I heard him was last year as Parsifal
at Bayreuth and he was very good. This time, I could not
believe his heroic and free heldentenor voice, solid
without giving you the impression that he had already
sung too many Siegfrieds.
Performing conditions were certainly different, with no
intermission, no bar, no food and no coat
service. Perhaps this being my first live performance
after more than six months, being able to attend such a
performance and securing one of the limited seats
available, why it seemed that the singers sang
exceptionally well, with fresh and rested voices. One
could almost get the feeling at times that the artists truly
believed that each performance was now a blessing and
this might be their last for a long time.

Nina Stemme, Hoyotoho

Nina Stemme at the piano,(Brünnhilde), Lise Davidsen (Sieglinde)
Photos: Deutsche Oper Berlin

Having seen on video Stefan Herheim’s wonderful
Eugene Onegin and his live spectacular production of
The Queen of Spades in Amsterdam and London, I
certainly was looking forward to his Walküre at the
Deutsche Oper Berlin, his very first major Wagner
production during the pandemic with a full orchestra and
strict sanitary measures.
During this pandemic and with so many refugees
wandering throughout the world, Stefan Herheim sees a
parallel with Richard Wagner himself being a hunted
man in the aftermath of the 1848 revolution, fleeing to
Switzerland in 1849 at the time of its conception. The
stage is filled with all sorts of suitcases ready to
accompany Sieglinde as she leaves Hunding, Fricka
taking her distance from Wotan and this same Wotan
abandoning his favourite girl Brünnhilde at the end.
There is an unusually large number of extras on the
stage, some itinerants curious to see what this is all
about. They even temporarily consult the ever-present
Walküre score on the piano, very much as all the main
characters who keep going back to that Wagner sheet
music which ties everything together. It is all meant to
follow “Wagner’s Recipe book”, so to speak, and it is
not surprising that at the very end the great master,
turned into obstetrician, delivers Sieglinde’s baby on top
of the grand piano; Siegfried the great hero! Finally, I
get to see the proof that Siegfried is Sieglinde’s son!
It certainly turns out to be a spectacular production with
some new elements. Scary to see Sieglinde and
Siegmund sing - supported by cables - on top of the
piano raised at least 20 feet in the air. Herheim
introduces a non singing character, Sieglinde’s step son,
who instantly takes a liking to Siegmund to the point
where, in a distraught moment, Sieglinde has to kill him
before packing a suitcase and departing for a new life
with Siegmund. In this production it is obvious that
Sieglinde is physically a strong woman - Lise Davidsen
is taller than Hunding and Siegmund (Brandon
Jovanovich). She falls in love with Siegmund as soon as
she sees him. In Act III, the Walkyries appear to be more
of the warrior type than usual, possibly as a defence
against some wandering refugees with whom they end
up having sex.
Too often in the past I noticed that this Walküre had very
little to do with the search of gold / pursuit of the Ring
and stood as a separate entity compared with the rest
which has a more common thread and continuity. This
time around, Stefan Herheim is using the manuscript of
Wagner as a reference to justify what is happening on
stage. During the final act, Wotan even shows the
Wagner script to Brünnhilde in order to justify his
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imposing punishment on her. In that context, the child
delivered by “Dr Wagner“ himself sets the tone for the
future opera Siegfried, and ties all the elements of that
tetralogy. As soon as the baby Siegfried is born, this Dr
Wagner takes him away, much to the displeasure of
Sieglinde.
Some patrons in the audience were obviously not happy
with the production and particularly the slow conducting
of Donald Runnicles, usually remarkable for his
musicality. At my first night, he was badly booed but at
the same time greeted by even stronger support from
others. True, I definitely missed Kirill Petrenko’s tension
building at times but overall, he was adequate.
When I plan a musical trip, I am always interested in
discovering some new ideas, new productions that will
shed some fresher light on works that I know or have yet
to discover. Stephen Herheim’s Die Walküre in Berlin
worked perfectly for me during the first two acts and I
needed a second viewing to fully understand where he
was going with the final act.
I imagine that after six months of absence and going
through this whole ordeal of sanitary guidelines, our
threshold of tolerance must be higher than usual for a
director who takes some freedoms, and diverts our
attention from COVID. Perhaps we need someone who
can suspend the pandemic’s reality, as Castellucci
mentioned, and transport us into a world of dreams
where the music, the text, and the spirit of Wagner are
highly respected. Apparently, at the premiere, he was
badly booed at the end while the singers received huge
ovations. Mind you, when I notice that the director does
not get booed on opening nights - like the recent
Warlikowski Elektra In Salzburg - I am always
wondering about what could have gone wrong !
At the beginning of the third act of October 1st
performance, someone announced that John Lundgren
was not feeling well but had agreed to continue singing
the last act. At the October 4th performance, the
indisposed John Lundgren acted the part while Johan
Reuter was singing the role from the side of the stage. I
shall never forget, as long as I live, the sight and the
sheer heroic sound of Nina Stemme and Lise Davidsen
together on the same stage for this Die Walküre.
Nothing excites me more than discovering new fantastic
voices that I had never heard before. Germany has
resources and access to a large reservoir of talented
singers that never ceases to amaze me. Alltogether, we
heard some great singing from known singers such as
John Lundgren, Nina Stemme, Lise Davidsen and
Brandon Jovanovich. Yet, for me, the excitement was to
discover the superb mezzo Annika Schlicht who sang
and acted one of the best Fricka I have ever heard. Same

Nina Stemme
Brünnhilde

Lise Davidsen
Sieglinde

John Lundgren
Wotan

Brandon Yovanovich
Siegmund
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goes for the Hunding of Andrew Harris, a young
promising American bass baritone, who was simply
fantastic as “a young Berlin-based singer with a striking
black-toned bass”, in the words of Alex Ross. Definitely
a singer to watch in the future.

Andrew Harris
Hunding

I had attended three other concerts in this musically rich
city. A recital of French songs with the gifted Sabine
Devieilhe, known as the ideal Mélisande, at the
Philharmonie. An evening with much intimacy as she
quickly set the right mood, particularly during her
encores from L’Enfant et les Sortilèges, a French song
from Kurt Weill and an excerpt from Les Indes Galantes.
Another evening at the Philharmonie, this time with the
Berlin Philharmonic with Marek Janowski playing some
Bruch and Brahms. And a soirée at the Komische Oper
with Barrie Kosky playing the piano to a German
chanteuse singing some Kurt Weill songs from the New
York and Paris era.

Annika Schlicht
Fricka

Needless to add that all six performances that I saw
during this trip were totally sold out as a result of
COVID-19 seat restrictions. The majority of the
audience was made up of young women and men in
their 30’s and 40’s. Could it be that older people are
afraid to attend performances during the pandemic ?
Another important point to mention is the striking
silence observed during all six performances as the
crowd totally refrained from coughing. Every evening,
we had to fill out an identification information sheet as a
point of contact tracing.

Donald Runnicles

I agree that this experience was a somewhat brash and
potentially big risk, but one that certainly energized and
empowered me for the coming winter months.
Europeans seem far more convinced that maintaining a
musical life in difficult times is essential for both the
public and the artists.
Donald Runnicles
Nina Stemme

To follow Die Walküre in Berlin, the Deutsche Oper is
planning a fully staged “rescheduled” Das Rheingold
and Siegfried, slated to premiere in late spring 2021 with
the final instalment Götterdämmerung next
fall. Complete cycles are scheduled for November 2021
and January 2022.
Closing on a historical foot note, it was my very last
time flying out of Berlin Tegel Airport as it is closing to
accommodate the new, finally completed, BerlinBrandenburg Willy Brandt Airport.
PHOTOS Pierre Couture

Alex Ross’s WAGNERISM:
on research, writing and telling true
stories
Emilie Hurst
In Wagnerism: Art and Politics in the
Shadow of Music, Alex Ross charts the influence of
Wagner on non-musicians, ranging from film,
literature, the occult and the third Reich, painting a
picture of Wagnerism that is ubiquitous but also
ambiguous. Drawing from a wide array of primary
and secondary sources (as attested by the 71-page
bibliography available on his website), the book is
almost encyclopedic in scope. Curious about turn of
the century homo-erotic readings of Parsifal, how
“Ride of the Valkyries” played a role in Francis
Ford Coppola’s film Apocalypse Now, or the legacy
of the Gesamtkunstwerk in Soviet theatre? This
book has you covered.
With so much buzz, however, the question
remains whether this book deserve almost $50 of
your money or the many hours of your time it will
take to read the 660 pages. If this were merely a
question of breadth and quality research, the answer
would be an enthusiastic yes. As it is, however, I
have to delve a bit deeper. Is Ross’s book
informative? Most certainly. Interesting? Often. But
enjoyable? Here I struggle to give Ross a passing
grade. There is a reason why the works of the likes
of Barry Millington and Father Owen Lee continue
to be the gateway drug for many to the wonderful
world of Wagner – their prose sing with purpose,

meaning and clarity. The most compelling nonfiction—especially that geared to a general
audience—do not just recount historical curiosities,
they tell a story. Ross is by no means a dry, esoteric
writer. But with such a large sprawling work, the
author has a duty to give the reader a reason to keep
turning the pages, by providing framing devices
that give the various anecdotes a sense of cohesion
and argumentative arc, putting the real-life
characters it presents in dialogue with each other.
This is where Ross falls short.
For the first five chapters, Ross opens with
analysis of different Wagner operas, which he
juxtaposes with different veins of Wagnerism, such
as feminist thinkers, modern film makers, and
French symbolists. The links in some cases are
more obvious than others: pairing Parsifal with the
more occult and satanic followers of Wagner makes
immediate sense, but you have to squint a little to
understand why Der Ring des Niebelungen makes a
logical companion to Nietzsche and political
revolution. The issue, however, is not so much the
pairing but that we are never fully told why he is
making these pairings in the first place. This is
compounded by the fact that chapters rarely come
full circle, meaning that Ross struggles to connect
the musical analysis with the elements of
Wagnerism he chooses to highlight. In any case, the
framing device is dropped after those initial
chapters, in a frustrating lack of continuity. This is
but one example of the many places where I felt
that too much was left unsaid–a considerable feat,
considering the length of the work.
This problem is somewhat elevated in the
second half of the book which conforms to a stricter
chronological ordering, but the chapters are still
sometimes plagued by sudden jumps in subject
matter, at times barely introducing one topic before
jumping to the next. At it’s worse, a chapter set
during the first world war jumps from Futurism and
Dada poetry to Hitler’s early years leaving the
reader with a minor case of literary whiplash. In a
twenty page essay, this would be excusable – in a
book over 600 pages in length, it makes for a
disorienting experience.
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At times, Ross does produce moments of keen
insight: the opening pages on a chapter on modernist
literature, for example, draws a compelling metaphor
between the breaking of the Norns’s rope of destiny with
the break represented by modernity in the wake of WWI
and lays out three distinct ways in which Wagnerism
played a role in modern culture. But in too many other
instances, I found myself skimming over passages, such
the numerous descriptions of art works and novels that
contain Wagnerian references, thinking “so what?” Some
of these issues could have been solved by a more ruthless
editor who would have insisted on tightening the scope of
the chapters. But an editor cannot fix the issue of missing
authorial voice, one that would answer this “so what”
question for the reader. The stakes here are not just that
Ross fails to produce a page-turner. The issue is that I am
not sure Ross manages to say anything new about
Wagnerism—or if he does, that it is so lost within pages
and pages of painstakingly detailed accounts of history
that I am not sure what these arguments are. Of course, it
is important to note that Wagnerism is not a tidy
phenomenon: it is messy, ambiguous, scattered and
contradictory. There is no “one thing” you can say about
it – and in this way, Ross does (thankfully) avoid the trap
of either fully condemning or exonerating Wagner for the
sometimes horrific actions of those who came after. But a
stronger work would have looked for way more ways to
put these various strands in dialogue, highlighting this
ambiguous motif throughout.
Still, despite these flaws, as a one-stop shop
introduction to the world of Wagnerism, this book is a
worthwhile investment: The fact remains that there is
simply no other publication on Wagnerism, popular or
academic, which is as meticulously researched or as wide
and comprehensive in scope. For that reason alone,
Wagnerism deserves a spot on the shelf of Wagnerians
who want to better understand how their own love of the
Sorcerer of Bayreuth has been made possible by a long
lineage of devotees before them. My recommendation?
Wait for the paperback edition which should come with a
significant drop in price or add yourself to the waitlist for
the Toronto Public Library, then dip in and out at your
leisure, using the book as a springboard for further
exploration. Just don’t expect that you’ll want to devour it
over the course of a weekend.
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