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Interviews 
 
Jonas Kaufmann: The Interview 
 
In this year of the Wagner and Verdi bicentennials, during which he had new recital albums devoted 
to each composer released on the market, the superstar tenor talks about the challenges of singing 
their music – and the uproar over the high C in Manrico’s stretta that surrounded his role debut in 
Munich this past summer. 
Kaufmann loves the operas of both Wagner and Verdi, and says he’d never want to have to choose 
between them. Both musical styles have their advantages, he explains. Verdi’s music is probably 
more immediately accessible than Wagner’s, which makes the former’s operas better suited as 
introductory pieces for someone just becoming acquainted with the art form. While Wagner’s operas 
do have some appealing melodies – he mentions the Ride of the Valkyries – he believes they also 
require more time for listeners to become accustomed to. However, once that occurs, Wagner’s 
music can become almost addictive; one is always discovering new layers in it. In contrast, Verdi’s 
music is not so complex, especially when one views the accompaniment, he says. The melody was 
more important to Verdi than the density of orchestral sound. However, Kaufmann doesn’t believe 
this makes Verdi’s music in any way inferior, or that it means his music lacks a certain intellectual 
appeal. He points out that Verdi enthusiasts are of all ages and economic levels. 
He has often stated in interviews – and does so here – his belief that the qualities one needs to sing 
Verdi well have a beneficial effect on one’s Wagner singing, and vice-versa. He says that when one 
sings Wagner’s music with the good phrasing and beautiful Italianate tone one uses with Verdi, the 
former’s supposedly dry Sprechgesang suddenly acquires a warm, tender quality. There are phrases 
in Lohengrin and Parsifal that sound positively lovely when sung in this manner. On the other hand, 
Wagner teaches the singer how to effectively apportion his/her vocal resources, the tenor says. 
While not all of Verdi’s operas require a singer to have the extra reserves of strength that Wagner’s 
music does, there are certain Verdi roles where such reserves are certainly an advantage. He cites as 
an example the title role in the five-act version of Don Carlo(s), where performances can last a good 
five hours, intermissions included. 
Though the selections on his Verdi CD include arias from early operas such as I Masnadieri and Luisa 
Miller as well as late works such as Aida and Otello, Kaufmann doesn’t see a wide difference in the 
quality of Verdi’s operas over the course of the composer’s lifetime. He says that even Verdi’s early 
operas were, on average, of high quality, and there are none he would describe as “unfinished.” He 
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adds that, of course, Verdi’s compositional style did develop over time and become more complex. 
However, the difference in quality between Wagner’s early operas and his later works is much more 
apparent. Kaufmann believes that Wagner’s style clearly improved with each of his operas, attaining 
perfection in the Ring operas and Parsifal. He notes that he had originally considered including 
selections from Das Liebesverbot and Die Feen on his Wagner CD, but ultimately decided against 
doing so because of this difference. What he finds decisive in Verdi’s music, he explains, is that it 
properly forces a singer to interpret it. If one simply sings Verdi accurately, “ then this music is dead,” 
he asserts. It comes to life when the singer brings in an element of individuality. 
Having added Manrico and Alvaro to his roster of Verdi heroes in 2013 (La Forza del Destino is slated 
for next month in Munich), the tenor says he’ll be making role debuts as Radames, Gustavo/Riccardo, 
and Otello over the next several years. Otello is already firmly in his schedule, but he can’t reveal 
specifics yet. He views the Moor as the “crowning” Verdi role for a tenor, and admits that when he 
recorded two of Otello’s arias for his CD, he really would have liked to sing the entire role right then. 
However, he believes it’s more responsible for him to wait a little while yet before taking on this part. 
He says he doesn’t think singing Otello successfully is only a matter of tonal color or vocal condition; 
rather, this role demands considerable experience. The character of Otello is so multi-layered and so 
realistically captured in the music that the singer may be drawn into giving more than is good for his 
voice. This is a trap into which Kaufmann says he doesn’t want to fall. 
The stagings of Il Trovatore at the Bavarian State Opera and [I]Don Carlo[/I ]at this summer’s Salzburg 
Festival, in both of which he sang the title role, were a contrast in directorial styles, and the tenor 
sees both approaches as valid. With Peter Stein’s Don Carlo, Salzburg had “classical theatrical art,” 
Kaufmann says, adding that he believes there is still a place for such a traditional approach. He thinks 
it works best with those operas that have very strong plots, which is the case with the Verdi operas 
like Don Carlo that are based on Schiller’s plays. On the other hand, he’s not certain whether or not 
such treatment would have worked with Il Trovatore, which has a considerably weaker story. He 
views this opera’s plot as split essentially into two parts, something that requires a more substantial 
directorial touch in order to sustain dramatic tension. He credits Olivier Py with being very creative 
and bringing a lot of ideas to his production in Munich. “Perhaps he was a little too creative,” the 
tenor suggests, but then adds that he isn’t the right person to decide whether Py’s concept was good 
or bad. He considers the coexistence of the two interpretative styles as an enrichment to 
contemporary musical life. 
When he sang Manrico, the decision was finally made that he would sing both verses of “Di quella 
pira,” but that his music would be transposed down a half-tone. So the high C in his stretta wasn’t 
technically a true high C, which led to quite a bit of controversy in the media and among the public. 
He observes that he is certainly capable of producing the high C and does so in his recording of this 
aria on his Verdi CD. He also rehearsed a version of the aria and stretta in the normal key and with 
the high C, but with only one verse. Ultimately, Munich’s Intendant, Nikolaus Bachler, and conductor 
Paolo Carignani decided to go with both verses and the transposition. Since he was making his role 
debut, Kaufmann felt he would have been putting himself under too much pressure to sing both 
verses in the original key and with the high C. He also feels no need to justify the transposition, 
noting that the list of tenors who have sung the stretta a half-tone lower is “endlessly long.” 
Nonetheless, the Bavarian State Opera’s management still felt compelled to issue a press release on 
the matter, some newspapers apologized to their readers (presumably after crediting the tenor with 
singing an actual high C), and Kaufmann himself even called a journalist and tried to explain the 
reasons for the transposition. But the writer insisted that this was “fraud” and the audience should 
have been informed. Kaufmann says he certainly doesn’t exclude the possibility that he’ll perform 



this piece in the original key once he’s acquired some more experience in the role. He says he also 
doesn’t think an audience would enjoy listening to a Manrico sung by a tenor who is holding back 
and conserving all of his vocal resources just so that he can produce a radiant high C in the third act. 
When the interviewer mentions that it has become a custom for many opera premieres and role 
debuts to be discussed practically “live” on many Internet forums today, Kaufmann says that he 
considers this a positive development. When one sees the passion and heated debates that often 
characterize these forums, he observes, it’s hard to claim that opera is a “dead” art form. 
On other topics, he expresses his fondness for Puccini’s La Fanciulla del West, in which he recently 
made his role debut as Dick Johnson at the Vienna State Opera. He says that when one considers 
Puccini’s operas, one is constantly surprised, a result of the fact that this composer was continually 
trying new things. “And the figures (in La Fanciulla) are so cool!” he adds, noting that Dick 
Johnson/Ramerrez is not only a bandit, but the epitome of charm – though Minnie, at least initially, 
isn’t so overwhelmed by his charming manner. 
When asked about his change of recording labels from Decca to Sony, Kaufmann mentions that there 
were some irreconcilable ideas that ultimately proved to be too much of an obstacle for him. But 
perhaps more significant is the fact that Bogdan Roscic, who initially signed him with Decca, became 
director of Sony’s classical division four years ago. The tenor says he needs someone who believes in 
him and supports him, and he believes he’s in good hands with Roscic. 
 
Georg Schmiedleitner: In Conversation 
 
Although he has directed plays for more than 25 years, Regisseur Georg Schmiedleitner, who is 
staging Nürnberg’s new production of Wagner’s Ring, came to opera relatively late. He says that the 
Intendant of the Hannover State Theater, Michael Klügl, who knew him when he was working as 
artistic director at theaters in Linz, Austria, during the 1980s, was firmly convinced that he was meant 
to direct operas, and finally persuaded him to stage Hannover’s production of Fidelio in 2009. 
Schmiedleitner admits that after more than two decades as a playhouse director, he was longing for 
something new and challenging when the offer came from Klügl, and so decided to try opera. He says 
he found it tremendously exciting to work with an orchestra, chorus, and soloists, and in contrast to 
many of his spoken-theater colleagues, he has no worries about dealing with large numbers of 
people onstage. He claims he’s always had what he calls an “everyday” acquaintance with music, but 
in working with opera, has become aware of how much he, as an Austrian, had grown up with it. As a 
director, he usually develops genuine interest in an opera’s music when he is actively working on the 
production and discovers the music’s quality. For this reason, he says he tries to attend almost all of 
the orchestra rehearsals. He also observes that the music of Mozart, Beethoven, or Verdi will really 
touch a nerve with him, but his reaction to Wagner’s operas is quite different. With Wagner, it isn’t 
the music alone that fascinates him, but the way in which the composer had worked out “all the 
corners and ends.” He says that when one has been involved in theater as long as he has, one feels 
especially close to a “Gesamtkunstler” (complete artist) like Wagner, and develops a real passion for 
his music dramas. With his own background in spoken-word theater, Schmiedleitner says that he 
always approaches an opera through its text first, and regards Wagner as a marvelous librettist who 
always incorporated something completely innovative in his verse. 
Schmiedleitner admits that the idea of directing the Ring cycle is something that probably wouldn’t 
have occurred to him, and he was rather surprised when Peter Theiler, Intendant at the Nürnberg 
State Theater, offered the job to him two years ago. At the time, he says his knowledge of the Ring 
was limited to the fact that it consisted of four parts. But in his first encounters with the work, it 



became clear to him that this was not such an unwieldy drama; the characters are fairly manageable 
and the conflicts are very concentrated and intimate. The music itself casts a spell over the listener 
that he finds hard to escape. He says that when he first approached the Ring, he was unaware that 
there had already been a whole range of interpretative treatments of the work, and so was able to 
explore the operas in a “naïve” manner and find out what it was in them that spoke to him 
personally. In the course of his work, he learned about all of the previous staging concepts, but he 
believes there will never be a perfect, all-encompassing interpretation of the Ring. As the director, he 
explains, one must decide upon an approach to the cycle knowing full well that one can only touch 
on some of the aspects of this groundbreaking work – and that therefore, one must also have a little 
expectation of failure. 
He recalls that when he began work on his Ring staging, he studied the text first to familiarize himself 
with the drama’s various figures. With his experience as a playhouse director, he was able to pinpoint 
the work’s conflicts, and quickly sorted out the different relationships among the characters in 
Wagner’s complex dramatic “web.” He notes that he intentionally studied the text and music 
separately – he says he went up into the mountains and spent days just listening to Wagner’s music – 
believing he could only tell the Ring’s story when he understood it himself. He adds that it’s 
important for him that his interpretation tells a story that’s easy to understand, and doesn’t only 
consist of allegories and metaphors. He feels he’s reached a point where he could tell the Ring’s story 
in simple, contemporary language that would appeal even to those who aren’t Wagner enthusiasts. 
In his staging, he’s chosen something of an ecological concept, but within a larger context. He sees 
the world of the Ring as endangered because the consensus that holds this world together is itself 
imperiled. There is a “spiral of destruction,” he explains, from which certain figures, especially in the 
“Hagen generation,” want t make a profit. He feels this view is particularly current, since we’ve been 
living for two decades in a rapidly and roughly changing world, with individuals who want to gain 
from the turmoil. He has endeavored to translate his interpretation of the Ring narrative with very 
concrete images that “have something poetic in their clarity,” he says. He contends that devastation 
can convey something like a “poetry of horror,” so that pictures of war or apocalyptic images can be 
something very poetic. He is also not bothered by the Nürnberg State Theater management’s 
decision to stage their Ring over several seasons (only Das Rheingold and Die Walküre will be 
performed during the 2013-14 season). He says he has already developed a clear concept for each of 
the four operas, so that from his perspective, this Ring is already a finished product. 
Asked about the differences in directing opera and spoken-word theater, Schmiedleitner notes that a 
great deal can be developed during play rehearsals, so that there may be fundamental changes made 
to the staging even during the final week of rehearsals. Cuts can also be made in plays, something he 
notes isn’t possible with opera. In contrast, when he directs an opera, his concept is finished when he 
arrives at the first rehearsal. He works intensively with the soloists, but it’s a different sort of work 
than he does with actors. With opera, he says, he is at more of a distance from the soloists, whereas 
he’s right in the middle of things when he’s directing actors. He sits farther away from the stage in an 
opera production so that he can gain more of the three-dimensional view of the stage area. 
Schmiedleitner also points out that he’s isn’t solely responsible for everything that happens in an 
opera, and that the music is often so strong that he can sit back and allow an aria to simply run. He 
observes that the music provides operas with the emotional component that actors must create by 
themselves, so there is always a constant questioning and doubting in staging spoken-theater works 
that isn’t present in opera. He likens opera rehearsals to sports competitions, where a successful 
scene feels rather like scoring a goal, and the ebullient mood after a successful rehearsal is 
comparable to that following a 3-0 victory. He also notes that opera singers are, first and foremost, 



singers, who usually establish a reputation through their vocal talents rather than their theatrical 
ability. As actors, most singers are laymen (and women), so he must explain things to them that a 
playhouse actor would already be familiar with – but for which they are also very grateful. He says 
he’s noticed that acting is always easier for singers when they can be led by the music, such as is the 
case with Mozart’s operas. Then singers know automatically what they need to do. In such instances, 
they hardly need a director, he says, since the composer has already told everything in the music. 
When asked which operas he would particularly like to direct, Schmiedleitner mentions Wozzeck and 
Salome. He describes them as works that would “electrify” him, and that have an energy level in 
which he would feel at home. 
 
Deborah Humble: Introduced 
 
The Australian mezzo, who wil sing the roles of Erda and Waltraute in Melbourne’s new Ring 
production, has spent her career traveling between the northern and southern hemispheres. After 
completing her studies in Adelaide, she traveled to London at the age of 25 to continue her training 
there. Her first professional engagement was at the Théâtre du Chatelet in Paris, serving as a cover 
for stars such as Anne Sophie von Otter as well as singing some roles of her own; during this same 
period, she also appeared at the Aix-en-Provence Festival. When she auditioned for Simone Young, at 
that time preparing for her own assignment as principal conductor for Opera Australia, Humble sang 
Erda’s Warning – only to be told by Maestra Young that she was too young to be singing the dramatic 
repertoire and should wait another 10 years before taking on such roles. But Humble was still hired 
on in Sydney for three years, where she sang such parts as Lola in Cavalleria Rusticana, Maddalena in 
Rigoletto, and Mercedes in Carmen. When Young was engaged as Intendantin and General Music 
Director of the Hamburg State Opera, she invited Humble to audition for her again, and the mezzo 
received a firm contract with Hamburg in 2006. She remained a member of Hamburg’s ensemble for 
five years, after which she began freelancing while still maintaining a residence in Hamburg. During 
her time with the Staatsoper, Humble sang Erda and Waltraute in Claus Guth’s Ring production, but 
she says Young was quite correct in her original advice. The mezzo explains that when she first 
auditioned for the maestra, she wanted to show the direction in which she believed her voice 
tended, that it had a dramatic quality. In fact, it was a decade after that audition that Young offered 
her the roles in Hamburg’s Ring – a fact of which Humble reminded the conductor. However, the 
mezzo notes that she didn’t start out with Wagner in Hamburg, but with Handel, and credits her 
decision to wait for the heavier roles as key to preserving her voice’s freshness. She says her voice 
has undergone the most significant development within the last five years, gaining freedom in the 
upper register while maintaining its firm foundation in the mid- and lower ranges. That expansion on 
top has placed Verdi’s Amneris and Eboli within reach – she recently debuted as the Egyptian 
princess in Australia – as well as Wagner’s Kundry, Brangäne, and Fricka. 
She’s looking forward to the Melbourne Ring, with an international cast and a staging concept she 
describes as “certainly not” traditional, but also not the sort of Regietheater productions with which 
German audiences are familiar. She says it’s a modern setting of Wagner’s cycle, and one in which 
simplicity is a key element. “Nothing is supposed to stand in the way of the music or divert attention 
from it,” she explains. She reveals that Erda will be portrayed as a blind woman and will age 
significanrly between Das Rheingold and Siegfried. In the latter, the earth goddess sits in a 
wheelchair and can no longer properly speak, but only moves her mouth. So Humble will actually sing 
the part of a caregiver who voices what the elderly Erda is trying to say. The production is being 
staged by Neil Armfield, a well-known Australian theater director, and will be conducted by the 



Finnish maestro Pietari Inkinen, who became available when Palermo’s Ring was canceled. Leading 
roles will be sung by Susan Bullock, Stefan Vinke, Terje Stensvold, and John Wegner. Humble says 
performances were sold out months in advance, drawing not only members of Australia’s various 
Wagner Societies, but also Wagnerians from abroad. This will be Melbourne’s first Ring, the mezzo 
notes, adding that the cycle had only been seen once before in Adelaide. It has generated 
considerable excitement within Australia’s Wagner community as well as among those who are 
newcomers to his music but want the “once in a lifetime experience” the Melbourne Ring offers. The 
operas are being promoted through an extensive program of events, including discussions and 
lectures. Humble suggests that the significant challenges involving a Ring production in Australia 
have contributed to the excitement with which people have been anticipating this staging. She 
explains that the country’s geographically isolated location males it difficult for star soloists to travel 
there. On top of that, opera productions in Australia are dependent on sponsors for financing, with 
many operas being supported by a single private individual – and the costs associated with an entire 
Ring cycle are extraordinarily high. She says the operas of Wagner and Richard Strauss are generally 
not so frequently performed in Australia, and mentions that the pit at Sydney’s opera house isn’t 
large enough to accommodate a proper Wagner orchestra. What keeps opera in the country alive, 
she says, are the popular repertoire staples such as Tosca or Le Nozze di Figaro.  
Humble says she likes to return to Australia once a year for a period of time, but feels no 
homesickness when she’s back in Germany. In fact, she says she actually feels very European now. 
The travel to Australia is stressful, and when one is staying there, one has no opportunities to accept 
additional engagements. In contrast, when she’s in Hamburg, she can always make a weekend trip to 
cities like Berlin for guest appearances. And though she made the decision to freelance a couple of 
years ago, she expresses gratitude for the experience she gained as a member of the Hamburg State 
Opera’s ensemble. She says there couldn’t have been a better place to learn, with world-class 
colleagues she normally wouldn’t have met in Australia. People at the Staatsoper were generally 
helpful and friendly, and she says she discovered for the first time what it meant to lead a life within 
a firm course.  
When she looks toward the future, she says she sees herself in Wagner roles, but also as Dalila, 
Carmen, Marina in Boris Godunov, the Principessa in Adriana Lecouvreur, or more Verdi. She’s like to 
explore more of the Italian dramatic repertoire, and believes her voices could develop in this 
direction. On the other hand, she notes that a number of people have told her she has a typical 
German voice. Along those lines, she’s scheduled to travel to New Zealand next year (“again at the 
other end of the world”) for her first performances of Wagner’s Wesendonck Lieder. 
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Feature Stories 
 
“Perm: Am Tor zu Sibirien” (Perm: At the Gate to Siberia) 
 
Europe’s easternmost city, Perm sits at the foot of the Ural Mountains, and as a stop on the 
Trans-Siberian Railway, has long been known as the Gateway to Siberia (and has an obelisk 
by its eastern exit commemorating this distinction.) Its opera house is Russia’s third=largest 
and is named for Peter Tchaikovsky, who was born in the 200-kilometer distant village of 
Votinsk. Perm served as the model for the fictitious city of Yuriatin in Boris Pasternak’s Nobel 
Prize-winning novel, “Dr. Zhivago,” while the Zimmerman siblings in Anton Chekhov’s “Three 
Sisters” achieved national recognition by establishing Perm’s first private school. The city 
attained a more dubious distinction during the Cold War era, when it was the site of the 
Soviet Union’s armament industries and was closed to foreigners until 1991. Since the 
collapse of the USSR, Perm has faced a different challenge in its dwindling population, with 
many of its young adults leaving in search of opportunities elsewhere. This trend only seems 
to have been recently halted, with the city’s population at the beginning of 2012 once again 
exceeding the one million mark. Some of Perm’s apparent resurgence can probably be 
attributed to cultural initiatives undertaken by local politicians beginning in 2008, with the 
effort to have the city designated as a Cultural Capital of Europe. With this goal, efforts were 
made to transform the metropolis on the Kama River, a tributary of the Volga, into a center 
for modern art, with installations in public spaces and the establishment of the 
internationally noted Perm White Nights Festival. The Moscow gallerist Marat Gelman 
moved to Perm to open the city’s Museum of Contemporary Art, “Permm,” located in the old 
train station where the Trans-Siberian Railway once stopped, with exhibits that drew 
increasing numbers of international visitors. Unfortunately, these initiatives have met with 
increasing opposition from local residents that culminated in demonstrations against the 
“un-Russian” art. When Gelman wanted to open an exhibition critical of President Putin’s pet 
showpiece, the 2014 Sochi Olympics, local authorities temporarily closed it down. Gelman 
tried to reopen it, with the result that he lost his position at the Museum this past summer. 
In addition, the Pilorama Festival, held for several years in the Gulag Museum “Perm 36” and 
which frequently dealt with human rights conditions within Russia, recently had its public 
funding cut and had to be canceled. 
But not all of the developments in Perm’s cultural life have been so discouraging. At this 
city’s opera house, which opened in 1870 and is one of the nation’s oldest, the rising, 
internationally sought-after Greek conductor Teodor Currentzis has been engaged as Music 
Director. With his extensive contacts, Maestro Currentzis has been able to attract other top 
international talent to the house. A case in point is the director Peter Sellars, who, along with 
Ilya Musins, produced Perm’s new staging of Purcell’s late semi-opera, The Indian Queen – a 
production that will also travel to Madrid’s Teatro Real and London’s English National Opera. 
In his almost classical approach to this work, Sellars concentrated on traditional ideas and 
character portrayals that were unlikely to create any controversy, but that developed too 
little out of the drama. The latter was likely the result of Sellars’ sole departure from a 
conventional staging, namely his decision to completely replace the original spoken text with 
recited passages from Rosario Aguilar’s 1996 novel, “The Lost Chronicles of Terra Firma.” 
There is some parallel between the novel, which deals with conflicts between the Old and 
New Worlds at the time of the Spanish Conquistadores, and the original libretto, based on a 



1664 play by John Dryden and Sir Robert Howard, which was set in the royal courts of Peru 
and Mexico just prior to the Spanish invasion. Purcell’s music was originally supposed to 
expand the play, but the composer died before the work was completed – whereupon his 
brother, Daniel, tried to finish this final semi-opera more or less successfully. Under these 
circumstances, providing a new setting for this uneven and often confusing work may have 
seemed to make sense. Unfortunately, it’s the actors, not the singers, who are the 
protagonists in The Indian Queen and drive the plot action forward; the singers’ primary 
function is to support the drama. In Perm, the actress Maritxell Carrero recited text from 
Aguilar’s novel, and approach that – in spite of impressive selections that tied the tragedy of 
the Spanish conquest to the pre-Colonial feud between the Incan and Mayan kingdoms – 
ultimately became too monotonous. The essence of the plot is contained in Teculihuatzin’s 
aria, “Why should men quarrel here?,” sung with a dark, velvety soprano by Julia Bullock and 
convincingly shaped as a modern, always valid lament that made inclusion of Aguilar’s text as 
well as the Biblical psalms of the chorus unnecessary to the drama. The added psalms did 
have the benefit of providing additional opportunities to hear the excellent MusicAeterna 
chorus, founded by Currentzis – along with the orchestra of the same name – when he was 
principal conductor (2004-2010) of the Novosibirsk Opera House. With a compact unity and 
precision in their animated, nuanced singing that is seldom heard these days, the choristers 
trained by Vitaly Polonsky proved themselves to be a world-class ensemble. Under 
Currentzis’ baton, the MusicAeterna orchestra was no less impressive, offering a gripping 
study of Purcell’s mature, profound music. The international cast of soloists was, on the 
whole, convincing, with the standouts being Noah Stewart’s Don Pedro, sung with a forceful, 
youthful heroic tenor, and the countertenor Vince Yi, with notable precision even in his 
music’s highest reaches and crystal-clear vocal production. There were satisfying 
performances from the other soloists, including Luthando Qave (Mayan shaman), Nadine 
Koutcher (Doña Isabel), Christophe Dumaux (Xbalanque), and Markus Brutscher (Dàvila). 
Truly impressive were the dancers Burr Johnson, Takemi Kitamura, Caitlin Scranton, and Paul 
Singh in choreography by Christopher Williams that gave some emotional weight and 
expression to Sellars’ rather static direction. At the conclusion of the premiere, all involved 
with this production were rewarded with enthusiastic applause from the audience. 
 
“Voller Erfolg. Nachwuchs begeistert mit Mozart” (Complete success. Newcomers impress 
with Mozart.”) 
 
Established in 2005 by conductor Till Fabian Weser, the Bamberg Summer Opera has become 
a noteworthy training ground for young singers and instrumentalists, drawing applicants 
from around the world for positions as soloists or orchestra musicians in its productions. 
They are all between the ages of 21 and 33, and each singer appears in one of the two 
alternating casts. For this year’s performances of Don Giovanni, a total of 15 vocalists were 
selected from among 327 applicants. “Summer Opera” (my quotation marks) may be a bit of 
a misnomer, since the premiere took place at the beginning of October. As the writer 
observes, every Regisseur who directs this opera must decide what happened during the 
initial encounter between Don Giovanni and Donna Anna. Did she successfully fend him off 
and remain untouched? Did he rape her? Or, at some point, did she actually enjoy sexual 
contact with him? In Bamberg, director Rainer Lewandowski opted for the last-named 
interpretation, with Anna developing such a sexual fascination with Giovanni that she 



pursued him to the point of becoming a nuisance. Lewandowski had some other ideas for his 
staging, as well, introducing the character of E. T. A. Hoffmann, for whom Bamberg’s theater 
is named, into the proceedings. The writer was supposedly attending the opera, and, decked 
out in period attire and top hat, took his seat in Visitors’ Box # 23 at the beginning of the 
performance and avidly followed the action onstage while occasionally sipping a little 
champagne. Quotes from Hoffmann’s “Don Juan” were also projected during scene changes 
throughout the performance. Lewandowski treated Giovanni’s descent into Hell differently, 
too, setting events within a cemetery instead of the nobleman’s castle. Masetto, Don 
Ottavio, and the others had lured Giovanni to the site, where Masetto, disguised as the 
Commendatore’s statue, awaited him. When the supposed statue offered Giovanni his hand, 
the libertine, who had been taken in by the charade, was struck by lightning and fell into an 
open grave. A substantial part of the performance took place on a bare stage before a black 
curtain and without props. Only in the first act finale did one realize that the action was 
taking place in Giovanni’s castle, and in the final scene, only a few scattered gravestones 
suggested the cemetery. As a result, the production differed little visually from a concert 
performance. Perhaps as a compensation, audiences were treated to the soloists’ opulent 
historical costumes. 
In the first cast, Jiri Rajnis made an ideal Giovanni with a robust, attractive, virile baritone 
and an appearance that captured all of this seducer’s sex appeal. Kwangmin Seo’s Leporello 
was a remarkably self-confident servant and delivered his Catalog Aria in an almost 
imperious tone. Valda Wilson expertly managed both of Donna Anna’s arias, but could have 
sung with much more passion. She had a solicitous fiancé in Francisco Fernandez Ruada’s 
Don Ottavio, who gave a vocally sovereign account of his role; in general, though, both of 
these young singers would have benefitted from more Personenführung by Lewandowski. In 
contrast, one could practically see the outrage in the expression of Oksana Pollani’s Donna 
Elvira as Leporello recited the statistics of Don Giovanni’s romantic conquests to her, but her 
singing was inclined to slip into shrill hysterics. Ralitsa Ralinova was a vivacious Zerlina whose 
joie de vivre was hard to resist – especially for Masetto, portrayed by Hongyu Chen as a surly, 
imperious peasant who expressed his fury over Giovanni’s seductive attentions and Zerlina’s 
susceptibility to the same with a rumbling bass and plenty of wit. The relatively brief role of 
the Commendatore, sung by Daniel Maurhofer, was the only part not double cast. Maestro 
Weser had his young, excellent student musicians firmly under control and drew a 
wonderfully light, airy playing from them that also seemed to inspire the soloists to give of 
their best.  
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- Helmut Lachenmann: The Little Match Girl – Rühr Triennial 
Conductor: Emilio Pomárico 
Director: Robert Wilson 
Cast: Hulkar Sabirova, Yuko Kakuta (sopranos), Angela Winkler (actress), Mayumi Myiata 
(sho), Myukiko Sugawara and Tomoko Hemmi (pianists) 
Note: Background information on this music drama is contained in the summary of the 
October, 2012, issue of Das Opernglas: http://operalively.com/forums/showth...mmary-–-
Part-1 
Reviewer’s evaluation: Helmut Lachenmann deliberately described his work based on Hans 
Christian Andersen’s fairy tale as “music with images” rather than an opera, and the piece is, 
indeed, strikingly dissimilar from the usual operatic structure. Of course, Its cutting-edge 
quality is what made it suitable material for the Ruhr Triennial festival devoted to new music. 
Andersen’s story, augmented with texts by Gudrun Ensslin and Leonardo da Vinci, is 
accompanied by an assortment of seemingly unrelated sounds that are sometimes placed as 
though in blocks next to each other, and that at other times overlay each other. From these 
text fragments, sounds, and noises are created impressions of cold and longing, fleeting 
warmth, or deep disappointment. 
In his production, director Robert Wilson placed the action in a tiny space that resembled a 
boxing ring. Like Lachenmann, he didn’t explain or interpret, but presented a series of images 
that the reviewer describes as being “of the greatest poetry.” Icebergs rose from heavy 
clouds of bluish fog; stars floated in a nocturnal sky; a chair spectacularly burst into flame; 
and stone blocks bathed in red illumination lowered menacingly toward the actors. The 
“little girl” of the title was portrayed here by a mature woman, Angela Winkler, a major film 
and theater actress in Germany since the 1970s. Wilson himself got in on the act, playing the 
roles of the girl’s mother, who carried blocks of ice instead of Christmas presents; and the 
black Angel of Death, who reached threateningly for the girl and at the end, forced her to the 
ground. It was also only at the end that a real child appeared, whose rocking represented 
that distant past when the girl was still allowed to be a child. 
The work was presented in Bochum’s Century Hall, a former industrial exposition building 
used as a performance venue during the Ruhr Triennial. The audience members were seated 
in wooden stands that had been erected around the stage space, placing listeners unusually 
close to the action. The two soprano soloists, Hulkar Sabirova and Yuko Kakuta, were 
positioned behind elevated balustrades over the audience’s heads. The effect of this 
configuration was to have the audience “swimming” in sound for two hours without 
interruption, with new colors and facets “streaming” at them from all directions. It was a 
sound that the reviewer says challenged and moved every one of the listeners, even if it took 
them all to the limits of their endurance where volume and emotional complexity were 
concerned. Conductor Emilio Pomárico, who has been involved with new music for many 
years, had the Herculean task of coordinating all of the participants in this work, who 
included the ChorWerk Ruhr vocal ensemble and the Hessian Radio Symphony Orchestra in 
addition to the actors, soloists, and other instrumentalists. He took on the challenge with 
tremendous precision and inexhaustible energy. The orchestra musicians and ChorWerk Ruhr 
singers also merited the greatest respect for the sheer mastery with which they produced 
the diverse sounds required by Lachenmann’s partitur. 
 
- Franz Schreker: Der Schatzgräber (The Treasure Hunter) – Linz Bruckner Festival 
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Conductor: Martin Sieghart 
Director: Philippe Harnoncourt 
Cast: Roman Sadnik, Ingeborg Greiner, Alexander Kaimbacher, Sebastian Soules, Ivaylo 
Guberov, Dirk Aleschus, et. al. 
Reviewer’s evaluation: This year’s Bruckner Festival featured the project week, 
“EntArteOpera,” during which works of those composers condemned by the Nazis as 
“entartet” – degenerate – were performed. Among them was Franz Schreker’s Der 
Schatzgräber, for which the composer also wrote the libretto. Considering the opera’s plot, 
he could also have titled it The Magic Lute. In the story, a Queen has lost the jewels that give 
her youth and fertility, and she and the King are understandably eager to recover them. The 
Fool tells the monarch about the wandering minstrel, Elis, whose magic lute points the way 
to hidden treasures for him, at which the King promises the Fool his choice of bride if he can 
find the minstrel and the minstrel can find the lost jewels. Meanwhile, the inkeeper’s 
daughter, Els, is supposed to marry a brutish aristocrat whom she detests. She decides to 
solve this problem by sending him off to search for the Queen’s jewels, and then sending her 
servant, Albi, after the nobleman to murder him. As luck, or ill luck, would have it, Elis turns 
up and presents Els with an ornament he found in the forest. Els falls in love with him, a 
matter which doesn’t escape the notice of the Bailiff, who also has his eye on the young 
woman. When the nobleman’s body is found in the forest, the Bailiff arrests Elis for the 
murder. Now Els is in a real pickle and asks the Fool for help, who agrees to assist her. Elis’ 
execution is stopped at the last minute by the arrival of the King’s messenger so that the 
minstrel can continue his hunt for the royal gems, but Els, fearing exposure, has Albi steal the 
magic lute. If things weren’t complicated enough at this point, Els and Elis spend a romantic 
night together during which she shows herself in the full beauty of the Queen’s jewels, and 
then hands the baubles over to Elis on the condition that he never question her about their 
origins, and will always trust her. After the minstrel has returned the jewels to the Queen, 
there’s a grand celebration at the court, but it’s interrupted by the Bailiff, who announces 
that Albi has confessed to the aristocrat’s killing and then urges the execution of Els for 
instigating the murder. The Fool comes to the rescue, reminding the King of his promise and 
then choosing Els as his bride, saving her from a hanging. In the epilogue, which takes place a 
year after these events, Els is dying and only the Fool has remained with her. To comfort her, 
he brings Elis to her and the minstrel plays his most beautiful ballad for her. At the end, Els 
dies in the minstrel’s arms. 
Director Philippe Harnoncourt decided to place events during the era of the gold miners, 
with the result that Susanne Thomasberger’s sets looked as though they’d been designed for 
La Fanciulla del West instead. Luckily, Harnoncourt is a master of character analysis, so that 
the unsuitable staging elements tended to fade into the background. He also knew how to 
effectively use the cavernous space in the former tobacco factory that served as the 
performance venue, and where the “stage” (my quotation marks) had been placed between 
the asymmetrically configured audience seating. His interpretation made the relationships 
between the various characters very clear. 
Conductor Martin Sieghart led the Israel Chamber Orchestra in a shimmering, passionate 
account of Schreker’s music, and maintained a precise balance between the soloists and the 
apparently large orchestral sound created by the building’s reverberant acoustics. The roles 
of Els and Elis demand Wagner-sized voices, and Ingeborg Greiner and Roman Sadnik were 
up to the challenge. With her big dramatic soprano, Greiner was a sovereign Els and gave a 



touching rendition of her Cradle Song. Although Sadnik had been announced as indisposed, 
one wouldn’t have suspected it based on his powerful, mellifluous tenor. In particularly 
exposed places, he did take care to scale back to a careful, artistic declamation. Character 
tenor Alexander Kaimbacher made a penetrating impression as the Fool. Sebastian Soules 
sang the Bailiff with a powerful baritone, while Dirk Aleschus lent his sizable bass to the King. 
Ivaylo Guberov brought his full bass to several smaller roles. 
 
- Beethoven: Fidelio (concert performance) – Bremen Music Festival and International 
Beethoven Festival 
Conductor: Paavo Järvi 
Cast: Cécile Perrin, Burkhart Fritz, Evgeny Nikitin, Dmitri Ivashchenko, Mojca Erdmann, Julien 
Prégardien, Detlef Roth, Ulrich Tukur (narrator) 
Reviewer’s evaluation: With the concert performances of Fidelio at the Bremen Music 
Festival in cooperation with Bonn’s International Beethoven Festival, the German Chamber 
Philharmonic Bremen and artistic director Paavo Järvi brought their Beethoven project – 
which included award-winning recordings of all nine symphonies – to a successful conclusion. 
In addition to the concert in Bremen, this semi-staged version of the composer’s only opera 
was also broadcast on radio and transmitted live to the large screen on Bonn’s Market 
Square. 
According to the reviewer, Maestro Järvi led an “exemplary” interpretation of the work, 
beginning with a stormy rendition of the overture. As in the symphony cycle, the musicians 
were overpowering with their energetic playing in spite of their small numbers (only eight 
first violins). The sharp, though not uncultivated brass and unusually hard percussion 
accents, along with the plush, roughened basses are characteristic of the Estonian 
conductor’s approach to Beethoven, though this admittedly took away the Singspiel quality 
of the opening duet. Not surprisingly, he drove the tempos in the final chorus, “Wer ein 
holdes Weib errungen,” to the limits of his orchestra’s capabilities. He was supported by the 
excellent German Chamber Choir prepared by chorus master Michael Alber. 
Although the group of soloists was not of the very highest caliber, they still gave convincing 
performances and had large enough voices to hold their own against Järvi’s orchestra. Cécile 
Perrin, a last-minute replacement for Emily Magee in the role of Leonore, had a soprano that 
shook the walls of the concert hall; hers was an exciting, but also uneven, account of the part 
that paired lovely piani with abrupt volume changes. The much-feared role of Florestan sits 
well for Burkhard Fritz’s beautiful, powerful spinto tenor, to which he brought nuance and an 
appropriately measured painfulness. With his well-trained dramatic baritone, Evgeny Nikitin 
was ideally cast as Pizarro. Dmitry Ivashchenko brought a magnificent, black bass to Rocco, 
but tended to be a little too cautious in his singing. Mojca Erdmann sang Marzelline with her 
usual spotless, beautiful soprano, while tenor Julien Prégardien offered a tastefully-sung 
Jaquino. The ensemble was rounded out by Detlef Roth’s rather pallid Don Fernando. 
The decision had been made to replace the libretto’s original dialogue with the reading of 
Walter Jens’ “Roccos Erzählung” (Rocco’s Narrative), read by Ulrich Tukur (and the only one 
of the ensemble with printed material in his hand). This Rocco-double looked out of place 
among the soloists, and Tukur’s declamatory style seemed overdone. Since Jens’ narrative 
essentially duplicates the plot action, it was really superfluous to the drama here. 
 
- Donizetti: Maria de Rudenz – Bergamo Donizetti Festival 



Conductor: Sebastiano Rolli 
Director: Francesco Bellotto 
Cast: Maria Billeri, Ivan Magri, Dario Solari, Gabriele Sagona, Gilda Fiume, Francesco 
Cortinovis, et. al. 
Reviewer’s evaluation: Bergamo’s Donizetti Festival not only pays tribute to the city’s 
hometown composer, but has also made a practice of reviving his operas that have been 
largely forgotten. This year’s event opened with Maria de Rudenz, which had last been 
staged 33 years ago in Venice, and which didn’t receive its first staged production of the 20th 
century until 1980. The work certainly isn’t lacking in musical quality, and while its blood-
soaked plot may have contributed to its failure at its 1838 premiere, such doings aren’t likely 
to cause much consternation among modern audiences. As the reviewer observes, three 
corpses in an opera aren’t really such a rare occurrence. 
The libretto by Salvatore Cammarano was based on two sources, Matthew Lewis’ The Monk, 
and La Nonne Sanglante by Anicet-Bourgeois, Cuvalier, and Maillan. In Cammarano’s version, 
the Swiss noblewoman Maria de Rudenz has fallen in love with Corrado Waldorf against her 
father’s wishes, and runs off to Venice with him. There, Corrado gets it into his head that 
Maria has been unfaithful to him, so he heads back to Rudenz Castle and gets friendly with 
her cousin, Matilde di Wolf. When Maria returns to the ancestral home, she not only 
discovers that Corrado and Matilde are planning to tie the knot, but also learns that 
Corrado’s father was a murderer. She offers to keep quiet about Corrado’s family 
background if he agrees to dump Matilde and return to her. He refuses, and in their 
confrontation, injuries Maria so severely with his sword that she is presumed dead. He finds 
out otherwise on his wedding day with Matilde, when Maria shows up. After revealing 
Corrado’s secret, Maria murders Matilde and then kills herself. 
The Festival’s founder and artistic director, Francesco Bellotto, drew on the libretto’s source 
material for his staging of this opera and had Maria wearing a nun’s habit right from the 
beginning, while Angelo Sala’s sets and costumes transferred the action from Switzerland 
circa 1400 to the 18th century. Perhaps to avoid an overly realistic interpretation, Bellotto 
had the drama’s events treated as the recollections of the traumatized Corrado, who was in 
psychiatric care. (There were psychiatrists in the 18th century??) This approach did keep 
things from veering dangerously close to parody, but also made the plot difficult to 
understand – probably not a good idea with an opera that is seldom performed and with 
which a substantial portion of your audience is likely to be unfamiliar. 
Happily, the musical performance was more convincing. Although the orchestra’s playing was 
not always entirely secure, conductor Sebastiano Rolli was able to spur his musicians on to a 
performance that corresponded with the drama, and he maintained close contact with the 
stage. The young spinto soprano Maria Billeri (Maria) made more of an impression with her 
adventurous attacks and the volume of her voice rather than any fine gradations of vocal 
color. Like Verdi’s second wife, Giuseppina Strepponi, who sang the role of Maria de Rudenz 
a number of times after its premiere, Billeri also has his Abigaille in her repertoire. Tenor Ivan 
Magri suffered from an attack of sciatica during rehearsals, and since no cover had been 
engaged, he sang the role of Corrado’s brother, Enrico, from a wheelchair while Bellotto’s 
assistant, Luigi Barrilone, mimed the part onstage. Though his timbre may not be particularly 
distinctive, it does have an attractive, metallic color and was securely produced, right up to 
the high C. Regrettably, the cast’s weak spot was baritone Dario Solari’s Corrado. Already at 
his first appearance, a tone noticeable slipped – which could have been overlooked had he 



given an acceptable performance thereafter. But his voice continued to sound dull and 
inexpressive above the midrange, and his intonation was not always clean. As Rambaldo, 
bass Gabriele Sagona phrased well, though his low register lacked clarity. In the surprisingly 
small role of Matilde, Gilda Fiume produced an attractive-sounding soprano, while Francesco 
Cortinovis brought a light, clear, and always secure tenor to the part of the chancellor.  
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- Rimsky-Korsakov: The Tsar’s Bride – Berlin State Opera 
Conductor: Alexander Vitlin 
Director: Dmitri Tcherniakov 
Cast: Olga Peretyatko, Pavel Černoch, Johannes Martin Kränzle, Anita Rachvelishvili, Tobias 
Schabel, Stephan Rügamer, Anatoli Kotscherga, Anna Tomowa- Sintow, Anna Lapkovskaya, 
Carola Hühn, et. al. 
Reviewer’s evaluation: Dmitri Tcherniakov is one of the more controversial Regietheater 
practitioners around today, but his recent staging of Rimsky-Korsakov’s The Tsar’s Bride at 
the Berlin State Opera drew nothing but cheers from the audience. The reviewer describes 
Tcherniakov’s interpretation of the work as “exquisite.” From the beginning, his convincing 
treatment of the rather simple plot made for an evening of opera that could hardly have 
been more gripping. 
The libretto by Ilya Tyumenev is based on Lev Mey’s play of the same name. The Tsar of the 
title is none other than Ivan the Terrible, though the character only appears onstage very 
briefly. The first two acts revolve around the merchant’s daughter, Marfa Sobakina, who is 
promised to her childhood sweetheart, Lykov, but who has also attracted the romantic 
interest of the oprichnik (member of the Tsar’s bodyguard) Grigory Gryaznoy. This is in spite 
of the fact that Gryaznoy already has a mistress, Lyubasha, though he’s grown tired of her. 
Jealous of Lykov, Gryaznoy asks the Tsar’s physician, Bomelius, for a magic potion he can use 
to cast a spell on Marfa. Naturally, his conversation with the doctor is overheard by 
Lyubasha, who promptly requests another potion from Bomelius that will eliminate any 
feelings Gryaznoy has for Marfa. In Act III, we learn that the Tsar is looking for a bride and 
has summoned no fewer than 2,000 (!) candidates for the honor from around his realm. His 
choice falls on Marfa, and of course, word of her selection happens to come at the 
celebration of her engagement to Lykov. During the party, Gryaznoy has slipped what he 
believes to be Bomelius’ love potion into Marfa’s drink. The fourth and final act takes place 
at the Tsar’s palace, where Marfa has become violently ill. Gryaznoy takes advantage of the 
situation to suggest that Lykov has attempted to kill the royal bride, and connives at his 
execution. The poor girl certainly doesn’t feel any better when she finds out that Lykov is 
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dead, and in the best operatic tradition, goes insane. Eventually, Gryaznoy confesses to 
slipping the love potion into her drink, only to find out it was poisoned. For once, the man 
shows some semblance of decency (if rather excessive) and asks that he himself be executed. 
But now Lyubasha comes forward and admits to switching her own potion from Bomelius 
with Gryaznoy’s, at which the furious bodyguard kills her and then is hauled off to prison to 
await his execution. Before this occurs, Marfa, in her confused mental state, mistakes 
Gryaznoy for Lykov and invites him to pay her a visit the next day, after which she succumbs 
to the poison. 
In Tcherniakov’s concept, Ivan became a virtual monarch created in an online chat among a 
group of cynical espionage agents, with the computer assembling the new ruler’s image from 
the facial features of famous Russian emperors and politicians. When the conversation turns 
to finding a suitable consort for the cyber Tsar, the “Tsarina” is quickly located in data files. 
All of these actions occurred at astonishingly rapid speed during the playing of the overture, 
with the large video screen standing in for the computer’s screen. According to the reviewer, 
the images developed a symbiosis with Rimsky-Korsakov’s beautifully lyrical music, its driving 
“Oriental” momentum, and martial hardness that made one feel as though one were 
watching a good sci-fi movie. When the curtain rose, the audience saw the spies’ sterile 
headquarters, from which the agents were broadcasting media clips of the supposed Tsar, 
with the monarch seen in beautiful natural surroundings that evoked Vladimir Putin’s annual 
PR photos. The Tsarina was reminiscent of Eva Perón, and this ideal royal couple and their 
doings were designed to distract the people’s attention from the agents’ machinations in the 
adjacent conference room. The only visual relief was provided in the scenes of the merchant 
Sobakin’s home, represented by a giant window surrounded by birch leaves. (Tcherniakov 
also designed the sets.) 
The musical performance was generally as compelling as the Regisseur’s staging. Anita 
Rachvelishvili (Lyubasha) sang with a lush, dark mezzo big enough that it seemed capable of 
bursting the walls of the Schiller Theater. For all her force, she also produced some 
wonderful soft singing, and did full justice vocally and dramatically to the part of the rejected 
mistress. Johannes Martin Kränzle’s Gryaznoy was almost on a par with her, his striking 
baritone only inclined to some nervous flickering in the part’s taxing upper reaches, and his 
total commitment to Tchernikov’s ideas evident in his committed portrayal. In contrast, Olga 
Peretyatko’s Marfa remained somewhat pallid, though she displayed flawless technical 
mastery of her part and her light, youthful soprano was well suited to the girl seen at the 
beginning of the opera. However, there was no vocal development of the character to 
suggest the transformation Marfa would have undergone in becoming Tsarina, and her Mad 
Scene (actually an aria) lacked expression and color. Tenor Pavel Černoch was a reliable, 
vocally solid Lykov, and Anatoli Kotscherga a rather coarse but impressive-sounding Sobakin. 
With his slightly shrill tenor, Stephan Rügamer created a clumsy, bizarre-looking Bomelius. 
There was a delightful appearance by veteran soprano Anna Tomowa-Sintow as the officious 
merchant woman Domna Saburova, her voice still retaining its distinctive timbre, particularly 
in the upper register. On the podium of the Berlin State Orchestra, conductor Daniel 
Barenboim led a highly-concentrated, smooth account of Rimsky-Korsakov’s partitur with its 
captivating mixture of bel canto lyricism, Russian folk melodies, and complex leitmotifs. 
 
- Puccini: La Fanciulla del West – Vienna State Opera 
Conductor: Franz Welser-Möst 



Director: Marco Arturo Marelli 
Cast: Nina Stemme, Jonas Kaufmann, Tomasz Konieczny, Boaz Daniel, Norbert Ernst, Paolo 
Rumetz, Jongmin Park, Juliette Mars, Arlessio Arduini, et. al. 
Reviewer’s evaluation: Puccini’s Wild West opera, set during the 1850s California gold rush, 
has never achieved the popularity of many of his other works. Some of this may be related to 
the subject matter, so in his staging for the Vienna State Opera, Marco Arturo Marelli 
updated the action to the present day and placed it within a railway shipping yard 
surrounded by barbed wire. In this dreary environment, where they lived in towers of 
boxcars and construction trailers, the miners spent their harsh, joyless lives hoping for 
happiness and a new homeland. In view of recent events, especially the tragedy of the 
African migrants whose ship sank off the coast of Lampedusa, Marelli’s approach took on an 
oppressive, sad, timeless reality. Only once did this director, known for his probing 
psychological interpretations, make a misstep, and that at the conclusion of the drama, with 
Minnie and Dick Johnson’s schmaltzy departure in a hot-air balloon. And perhaps the less 
said about Dagmar Niefind’s embarrassing, tasteless costumes, which sometimes made the 
protagonists look downright laughable, the better. 
A pair of protagonists like Nina Stemme (Minnie) and Jonas Kaufmann (Dick 
Johnson/Ramerrez) certainly deserved better. Stemme was totally credible as Minnie, the 
very sensitive but down-to-earth saloon owner (here it was probably a food stand). Her 
dramatic soprano encompassed a whole range of emotions, from intimate lyricism to 
exalting power, and she never once came up against her voice’s limits. She had an equal 
partner in Kaufmann as the robber dissatisfied with the lawless life he’d been leading and 
ready to start on a new path with a woman he’d just met. He sang with his familiar glowing, 
mellifluous, baritonal tenor and gave wonderful shadings and nuance to Dick’s first 
approaches to Minnie. Tomasz Konieczny (Jack Rance) has previously been more at home in 
the German rather than the Italian repertoire, especially Wagner. Though it lacked some of 
Stemme’s and Kaufmann’s Italianità, his splendid baritone was full of character and had both 
the dramatic, high-lying passages and his music’s low reaches within his scope. His Rance was 
less the vindictive sheriff than a man without a real home himself, willing to do just about 
anything to have Minnie. Most of this opera’s many smaller roles were well-cast from the 
ranks of the Staatsoper’s ensemble, with the best among them Norbert Ernst (Nick), Boaz 
Daniel (Sonora), and especially the young bass Jongmin Park (Billy Jackrabbit). On the podium 
of the outstanding Vienna State Opera Orchestra, General Music Director Franz Welser-Möst 
took an analytical, clearly-structured approach to the music that freed it from any suggestion 
of kitsch while still maintaining all of its passion. When great drama was required, he was 
ready to turn up the intensity. 
 
- Verdi: Don Carlo (four act Italian version) – Erfurt Theater 
Conductor: Manlio Benzi 
Director: Stefano Poda 
Cast: Richard Carlucci, Ilia Papandreou, Kartal Karagedik, Dariya Knyazyeva, Tobias Schäfer, 
Nils Stäfe, Michael Borth, Johannes Leuschner, Gonzalo Simonetti, Dessislav Popov, Hao En 
Xing 
Reviewer’s evaluation: To celebrate the Verdi bicentennial and its own 10th anniversary, 
Germany’s newest opera company opened its 2013-14 season with a production of Don 
Carlo, for which they were able to engage the internationally experienced Regisseur, set 



designer, and lighting director Stefano Poda. In his own German debut, Poda crafted a solid 
treatment of this opera that made use of many features of modern stage technology, but 
always served the work. Every gesture of the soloists was based on a detailed knowledge of 
the drama and its inner connections, with the singers carefully and respectfully guided 
through its theatrical requirements. Poda used chiaroscuro lighting effects that evoked 
Caravaggio’s paintings, with oblique shafts of light forming spaces that placed the characters 
in an unaccustomed “everyday” world. The lighting also functioned as part of the stage 
architecture, so that Poda used a minimal number of props – chiefly immense 
representations of a globe in the shape of an astrolabe and a censer, signifying the powers of 
state and church, that hovered menacingly over the small human figures. Placed in the 
middle of the stage was an enormous hand, another symbol of power, that had been 
chopped off; over the course of the performance, it was pierced by a huge nail to suggest the 
power held by both religion in general and the Inquisition in particular. Beyond this, there 
were crucifixes and piles of corpses – again, the might of the church opposed to the personal 
tragedy of Carlo and Elisabetta. 
In keeping with the gloomy ambiance, all of the singers were garbed in dark costumes. Tenor 
Richard Carlucci (Carlo) spiked a high fever just before the premiere, but insisted on 
performing anyway. He saved the show (presumably, no cover had been engaged), and 
portrayed the unhappy Infante with great intensity, the weaknesses in his voice barely 
perceptible; under the circumstances, an extraordinary accomplishment. Kartal Karagedik 
was a stellar Posa with a beautiful, powerful, richly-colored baritone that he deployed with 
virtuosic skill and an emotional commitment that made the scene of Posa’s death 
unforgettably moving. Georg Zeppenfeld, a last-minute replacement for the ailing Albert 
Pesendorfer as Filippo, was no less impressive, singing with a sonorous, supple bass that won 
repeated applause from the audience. In these surroundings, it wasn’t easy for Ilia 
Papandreou (Elisabetta) to assert herself vocally. She has a slender, attractive soprano, but it 
lacks a truly Verdian timbre. That wasn’t the case with the powerful mezzo of Dariya 
Knyazyeva (Eboli), and both she and Papandreou were convincing actresses. There was a pair 
of impressive bass voices in the Grand Inquisitor of Vazgen Ghazaryan and the 
Monk/Emperor Charles of Young Kwon. With the excellent orchestra and chorus, conductor 
Manlio Benzi laid the musical foundation for the drama, drawing full-toned, differentiated, or 
even brutal sounds from his forces as the partitur required. 
 
- Verdi: Luisa Miller – Deutsche Oper am Rhein, Düsseldorf 
Conductor: Giordano Bellincampi 
Director: Carlos Wagner 
Cast: Olga Mykytenko, Andrei Dunaev, Boris Statsenko, Susan Maclean, Thorsten Grümbel, 
Sami Luttinen, Iryna Vakula, Paul Stefan Onaga 
Reviewer’s evaluation: For his production of this early Verdi opera, director Carlos Wagner 
set the action initially in Luisa’s bedroom, where the colorful fairy tale figures on the white 
walls suggested a heroine barely past childhood. As she awakened, the figures also came to 
life. In the course of the performance, the room began to grow smaller, at first 
imperceptibly, but then with increasing speed until it had shrunk almost to the dimensions of 
a doll house. While this was happening, the outside, represented by disfigured trees and 
columns that looked like remnants of a nuclear attack, began encroaching on her ideal world. 
The one incongruous element here consisted of the leather Chippendale sofa and rather 



elaborate sun umbrella that formed the domain of Federica von Ostheim. Wagner’s 
Personenführung was usually convincing, with Luisa growing from a dreamy girl who hopped 
joyously around on her bed at Rodolfo’s declaration of love to a woman determined to 
follow her own path to the end, even if the end was death. Less comprehensible was 
Wagner’s decision to have Count Walter and his retainer, the aptly-named Wurm, 
performing a little dance in the forest as they recalled the fate of the legitimate Count, in 
which they both undoubtedly had a hand. If this was intended as a touch of irony, it wasn’t 
clear to all of those in the audience. 
Aside from the rather sloppy playing of the Düsseldorf Symphony under the baton of 
Duisburg’s General Music Director, Giordano Bellincampi, the musical performance was quite 
satisfying. Olga Mykytenko was a vocally and dramatically enchanting Luisa with her 
adaptable spinto soprano that had a lyrical, silvery top. Boris Statsenko’s Miller occasionally 
came up against his vocal limits, with frequent forcing in the upper register, but he was a 
compelling actor who won the audience over with his portrayal. Andrei Dunaev’s Rodolfo 
melded fiery passion with a gentle, honeyed tenor, while Susan Maclean’s elegant but 
vulnerable Federica was sung with a plush, velvety mezzo. Sami Luttinen was a smooth, oily 
Wurm who never lost sight of his own advantage, a brutal, dangerous man willing to tolerate 
humiliation by his master in order to achieve his own ends. Bass Thorsten Grümbel sang 
Count Walter with excellent vocal production and a brilliant low range, and made an almost 
demonic appearance as the uncommonly youthful, dangerously attractive nobleman. 
 
- Wagner: Der fliegende Holländer (concert performance) – Dortmund Concert House 
Conductor: Yannick Nézet-Séguin 
Cast: Egils Silins, Emma Vetter, Franz Josef Selig, Frank van Aken, Agnes Zwierko, Torsten 
Hofmann 
Reviewer’s evaluation: About half of this entire review is devoted to rhapsodizing over 
conductor Yannick Nézet-Séguin, Dortmund’s new Exclusive Artist, and his Rotterdam 
Philharmonic Orchestra. No doubt about it, the French Canadian maestro is one of the most 
gifted conductors in the world today, a magician on the podium, as this reviewer 
characterizes him. So vivid, detailed, and full of drama was his reading of Wagner’s partitur 
that the opera’s impact was in no way limited by the concert format. 
Evgeny Nikitin was originally slated to sing the Dutchman, but illness forced him to cancel at 
short notice. He was replaced by Egils Silins, who not only saved the performance, but gave a 
model interpretation of the role. Perhaps his big dramatic baritone was missing the 
necessary piani in his first duet with Senta, but he still knew how to shape a character and 
delivered the opera’s high points with gripping intensity. Soprano Emma Vetter mastered the 
extremely difficult part of Senta with flawless diction, exemplary piani and the requisite 
robustness in her great dramatic outbursts. She also wisely avoided any overdone gestures 
that are out of place in a concert performance, and one wished Frank van Aken (Erik) had 
followed her example. He seemed to think that this, along with the lachrymose 
sentimentality in his singing, would compensate for the diminished flexibility in his 
increasingly heavy Heldentenor. Franz Josef Selig, by contrast, is probably one of the finest 
interpreters of Daland today, with an attractive bass that’s balanced across its range. Unlike 
many contemporary stagings that turn this character into an unscrupulous moneybags, Selig 
allowed Daland’s joviality and genuine care for his daughter to show. Agnes Zwierko was a 
reliable Mary, whereas Torsten Hofmann’s dashing rendition of the Steersman’s song 



seemed to indicate he’s grown beyond this role. 
 
- Benjamin: Written on Skin – International Beethoven Festival and Bonn Theater 
Conductor: Hendrik Vestmann 
Directors: Alexandra Szemerédy and Magdolna Parditka 
Cast: Miriam Clark, Terry Wey, Evez Abdullayev, Susanne Blattert, TamásTárjanyi 
Reviewer’s evaluation: This was the first new production of Benjamin’s opera since its world 
premiere at the 2012 Aix-en-Provence Festival in a staging by Katie Mitchell that has since 
travelled to Amsterdam, London, Toulouse, Paris, Florence, Munich, Vienna, and Boston. For 
Bonn, directors and set designers Alexandra Szemerédy and Magdolna Parditka dealt with 
the complex plot and time changes by dividing the stage in thirds. In the center was the large 
living- or bedroom where the Protector kept his young wife, Agnès, on a long chain like a 
dog. With its leaning walls and giant ladders, the place didn’t look too hospitable. It was 
framed by rocky walls, with the right side containing a cave-like passageway and, in front, 
enormous piles of books. From the very beginning, Szemerédy and Parditka’s treatment of 
this work created an atmosphere of unrelenting horror that became unbearable when the 
Protector indulged his craving for power in a blood-drenched slitting open of a lamb (not a 
real one, PETA folks!) At one point, a succession of babies appeared on a conveyor belt and 
were disposed of by dumping them in a grave; below the living/bedroom, the people ruled 
by the Protector lived in shadowy fissures in the rocks, where they carried out their conflicts 
and fights. When Agnès asked her husband for a kiss, his response was violent, sado-
masochistic sex. Of course, this opera’s action peaks with the Protector serving Agnès her 
murdered lover’s heart for dinner, and Agnès’ triumphant, defiant response that nothing 
would ever be able to remove the taste of the Boy’s heart from her body. Where Szemerédy 
and Parditka went astray was in loading down their staging with religious symbolism as well. 
Wine, bread, and blood were much in evidence; the Boy’s heart was served to Agnès on a 
silver platter (shades of Salome); the slaughtered lamb – which appears nowhere in Martin 
Crimp’s libretto – turned up later in a sort of shrine; and the white horse from the 
Apocalypse put in an appearance, too. With some of the images, establishing any connection 
to the libretto was a real stretch, and overloading the production with them not only wasn’t 
helpful, but was so confusing that the core of the plot was hard to recognize. As the reviewer 
observes, this was a case where less would have been more. 
Among the cast members, Evez Abdulla was a truly terrifying Protector, whose hunger for 
power was expressed in a manic compulsion to possess everything and everyone around 
him. His interpretation of the jealous scene and murder of the Boy had a coarse, raw 
character that the reviewer says made the blood freeze in one’s veins. Abdulla had an equal 
partner in the magnificent soprano Miriam Clark, whose Agnès was a suffering as well as 
passionately loving woman, and she delivered her final triumphant song with tremendous 
emotion. Countertenor Terry Wey was an ideal Boy, with a supple, flawlessly-produced voice 
and the ability to convey a wide spectrum of emotions. Tamás Tárjany and Susanne Blattert 
gave commendable accounts of the small but not unimportant roles of John and the Third 
Angel, and Marie (Agnès’ sister) and the Second Angel. Conductor Hendrik Vestmann and the 
Beethoven Orchestra Bonn used a broad palette of instrumental colors in their virtuosic 
performance of Benjamin’s score. 
 
- Purcell: King Arthur – Saxon State Opera, Dresden 



Conductor: Felice Venanzoni 
Director: Tilmann Köhler 
Cast: Matthias Reichwald, Albrecht Goette, Holger Hübner, André Kaczmarczyk, Hagen 
Matzeit, Christian Erdmann, Benjamin Pauquet, Yohanna Schwertfeger, Nadja Mchantaf, 
Sonja Beisswenger, Peter Lobert, Romy Petrick, Arantza Ezenarro, Simeon Esper, Ilhun Jung 
Reviewer’s evaluation: The 100th anniversary of Dresden’s State Theater, home for 36 years 
(1948-1984) of both the State Playhouse and the Saxon State Opera, was appropriately 
celebrated with performances of one of Henry Purcell’s semi-operas based on a play by John 
Dryden. The Staatsoper moved in to the nearby theater after its own Semper Opera House 
was severely damaged during the Allied bombing of Dresden during World War II. In those 
three-and-a-half decades, there was a lot of “cross-pollination” (my quotation marks) among 
the opera, playhouse, orchestra, ballet, and light orchestra, with the presence of such noted 
artists as the conductor Joseph Keilberth and director Harry Kupfer. So what could have been 
more natural than commemorating the theater’s centennial with a new collaboration 
between opera and playhouse? 
Dryden’s play was probably written originally for another anniversary celebration, that of the 
25th year of the Restoration of the Stuart monarchy. However, Charles II died only four 
months before the play was premiered, and it was a flop. Dryden set it aside, and it didn’t 
resurface for another six years, and then as a semi-opera with the addition of Purcell’s music. 
The story here is not the familiar one of Camelot, Queen Guinevere, and Sir Lancelot, though 
Merlin figures in the drama. The plot’s basic conflict revolves around who will rule Britain, 
the Christian Briton, Arthur, or the Saxon King Oswald, whose followers worship Woden 
(a.k.a. Wotan). Oswald also wanted to marry Emmeline, the blind daughter of Conon, Duke 
of Cornwall (another Christian), but she rejected him because she and Arthur are in love. In 
the first act, the Britons and Saxons prepare for battle, with Arthur reading a letter of 
support from Merlin and trying to explain the concept of sight to Emmeline, while Oswald 
and his forces have erected an altar to Woden, Thor, and Freya, and are busy sacrificing 
horses (again, not real ones!) to propitiate the folks up in Valhalla. Grimbald, an earth spirit 
and adherent of Oswald, evidently doesn’t think this is good enough, so he’s persuaded six 
Saxons to volunteer as human sacrifices. Maybe he needs to pacify Oswald as well, because 
he confesses he’s lost control over Philadel, a spirit of the air who was supposed to blow 
marsh vapors in the faces of the advancing Briton soldiers, but changed his mind when he 
saw the crosses on their banners. The act concludes with the Saxons driven from the 
battlefield. 
Act II begins with Philadel bumping (figuratively) into Merlin, who has arrived in his chariot. 
Philadel identifies himself as a repentant fallen angel to the magician, then warns Merlin that 
Grimbald is up to no good and planning to trick the Britons into falling off a cliff or drowning 
in a river. At this point, Grimbald himself shows up, disguised as a shepherd and guiding 
Arthur and his son. Philadel and the other air spirits compete with Grimbald and his gang to 
win the King’s trust, and Grimbald is beaten, whereupon he takes his leave swearing 
vengeance upon Philadel. Meanwhile, in a nearby pavilion, Emmeline and her maid, Matilda, 
are waiting for news of the battle. Oswald and his chum, Guillamar, have wandered away 
from the battlefield, stumble upon the pavilion, and carry off the two women. When Arthur 
finds out, he takes a break from the action to parlay with Oswald, offering the Saxon King a 
nice chunk of land if he’ll return Emmeline, but Oswald wants the lady. In Act III, Arthur and 
his men try to break into Oswald’s castle to rescue the women, but the Saxon magician 



Osmond has conjured up a magic forest that blocks their access to Oswald’s hangout. Merlin 
arrives, promising not only to aid Arthur, but to restore Emmeline’s vision with a potion in a 
vial. When Philadel scopes out the forest for the Britons, he’s caught by Grimbald, but 
manages to trick the earth spirit and cast a spell on him that renders him immobile. At 
Merlin’s behest, Philadel guides Arthur through the forest, taking along the vial and 
administering the potion when, thanks to Merlin’s magic, Arthur and Emmeline are able to 
have a little chat. However, the lady won’t be freed until Osmond’s forest is destroyed. 
Speaking of whom, the Saxon magician now arrives on the scene with plans to claim 
Emmeline himself, having drugged Oswald. His persuasive arts fail to persuade her, and only 
Grimbald’s hollering prevents Osmond’s assault on her virtue. Much of Act IV involves Arthur 
resisting the assorted seductive spells Osmond has cast on the forest to replace the 
threatening ones deactivated by Merlin. Finally, when Arthur desists chopping down a 
certain tree, believing it’s the transformed Emmeline, Philadel captures Grimbald and reveals 
to Arthur that the tree is actually Osmond in disguise. Arthur finishes the job on the tree, 
breaking the forest’s spell and freeing the way to Emmeline. In the fifth and final act, Oswald 
has recovered from the drug, but still agrees to fight for Osmond, who’s worried about the 
Britons. Finally, when Arthur and his soldiers are planning to storm the castle, Oswald 
challenges him to one-on-one combat, with the winner getting the crown of Britain and 
Emmeline as wife. Of course, Arthur defeats Oswald, and although he spares his enemy’s life, 
orders him and his Saxons to return to Germany pronto, saying, “Britons will brook no 
Foreign Power to lord it in a land sacred to freedom.” Osmond and Grimbald aren’t so lucky, 
however, and get tossed into a dungeon. 
Perhaps Arthur’s final statement offended director Tilmann Köhler’s national sensibilities, 
and this was the reason the Regisseur decided to turn the plot’s ending on its head, with 
Britain’s crown and Emmeline going to Oswald instead of Arthur. The “happy couple” (my 
quotation marks) sat down at the edge of the orchestra pit, and when conductor Felice 
Venanzoni and his Collegium 1704 orchestra repeated the concluding hymn to Britain, the 
actors shook their heads and waved their hands dismissively. The audience, comprised in 
large measure of playhouse attendees rather than opera-goers, accepted this altered ending 
with grateful smiles. The reviewer condemns this as “rather unfair” to Purcell’s lively, glowing 
music in that it reinforced the impression that the music was only there to serve as a “filler” 
and provide accompaniment for the actors. He notes that in the semi-opera format, the 
spoken text already has primacy – the protagonists and major villains are portrayed by 
actors, not singers – so Köhler’s tinkering really amounted to overkill. 
Most of the singers were entrusted with minor roles – Saxon priests, British warriors, sirens, 
nymphs, valkyries, and assorted gods and goddesses – with the largest sung parts being 
those of Philadel and Grimbald. As the former, soprano Sonja Beisswenger seemed to be 
trying too hard to be funny, while Peter Lobert, with a dark, rather ponderous bass, gave a 
“sovereign” account of Grimbald. The most noteworthy among all of the soloists was Arantza 
Ezenarro, who brought a dark, beautiful, clear soprano to the parts of an air spirit, siren, and 
“She” (in “Mr. Howe’s Song”). Nadja Mchantaf, also possessing a dark, securely-produced 
soprano, was entrusted with the roles of Matilda, a siren, and Venus. Simeon Esper sounded 
somewhat strained in a variety of parts, including a shepherd, a herald, forest spirit, and 
Comus, but there were satisfying performances from Hagen Matzeit (Albenact), Romy Petrick 
(Cupid), and Ilhun Jung as Pan, Aeolus, and a forest spirit. Also commendable were the 



Dresden Symphony Chorus and extra chorus of the State Opera under the direction of chorus 
mistress Christiane Büttig.  
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- Wagner: Lohengrin – Graz Opera 
Conductor: Julien Salemkour 
Director: Johannes Erath 
Cast: Herbert Lippert, Sara Jakubiak, Michaela Martens, Anton Keramidcthiev, Derrick 
Ballard, André Schuen 
Reviewer’s evaluation: The Graz Opera has long been known for its Wagner performances, so 
it’s probably not surprising in this year of the composer’s birthday bicentennial that the 
company chose to open its 2013-14 season with a new production of Lohengrin that also 
featured costumes designed by Christian Lacroix. Kaspar Glarner’s sets, dominated by wintry 
shades of white, gray, and pale blue and silhouettes of leafless trees, lent a cold ambiance to 
the opera Wagner once described as his “saddest of all.” Director Johannes Erath treated the 
story as the dream of Elsa, who was no helpless girl, but a proud, passionate woman who had 
been ill-used by society over a period of time, here indicated by costume designs ranging 
from the reign of Kaiser Wilhelm II to the 1950s. In the first act, a “snowfall” of feathers 
descended from the ceiling to the orchestra section seating, diverting attention from 
Lohengrin’s inconspicuous arrival in a white, feather-bedecked cube suggestive of a 
watercolor that would also function as Elsa’s room and the bridal chamber. Lohengrin was 
depicted as a lonely artist from a different world, sensitive in contrast to the strong Elsa, and 
it was clear from the beginning that the relationship between these two dissimilar individuals 
would end tragically. She reacted fearfully to his stipulation about the forbidden question, 
and Ortrud’s insinuating hypocrisy simply reinforced the doubts and inner conflict that Elsa 
was already experiencing. When Lohengrin had to return to Monsalvat, his departure was as 
unspectacular as his arrival, concealed behind piles of the white robes discarded by the 
choristers that again suggested swan feathers. During the prelude to the third act, the 
audience saw the plot’s backstory, with Ortrud’s kidnapping of Gottfried; at the conclusion of 
the opera, she unwrapped the boy from another one of Lacroix’s “artistic” robes and placed 
the crown of Brabant on his head. In its contradictions and cold but beautiful aesthetic, 
Erath’s conception “spoke volumes,” according to the reviewer, and made a significant 
contribution to this “Wagner Year.” 
Some of the evening’s finest singing came from the combined forces of the Graz Opera’s 
chorus, extra chorus, and the Gustav Mahler Choir. Expertly prepared by Thomas Lang, the 
choruses not only contributed magnificent, powerful singing, but also displayed fine 
intonation in their piani, which is especially important in this opera. Making her European 
debut, the young American Sara Jakubiak sang Elsa with a big, full, evenly produced soprano 
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that was also capable of tender lyricism. Her countrywoman, Michaela Martens, brought a 
powerful Hochdramatische soprano to Ortrud that only showed some weakness in its lowest 
reaches. She was matched by the Telramund of the Bulgarian Anton Keremidtchiev with his 
imposing, concise heroic baritone. As King Heinrich, Derrick Ballard’s attractive bass just 
missed that little touch of blackness in his timbre, while André Schuen sang beautifully and 
distinctly as the Herald. Just two days before the premiere, Herbert Lippert had to step in for 
Johannes Chum as Lohengrin at the dress rehearsal. Perhaps this accounted for his 
nervousness and insecure, sour vocalism in the first two acts. He improved significantly in the 
third act with wonderful phrasing, inspired singing, and heroic attacks. A refined account of 
this role is probably beyond him, however, given a voice that has little sweetness or 
suppleness. After a little bit of cloudiness in the prelude, where an ethereal shimmering 
should create an impression of a different world, the musicians of the Graz Philharmonic 
quickly recovered and gave an excellent performance under the brisk, vigorous leadership of 
conductor Julien Salemkour. 
 
- Verdi: Falstaff – Hungarian State Opera, Budapest 
Conductor: Peter Halász 
Director: Arnaud Bernard 
Cast: Kiril Manolov, Beatrix Fodor, Alik Abdukayumov, Erika Gál, Livia Budai, Péter Balczó, 
Emöke Baráth, Zoltán Megyesi, István Horváth, Géza Gábor 
Reviewer’s evaluation: Director Arnaud Bernard’s decision to update events in Falstaff to the 
1950s worked astonishingly well, even if most of the time the setting looked more like 
postwar American suburbia than Windsor. (Only the inn where Falstaff lodged, with its wood 
paneled walls and mounted hunting trophies, suggested an English locale.) Bernard’s 
interpretation was reminiscent of a Doris Day film, where respectable married women 
without financial worries spent their time visiting each other and indulging in a little gossip, 
while any problems that cropped up during the day were managed with the aid of a capable 
housekeeper. Meanwhile, the rebellious teenage daughter was engaged in some serious 
flirtation with her father’s messenger boy, and hadn’t the slightest interest in the 
conservative doctor favored by Daddy. Into this pastel-tinted world of the Fords and Pages 
came the rotund Falstaff looking like a leftover from the Edwardian era, and apparently 
unaware that the world had changed considerably since his youth. With his eccentric ideas 
and annoyingly optimistic self-estimation, he couldn’t avoid repeatedly falling on his face – 
especially when he was up against the clever and very modern women of Windsor. The 
independent, quick-witted housewives also knew how to assert themselves against the 
“sovereign” rule (in his estimation) of the family breadwinner, in this case Ford. At the 
opera’s conclusion, the paterfamilias was forced to acknowledge how little he knew of what 
had been going on behind his family’s model façade. 
Unfortunately, the musical performance couldn’t keep pace with Bernard’s imaginative 
staging. After a beginning in which both orchestra and soloists lacked concentration, there 
was an up-and-down in their music-making over the course of the first act that culminated in 
the soloists almost getting out of synch with each other in the great ensemble near the act’s 
end. Their strong acting skills compensated in some measure for the deficits in their singing 
and won favor with the audience. That was particularly true of Kiril Manolov in the title role, 
who used his Santa Claus-sized belly to great comic effect, and his facial expressions and 
gestures drew repeated laughter. He was also to give the character vocal stature, though his 



strength lay in his forceful, thundering low register rather than the falsetto and other effects 
that were intended to give Falstaff some charm. There was charm aplenty from the Nannetta 
of Emöke Barath, who sang a beautiful rendition of her fairy aria, and the honey-toned 
Fenton of Péter Balczó. The most balanced performance came from Alik Abdukayumov as 
Ford, though he was more impressive for his smooth blending with the other singers rather 
than through individual brilliance. The “merry wives” (my quotation marks) were 
disappointing. Beatrix Fodor sang Alice with a thin, shrill soprano; Erika Gäl, while looking like 
an elegant brunette version of Lauren Bacall, was a vocally inconspicuous Meg Page; and 
Livia Budai’s Mistress Quickly, though blessed with a wonderful low range, had practically no 
midrange to speak of and her singing was marred by very audible register breaks. On the 
podium of the Hungarian State Opera, conductor Péter Halácz opted for rather moderate 
tempos and showed great flexibility in responding to his singers. 
 
- Verdi: Rigoletto – Trier Theater 
Conductor: Victor Puhl 
Director: Bruno Berger-Gorski 
Cast: Jacek Strauch, Jennifer Riedel, Svetislav Stojanovic, Pawel Czekala, Kristina Stanek, 
Lászlo Lukács, Amadeu Tasca, Luis Lay, Silvia Lefringhausen, Alexander Trauth, Angela 
Pavonet, Hak-Ill Kim 
Reviewer’s evaluation: It was a daring move by the Trier Theater’s management and a 
message that the theater wouldn’t be going away any time soon when they opened the 
2013-14 season with a Regietheater staging of Rigoletto that was loaded with social and 
political commentary. With the threat of possible cuts in its public subsidy looming, this 
theater has been fighting for its very existence of late. After failed budget debates in the city 
council, an independent expert was brought in who presented legislators with three options. 
These ranged from the continuation and optimization of the theater’s current structure to 
abolishing the orchestra, or dispensing with both music theater and ballet branches and 
leaving the theater strictly as a playhouse. At the end of the last season, theater employees 
took to the streets and gathered 10,000 signatures on petitions opposing any change to the 
theater’s funding or structure. At the present time, those at the theater have been able to 
breathe a sigh of relief as Intendant Gerhard Weber, the director of the city’s cultural 
department, and all of the city council members have agreed to the continuation of the 
theater as is, with funding allocated for renovation of the facility. 
Under these circumstances, Bruno Berger-Gorski’s production of Rigoletto fit like “a fist in 
the eye,” according to the reviewer. The director turned the opera into a political drama 
about power and money that illustrated the excesses of the ruling class as well as their 
practice of social exclusion. The Duke of Mantua became a young, smooth politician in the 
mold of former Italian Prime Minister Silvio Berlusconi at the height of his career, a man who 
could afford whatever he wanted in the way of luxury cars, expensive clothes --- and women. 
The opera’s opening scene wasn’t the court ball usually seen, but a “bunga-bunga” party in 
the high-class brothel that was the Duke’s hangout. Thomas Dörfler’s sets underscored the 
social class divisions with a multi-level dwelling in which floors corresponded to social status. 
Gilda’s room, its walls papered with scenes of palm trees and beaches, was located in the 
cellar. In Berger-Gorski’s concept, the jester and his daughter were both Muslims, with 
Rigoletto sternly holding to the custom of head scarves and Gilda torn between a socially 
suitable relationship and her love for the Duke, as well as the love for her father. (I guess this 



explains why she was attending church when she met the Duke . . . ) Whenever Rigoletto, 
plagued by a guilty conscience, crept downstairs, one almost had the sensation of being 
submerged in the psyche of this complex character. The final act took place in a rear 
courtyard full of garbage containers, where criminals went about their shady business. From 
one of the levels in the house, Gilda and Rigoletto watched the Duke’s flirtation with 
Maddalena; later, from the same level, the Duke looked on as the girl he’d manipulated died 
out of love for him. Depressed and perhaps also with a spark of remorse, he finally broke 
down. 
Berger-Gorski’s compelling treatment was matched by a more than convincing musical 
interpretation. The young Jennifer Riedel, with her tender, finely detailed lyric soprano, was 
a touching Gilda. Jacek Strauch was a totally involved Rigoletto with a substantial, robust 
baritone, and he created a believable figure both as the Duke’s cynical dependent and as a 
suffering father. Svetislav Stojanovic was a visually credible Duke and displayed a brilliant 
midrange (especially in “Questa o quella”), but his slender tenor lacked radiance in the upper 
register as well as carrying power. Kristina Stanek, a member of the Trier ensemble, made an 
outstanding impression as Maddalena with her darkly-shaded timbre and securely produced 
musical line; her mezzo also blended beautifully into the quartet, “Bella figlia dell’amore.” 
Pawel Czekala’s mighty, black bass was exactly right for Sparafucile, while Alexander Trauth 
lent a sonorous baritone to Count Ceprano and Lászlo Lukács offered an expressive 
Monterone. The Trier Theater’s chorus and extra chorus, prepared by Angela Händel, 
contributed urgent, intensive singing. On the podium of the Philharmonic Orchestra of the 
City of Trier, conductor Victor Pohl led his forces with a sure feeling for finely-spun, singer-
friendly musical arcs while providing the necessary impetus and dramatic accents in the 
performance. 
 
- Wagner: Der fliegende Holländer – Bremen Theater 
Conductor: Markus Poschner 
Director: Sebastian Baumgarten 
Cast: Carsten Wittmoser, Patricia Andress, Luis Olivares Sandoval, Tamara Klivadenko, Loren 
Lang, Christian-Andreas Engelhardt 
Reviewer’s evaluation: This production was distinguished by a CD recording-worthy 
performance by the Bremen Philharmonic and its General Music Director, Markus Poschner; 
the outstanding Senta and Dutchman of Patricia Andress and Carsten Wittmoser, 
respectively . . . and a Regietheater staging by Sebastian Baumgarten that offered a whole 
cornucopia of images and associations, some more effective (and comprehensible) than 
others. 
With a beautiful timbre and secure top, Ms. Andress had no difficulties coping with the 
widely varying tempos favored by Maestro Poschner that were sometimes expansive, other 
times quite brisk. She gave a sovereign account of her role, particularly in the places where 
many other sopranos have come to grief. Wittmoser brought a resonant, expressive bass-
baritone and precisely enunciated text to the Dutchman; only when the orchestra was 
playing at full force did he have some trouble projecting his voice above the volume. Aside 
from Tamara Klivadenko’s “resolute” Mary, the other soloists did a better job of acting than 
singing. Loren Lang (Daland) was also precise in his delivery of the text, but didn’t hit all of 
the notes; Luis Olivares Sandoval’s Erik had too little control and tonal quality, despite his 
obvious commitment; and Christian-Andreas Engelhardt likewise sacrificed tonal beauty for 



dramatic engagement. Aside from two or three uncultivated voices, Bremen’s chorus and 
extra chorus, prepared by Daniel Mayr, was remarkably accomplished. 
Baumgarten has never been a director who developed his staging concept directly from the 
work, but found inspiration in secondary sources or individual sentences in the libretto. In 
this case, he only touched peripherally on the opera’s content with his allusions to the Wild 
West adventure novels by Karl May and carnivals (a.k.a. fun fairs), and his attempt to 
legitimize it with quotes from Ernst Bloch’s writings, while interesting, really didn’t help. Even 
more drastic was his taking the word “Mohrenstrand” (Moors’ shore) out of the libretto and 
using it and the Dutchman’s journey around the Cape of Good Hope to introduce a 
militaristic thread into the proceedings. The artistic, skillfully prepared video insertions did 
indicate that Baumgarten had occupied himself extensively with the material. Surprisingly, 
there were no explanatory notes in the program. But for all its questionable “ingredients” 
(my quotation marks), Baumgarten’s “opera fairy tale” was exciting, entertaining, and to a 
degree, logically comprehensible. At its center were the thoroughly bizarre but dramatically 
polished figures and the questions about love, fidelity, and redemption – thus very close to 
the actual substance of Wagner’s drama. With his production team of set and costume 
designers Thilo Reuter and Jana Findeklee and video director Joki Tewes, Baumgarten crafted 
a patchwork of images for what the reviewer also likens to a horror-comedy. There were 
some references to current Bayreuth productions, extensive use of tattoos and wigs 
(including a Nazi party eagle emblem with a bird that looked more like a dove), and the 
Dutchman costumed as a cross between a drowning victim and a carnival muscleman 
pumped up on anabolic steroids. As in Baumgarten’s staging of Der Freischütz, dark-skinned 
people were again present (though perhaps more understandably, given the Dutchman’s 
global wanderings). Glimpses of German military history were juxtaposed with Christian 
lifestyle alternatives. With all of these diverse influences, one wonders what things will look 
like next month at Hamburg’s playhouse when Baumgarten directs the continuation of this 
saga, The Ballad of the Flying Dutchman. 
 
- Beethoven: Fidelio – Aachen Theater 
Conductor: Kazem Abdullah 
Director: Alexander Charim 
Cast: Emily Newton, Ünüsan Kuloglu, Hrólfur Saemundsson,Ulrich Schneider, Jelena 
Rakic/Antonia Bourvé, Patricio Arroyo, Pawel Lawreszuk 
Reviewer’s evaluation: Aside from what has become the almost common practice of 
updating the opera’s events to the present day, director Alexander Charim’s staging of 
Fidelio for Aachen was essentially traditional. He did use the text of an 1812 letter written by 
Beethoven to his “Immortal Beloved” as a prologue, which made sense and worked well. His 
decision to have the spoken dialogue read over loudspeakers by actors didn’t make much 
sense and didn’t work all that well. It actually had the effect of enlarging the distance 
between sung numbers and spoken text; as the reviewer notes, genuine unity between the 
two is only established when the singers continue their thoughts and feelings from the music 
to the dialogue. 
The musical performance itself, however, was completely satisfying, with a competent group 
of soloists able to cope with Beethoven’s difficult writing. Emily Newton was a convincing 
Leonore who believably conveyed all of this woman’s fears for her missing husband and 
powerless fury with Pizarro. The jugendlich dramatische (a.k.a. spinto) tenor role of Florestan 



was well-cast with Ünüsan Kuloglu, who sang with intensity and power, and impressively 
portrayed the suffering prisoner. Ulrich Schneider (Rocco) had a bass well schooled across its 
range and he sang with exemplary diction, especially in his “gold” aria. Equally impressive 
and concise was the Pizarro of Hrólfur Saemundsson. Patrizio Arroyo brought a well-
produced, fresh, young tenor to Jaquino, but Jelena Rakic (Marzelline) was suffering from 
indisposition and had to act the role onstage while Antonia Bourvé, positioned at the side of 
the stage, lent the character her girlish soprano. In the orchestra pit, General Music Director 
Kazem Abdullah led a performance full of intensity and excitement, and provided sensitive 
accompaniment for his singers. 
 
- Lortzing: Regina – Rhine-Palatinate Theater, Kaiserslautern 
Conductor: Uwe Sandner 
Director: Hansgünther Heyme 
Cast: Adelheid Fink, Christoph Stegemann, Daniel Ohlmann, Daniel Henriks, Daniel Kim, 
Daniel Böhm, Ludovica Bello, Geertje Nissen, Daniel Ewald, Tabea Floch 
Reviewer’s evaluation: Lortzing’s “Revolution” opera, with a libretto written by the 
composer, was completed in 1848 but not performed until March, 1899 – and then in a 
substantially revised revision. In ’48, the German states were in the middle of political 
upheaval, and staging an opera that dealt with a factory workers’ strike was far too risky for 
theater directors at that time. It wasn’t until nearly a century after the premiere, in March, 
1998, that the work was performed in its original version in a production by Peter 
Konwitschny at Gelsenkirchen. The recent staging in Kaiserslautern also used the original text 
and partitur. 
The story begins with workers at a factory owned by a man named Simon striking for better 
wages and working conditions, and threatening to use weapons if words are of no avail. The 
work inspector, Richard, is able to persuade them to moderate their demands. Richard 
himself happens to be secretly engaged to Simon’s daughter, Regina, who has rebuffed the 
romantic advances of the foreman, Stephan. The latter gent gets involved with political 
agitators, and as part of a “Freikorps” – literally, “free corps,” a volunteer militia – occupies 
the factory just as the engagement of Richard and Regina is being officially celebrated. At this 
point, segments of the chorus face off as moderates and radicals oppose each other. A fight 
between the two factions breaks out, fire is set to the factory, and Regina is kidnapped. The 
second act takes place in an isolated hut, where Regina is trying to talk some sense into 
Stephan. When one of the workers shows up at the hut (obviously not a member of 
Stephan’s associates), he’s mocked by a group of drunken marauding soldiers, and Stephan 
manages to flee with Regina again. In Act III, Stephan is holed up with the captive Regina in a 
munitions storage facility as a group led by Richard approaches. When they encircle the 
building, Stephan grabs a torch and threatens to blow the place, along with himself and 
Regina, sky-high. At this moment, Regina is able to shoot him. The opera concludes with the 
workers singing euphorically of their success and the freedoms won in the Spring of ’48, with 
a vision of a democratic future. 
In director Hansgünther Heyme’s production, the sets and props were sparse, with just a few 
chairs and wooden benches, and in the second act, bales of straw to indicate the rural 
location. At the right of the stage, a child sat on one of the wooden benches and watched the 
history of his German forebears, finally waving the black, red, and gold national flag at the 
conclusion. Heyme said his objective was to show “what is terrible and glorious about 



‘German,’ (what) could be, and very often shouldn’t be.” 
Under the baton of conductor Uwe Sandner, the Rhine-Palatinate Theater orchestra opened 
the performance with energetic power, and sharp accents contrasted with gently swinging 
phrases. The chorus plays a significant role in this drama, and the Kaiserslautern choristers 
fulfilled their task impressively and with clear intonation. In spite of indisposition, tenor 
Daniel Ohlmann created an intense portrait of the moderate Richard. As Kilian, a clerk who 
supports Richard, Daniel Kim won the audience with his amusing rendition of Kilian’s song, 
“Heraus, heraus.” Baritone Daniel Henriks, as the radical foreman Stephan, gave a sensitive 
portrayal of this individual’s life, especially his injured feelings as a result of Regina’s 
rejection, that was powerfully accented. Soprano Adelheid Fink was a deeply sympathetic 
Regina and believably conveyed the young woman’s desperate position as a chained captive. 
Christoph Stegemann’s Simon dominated the scene with his profound bass. 
A new CD recording of this opera by the Bavarian Radio is also reviewed in this issue. 
 
- Verdi: Un Ballo in Maschera – Lower Saxony State Opera, Hannover 
Conductor: Mark Rohde 
Director: Olivier Tambosi 
Cast: Rafael Rojas, Brigitte Hahn, Stefan Adam, Julie-Marie Sundal, Heather Engebretson, 
Shavleg Armasi, Daniel Eggert, Gevorg Hakobjan 
Reviewer’s evaluation: Heads of state may sometimes feel that they’re surrounded by a 
bunch of clowns, but this was literally the case for the King in Olivier Tambosi’s production of 
[I]Un Ballo in Maschera[/I ]at Hannover’s Lower Saxony State Opera. Events were set in a 
dilapidated opera house with missing seats and worn box curtains, where members of the 
chorus wore clown wigs and make-up along with Commedia del’ Arte-inspired costumes. In 
the prologue, the page Oscar was seen slipping out of the King’s bed while a clown in one of 
the balconies leveled a weapon at him. Renato tried to strike the monarch dead with a 
bottle, but at the prologue’s end, the King sat up unharmed; it had all been a big joke. 
Speaking of the sovereign, he became “King Riccardo” here. As in his staging of Wagner’s Die 
Meistersinger von Nürnberg, when all references to “German” or “Nürnberg” were removed 
from the libretto, Tambosi couldn’t keep his hands off the text, and turned this into a hybrid 
of the Boston and Swedish settings. A visual contrast to all of the clowns was provided by 
Ulrica, who appeared as a black-clad female personification of Death, and who also looked 
like Amelia’s sister. With the exception of the clowns, whose appearance grew tiresome over 
the course of the performance, many of the images Tambosi evoked were powerful, but their 
meaning eluded viewers. Too often, one had the impression of seeing colorful individual clips 
instead of a compelling film. When Tambosi had Riccardo show up at Ulrica’s dressed as a 
pirate with a hook on his right hand, it looked both forced and superficial. The scene at the 
gallows hill came off much better, where Riccardo met Amelia in a snowstorm with shifting 
colors – or was it Death in the shape of Ulrica? 
Happily, the musical portion of the performance turned out brilliantly. A considerable 
amount of credit goes to the young conductor, Mark Rohde, and the musicians of the State 
Orchestra, fresh and secure in their intonation. The improvements this ensemble has made 
under General Music Director Karen Kamensek cannot be overstated. If Maestro Rohde 
began the prologue at a very solemn pace, things picked up quickly during the first scene and 
culminated in a brilliant finale. The only quibble here was that he didn’t always take his 
singers into consideration in his choice of dynamics; fortunately, there were voices onstage 



stable and experienced enough to deal with it. The star of the evening was the Mexican tenor 
and Domingo protégé Rafael Rojas as Riccardo. He had previously sung this role in Bregenz in 
1999, and also has Otello and Pollione under his belt. His dark-hued voice is clearly focused, 
has a secure, effortless top, and the stamina this part requires. Vocally and visually, he was 
every inch the dominant King. That his condition declined a little in the final scene hardly 
mattered, especially since he was able to deliver a moving account of his aria, “Ma de m’è 
forza perderti.” Although Brigitte Hahn has recently sung Brünnhilde in this house, her 
Amelia gave an impressive reminder that she began her career as a Verdi soprano. This 
Amelia was a mature woman, emotionally stronger than Ricciardo, who knew where in life 
she wanted to be – and where she didn’t. Her “Ma dall arido stelo divular” in the second act 
sounded more determined and serene than dreamy. With her volume and very secure upper 
register, Hahn could keep pace with Rojas, and their Act II duet was a high point of full-
blooded, glowing Verdi singing. Renato was portrayed by Stefan Adam, who had previously 
sung the title role in Tambosi’s production of Falstaff here. Adam gave the King’s secretary 
vocal emphasis, delivered a menacing rendition of “Eri tu,” and had enough energy to stay in 
control during the final scene. However, Falstaff’s parlando seems to be a better fit for him 
than Renato’s long, arching melodies. Julie-Marie Sundal was an elegant, mysterious Ulrica, 
with only the lowest notes of this contralto part proving a little more difficult for her mezzo 
instrument. There was a denuine discovery in the 23 year-old American soprano Heather 
Engebretson, a winner at last year’s Savonlinna singing competition, in the role of Oscar. Her 
voice is perfectly placed for this part, with volume, agility, a clear top, and a timbre that isn’t 
too silvery. She also showed herself to be a capable actress.  
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- Ligeti: Le Grand Macabre – Chemnitz City Theater 
Conductor: Frank Beermann 
Director: Walter Sutcliffe 
Cast: Susanne Thielemann, Kouta Räsänen, Heiko Trinsinger, Dan Karlström, Piia Komsi, 
Guibee Yang, Tiina Penttinen, Monika Straube, André Riemer, Andreas Kindschuh, Matthias 
Winter, Martin Gäbler, Thomas Mäthger 
Reviewer’s evaluation: Ligeti’s only opera, written in the mid-1970s when he was a professor 
of composition at Hamburg’s music university, and revised in 1996 for a production at the 
1997 Salzburg Festival, is both an ironic, often satirical treatment of the human fear of death 
and what he called an “anti anti-opera,” which both recognized the art form’s traditions and 
criticized them. When the work premiered in Stockholm in 1978, problems arose during 
rehearsals when ensemble members refused to sing the vulgar, often obscene slang in the 
libretto. Word got out to the public, and to no one’s surprise, the house was filled to capacity 
at the performances. The central character in the drama, which deals with what might be the 
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end of the world (Ligeti deliberately kept things ambiguous) is Nekrotzar, the personification 
of Death. At the beginning of the first act, he arrives in the realm of Brughelland, in a city of 
skyscrapers that appears to be on the brink of disaster; the streets are filled with garbage 
and populated by drunks, vagrants, and prostitutes. He claims he’s going to destroy the 
world at midnight, courtesy of a comet God has provided him for the purpose, and acquires a 
drunk named Piet the Pot as his servant. The first act’s second scene takes place in the home 
of Brughelland’s court astronomer, Astrodamors, and his sadistic wife, Mescalina. There are 
some pretty raunchy carryings-on between the two, and when he searches the heavens at 
her prompting to make sure the stars and planets are all where they belong, Mescalina asks 
Venus to send her a man who is a little better – er – equipped. She falls asleep, and her 
furious husband mutters that he’d send the entire universe to perdition to be rid of her. 
That’s Nekrotzar’s cue to show up (with Piet in tow), and when Venus tells Mescalina that 
she’s sent two men, Nekrotzar presents himself to her as the well-endowed dude she’s been 
awaiting. After some stylized sex (with commentary from Venus, Piet, and Astrodamors), 
Nekrotzar bites Mescalina in the neck and kills her. The second act, at the court of Prince Go-
Go, is filled with political satire. When the Prince recalls that their Constitution prohibits war, 
a couple of politicians glibly point out to him that the Constitution is nothing but paper. 
Later, they compel him to memorize a speech and sign a decree raising taxes by 100 percent. 
Gepopo, head of espionage and the Secret Political Police (whose name is a satirical 
reference to Germany’s Secret State Police, the Gestapo), arrives and warns the Prince that 
his subjects are planning an insurrection because they fear a “Grand Macabre.” (Although 
male, Gepopo is sung by the same soprano who portrays Venus.) When the politicians go out 
on the palace balcony and attempt to calm the populace with speeches, they get pelted with 
tomatoes and an assortment of other objects. However, when Go-Go appears, the crowd’s 
response is enthusiastic, and their shouts of “Our great leader,” call to mind the masses who 
have cheered despots and demagogues over the course of the past century. But Gepopo 
receives a dispatch and warns Go-Go (in code, as usual) that a comet is indeed getting closer 
and a real Grand Macabre is in the offing. The politicians try to dismiss the espionage chief’s 
warning as alarmism, but when a solitary figure is spotted approaching Brughelland’s gates, 
they take to their heels. This actually turns out to be Astrodamors, and Go-Go, who had been 
bracing himself for tough times ahead, is relieved. He ignores his people’s frantic pleas, but 
when a siren sounds, he dives under a bed. Nekrotzar silently rides in on poor old Piet, who 
has been forced to serve as his master’s horse. He terrifies the populace with 
pronouncements from the balcony with his grisly descriptions of the coming apocalypse. 
After this, he Piet, Go-Go, and Astrodamors decide to indulge themselves with the banquet 
the politicians had ordered in to tempt the tubby Prince. Nekrotzar gets thoroughly 
snockered, and as midnight approaches, he’s too tipsy to stand up. The comet is now seen 
glowing brightly, and Saturn falls out of its rings. The final scene takes place in the apparent 
aftermath of the cataclysm. Piet and Astrodamors think they’re now ghosts and float off into 
the sky while Go-Go surfaces again, believing himself to be the sole survivor of the 
catastrophe. He is stopped by an order to halt from a trio of soldiers who are supposed to 
have arisen from their graves, and don’t recognize him. Later, these “ghosts” haul in the 
politicians. Piet and Astrodamors meanwhile have realized that their craving for wine 
indicates that they’re still among the living, and return to earth. Nekrotzar is defeated, since 
everyone appears to have survived the “Macabre.” He shrinks and disappears, and the lovers 
Amanda and Amando, who had been making out near the tomb at the opera’s beginning, 



return. The entire cast now joins them in encouraging the audience not to fear death, for 
none of us knows when his or her time will come. 
In Chemnitz, director Walter Sutcliffe and his production team of set and costume designers 
Georg Baselitz and John Bock crafted a very effective staging of this opera’s revised version. 
Giant circles were projected on the stage’s back wall and were illuminated as required by the 
plot: red for Hell, pale blue and pink for the lovers, and purple for the living room of 
Astrodamors and Mescalina (which was situated in a gigantic pipe). Conductor Frank 
Beermann led the combined forces of the Robert Schumann Philharmonic and a ragtime 
band in a flexible, evocative performance of Ligeti’s score, with its assorted sounds (car 
horns, whistles, sirens, etc.) and diverse musical styles (including snippets of Beethoven, 
Rossini, and Verdi). The well-prepared choristers coped admirably with a situation that 
required them to be dispersed around the auditorium, including in the midst of the orchestra 
section seating and the balconies. Heiko Trinsinger was a powerful, dominating Nekrotzar, 
while Monika Straube contributed an impressive Mescalina. Likewise outstanding were Dan 
Karlström as a lively Piet the Pot and Kouta Räsänen as Astrodamors. Guibee Young 
(Amanda) and Tina Penttinen (Amando) were an enchantingly youthful pair of lovers who 
weren’t deterred from their amorous activities by prophecies of doom, and sang the 
concluding number, “Fear not death, good people.” Unfortunately, part of the audience had 
already left during the intermission, and there was only polite applause at the curtain call for 
singers who really deserved much better for their fine performances. 
 
- Verdi: Aida – Hof Theater 
Conductor: Arn Goerke 
Director: Klaus Kusenberg 
Cast: Tamara Haskin, Mario Zhang, Roswitha Christina Müller, Sangmin Lee, Jens Waldig, 
Hyung-Wok Lee, Mathias Frey, Inga Lisa Lehr 
Reviewer’s evaluation: The musical performance was clearly more impressive than the 
staging in Hof’s recent production of Aida. A cast of capable singer-actors was led by soprano 
Tamara Haskin in the title role, with a voice that was grounded in its low register, had a solid 
midrange with enormous dramatic power, and a radiant top. As Amneris, Roswitha Christina 
Müller paired tremendous stage presence with vocal assurance and a magnificent mezzo 
timbre. Mario Zhang’s Radames wasn’t quite on the ladies’ level. He needed some time to 
warm up, but once he hit his stride, he was able to carry his lean tenor almost beyond the 
limits of its capabilities and gave a convincing account of his role. Sangmin Lee sang 
Amonasro with a sonorous, flexible baritone. Under the baton of conductor Arn Goerke, the 
Hof Symphony gave a nuanced, flawless reading of Verdi’s partitur. 
Director Klaus Kusenberg and set designer Günter Hellweg placed the action against a black 
wall covered with symmetrical rows of small white crosses. It gave the soloists sufficient 
room for effective drama, and had Goerke left it at this, all would have been well. Instead, 
from the very first measures of music, the audience got to see slide projections of a map of 
central Iraq, with Syria just visible at the edge. This was followed later by black-and-white 
shots of suffering and murdering in war zones. These efforts to draw a parallel between the 
opera’s plot and current events only ended up drawing attention away from the soloists. 
When Amneris appeared at the end with a bottle of schnapps to drown her sorrows, it hardly 
seemed to matter. At the curtain, there was enthusiastic applause for the soloists, 
conductor, orchestra, and chorus, and a round of booing for the production team. 



 
- Donizetti: Lucia di Lammermoor – Lüneburg Theater 
Conductor: Thomas Dorsch 
Director: Hajo Fouquet 
Cast: Ruth Fiedler, Karl Schneider, Ulrich Kratz, Wlodzimierz Wrobel, MacKenzie Gallinger, 
Marcus Billin, Kristin Darragh 
Reviewer’s evaluation: Intendant Hajo Fouquet’s staging of Lucia di Lammermoor for his 
Lüneburg Theater didn’t get off to a very promising start when the audience broke out in 
laughter at the sight of Edgardo, mounted on an artificial white horse, pining away for his 
lady-love. Fortunately, things quickly improved thereafter. The stage was divided into front 
and back sections, with the narrow front symbolizing Lucia’s world of social constraints. The 
ability to change spatial proportions between narrow and expansive, near and far, inside and 
outside, enabled Fouquet to develop an exciting succession of scenes that kept the audience 
engaged throughout the performance. Set designer Stefan Riekhoff provided “local color” 
through video projections of cloudy Scottish landscapes and corresponding costumes. Lucia’s 
youth was suggested by a sort of school uniform that she wore during the first act. 
That this opera had never been performed previously in Lüneburg was probably due to the 
fact that a suitable singer for the difficult title role couldn’t be found in the house ensemble. 
That changed with the arrival of Ruth Fiedler, a highly gifted coloratura soprano who 
previously made guest appearances here as Olympia in Les Contes d’Hoffmann, Adele in Die 
Fledermaus, and Marie in Zar und Zimmermann. With Lucia, she demonstrated that she’s 
much more than a reliable “twittering machine.” With her unbelievably clear, vibrato-free 
vocal production, secure coloratura runs and clean high notes, and fine musical 
characterization, she offered an impressive interpretation of Donizetti’s heroine. In the Mad 
Scene, she was even able to mix some almost infantile colors into her light, girlish timbre. On 
top of her considerable vocal capabilities, she is also a skilled actress who created a credible 
portrait of this vulnerable girl. As Edgardo, Karl Schneider maintained his composure during 
that embarrassing entrance scene and delivered some bel canto fireworks in his duet with 
Lucia. His tenor had both power and lyrical beauty as well as the requisite “teardrop” in the 
voice for an emotionally-charged concluding scene. Ulrich Kratz was an imposing Enrico, and 
his nuanced portrayal suggested that Lucia’s brother was by no means unscrupulous. Vocally, 
the part suits him, since his rather monochromatic baritone sounds its best in forceful 
passages. MacKenzie Gallagher (Arturo) showed himself to be a fine, precise stylist, while 
chorus member Wlodzimierz Wrobel had an opportunity to shine in the role of Raimondo 
with his warm bass. The Lüneburg Symphony, under the baton of their new Music Director, 
Thomas Dorsch, made a favorable impression with clean intonation and a high degree of 
precision. The intensive rehearsals during the theater’s summer break paid off with a very 
polished interpretation of bel canto style. The repeated orchestral eruptions, which some 
audience members appeared to find too loud, were actually so balanced that they never 
posed any hindrance to the singers. 
 
- Wagner: Der fliegende Holländer – Giessen City Theater 
Conductor: Florian Ziemen 
Director: Helmut Polixa 
Cast: Adrian Gans, Sonja Mühleck, Eric Laporte, Calin-Valentin Cosma, Rena Kleifeld, Andreas 
Kalmbach 



Reviewer’s evaluation: Giessen opened its 2013-14 season with a new production of Der 
fliegende Holländer that was noteworthy for using the original Paris version of 1841, and for 
a staging that amounted to a “pocket: version of the work. With the small theater’s limited 
space, director Helmut Polixa and set designer Heiko Mönnich had reduced props and 
scenery to a bare minimum; no sails or sheets, no rocky coastline, no big portrait of the 
Dutchman to be seen during Senta’s ballad, and no spinning room. All of the action took 
place on a rectangular platform raked slightly forward, and the props were restricted to a 
few chairs. Stylized waves in a quasi-historical staging style sprang up from the floor, and 
though they initially appeared to be nothing more than fretwork, their gliding motion proved 
to be quite artistic. 
Acting General Music Director Florian Ziemen wanted the orchestral sound in this production 
to approach that of the period during which Wagner composed this opera. There was a still a 
strong bel canto influence at the time, and the Wagner of Tristan und Isolde, Parsifal, and 
Der Ring des Nibelungen was still well in the future. In conformance with historical practice, 
the orchestra included the natural horn, valve horn, and the French ophricleide, a 
predecessor of the tuba. This Dutchman sounded different, though not necessarily better. 
The small theater’s acoustics, with their very direct resonance, provided optimal conditions 
for Ziemen’s experiment. 
The fine group of soloists was led by Adrian Gans as the Dutchman, who sang the role with 
an attractive timbre and a sense of style that lent him a truly astonishing security even in his 
music’s harshest passages. Nothing sounded forced or pressed. Eric Laporte provided a very 
positive surprise as Georg, as the character is known in the original Scottish setting (and will 
later be called Erik) with his uncommonly flexible, full-blooded tenor. Calin-Valentin Cozma 
was a noteworthy Donald (a.k.a. Daland), though the character was made to look a little silly 
by Polixa’s idea to have him repeatedly place the diamond coronet he found in the 
Dutchman’s casket – intended as a reward for the woman faithful unto death – on his own 
head. Sonja Mühleck gave a flawless rendition of Senta’s ballad, but the positive impression 
she made here was diminished to some extent by the shrill, shallow radiance of her upper 
range. Her orange garb provided a visual contrast to the blue-green attire of the sailors and 
the dark red dresses of the women, as well as a reference to the Dutch royal house of 
Orange. Rena Kleifeld was an adequate Mary, but Andreas Kalmbach (Steersman) was clearly 
suffering from indisposition. 
 
- Puccini: Tosca – Basel Theater 
Conductor: Enrico Delamboye 
Director: Jette Steckel 
Cast: Svetlana Ignatovich, Maxim Aksenov, Davide Damiani, Marko Śpehar,, Wladyslaw W. 
Dylag, et. al. 
Reviewer’s evaluation: The Basel Theater has a Dream Team of its own in soprano Svetlana 
Ignatovich and tenor Maxim Aksenov, who sang the protagonists in the house’s new 
production of Tosca. The two harmonize wonderfully vocally and visually, though at the 
premiere performance, Aksenov was the more convincing of the two. His dark tenor has an 
attractive midrange and a top with powerful radiance and flexible metallic sheen. His 
phrasing in Cavaradossi’s arias was differentiated, he was attentive to nuances, and added a 
passionate accent through an expressive intake of breath. Ignatovich was vocally up to Tosca, 
though she doesn’t seem to have really internalized the role yet. She has the necessary full 



volume, but not so much a penetrating, dramatic tonal emission. During the premiere, she 
took care to preserve the lyric foundation of her soprano, which bodes well for the future of 
her career, but also left a portion of her role’s dramatic shaping unfulfilled. This Floria was a 
sympathetic young woman, but had little of a prima donna’s allure or self-confident 
Mediterranean grandezza. Davide Damiani was a conventional Scarpia with a rather dry 
baritone, but Marko Śpehar (Angelotti) drew favorable attention with his rounded bass. All of 
the smaller roles were satisfactorily cast, and the chorus and children’s chorus contributed 
beautiful sonority to the proceedings. On the podium of the Basel Symphony Orchestra, 
conductor Enrico Delamboye was an attentive Puccinian stylist, but gave little impulse to the 
performance and chose leisurely tempos that took some of the dramatic tension away. 
This production marked the first time that Jette Steckel, house Regisseurin at Hamburg’s 
Thalia Theater, directed an opera. The attempt was neither an unqualified success nor an 
abject failure, but rather gave evidence of solid craftsmanship paired with a questionable 
concept. Florian Löschke’s set was composed of monumental black blocks arranged like 
columns that could be moved as needed, creating either wide spaces or oppressively close 
ones. The stage area could even be configured as a labyrinth in which the characters lost 
each other. In this dark setting, the fates of the passionately loving Tosca and Cavaradossi, 
especially as embodied by Ignatovich and Aksenov, could have been tremendously gripping. 
But it was undercut by Steckel’s decision to treat the plot as a story told by Tosca, but not 
actually experienced by her. The illusion was repeatedly broken by this approach, such as 
when the statue of the Madonna, at the base of which Angelotti found the hidden key, 
turned out to be Tosca herself – who subsequently approached the stage apron to sing a 
song, completely stopping the flow of Puccini’s music. (A second insertion of this sort was 
somewhat less obtrusively placed.) The soloists repeatedly neared the microphone, or 
performed on a runway that encircled the orchestra pit. The disruption of the traditional 
stage view caused by the latter ran counter to the realistic dramaturgy of Puccini’s “shabby 
little shocker,” and the opera’s conclusion was reduced to an anti-climax when not Tosca, but 
a double, flung herself from the ramparts of the Castel Sant’ Angelo, while the red-gowned 
Tosca herself strode toward the apron again. 
 
- Strauss: Der Rosenkavalier – Klagenfurt City Theater 
Conductor: Alexander Soddy 
Director: Marko Štorman 
Cast: Betsy Horne, Angela Brower, Golda Schulz, Michael Eder, Rolf Haunstein, Daniela 
Köhler, Patrick Vogel, Christa Ratzenböck, Ilker Arcayürek, David Steffens, Thomas Tischler, 
Markus Murke, Tatjana Prybura, Lucy Williams, et. al. 
Reviewer’s evaluation: A year ago, Intendant Florian Scholtz managed to scare off part of 
Klagenfurt’s audience when he opened the 2012-13 season with a production of Der 
Freischütz that was too offbeat. The 2013-14 season seems to have gotten off to a far more 
promising start with a new staging of Der Rosenkavalier that was a complete success. It was 
all the more impressive considering that this small house doesn’t have a pit that can 
accommodate an orchestra of the size normally required for this opera. Instead, an ensemble 
half as large was used, with harps and part of the percussion section placed in the two 
proscenium boxes. The lack of a broad expansiveness and sumptuous magnificence of sound 
was easily compensated for by the intimacy of the space. Much of the credit goes to 
Klagenfurt’s new principal conductor, the 31 year-old Alexander Soddy, who molded the 



orchestra into a compact ensemble that coped admirably with Strauss’ complicated and 
rhythmically tricky score. His choice of tempos may have limited textual clarity to some 
extent, but was also more suited to the treatment of this opera as a comedy instead of an 
overly sentimental drama. The buffo character was reflected in director Marko Štorman’s 
staging as well. While the performance began with the conventional bed scene, the role of 
Mahomet – here a bare-chested “youth” instead of a little boy – was considerably expanded 
to underscore the plot’s comic aspects. During the Marschallin’s narrative, he was spotted in 
the background acting like Cupid with stag’s antlers, mocking the cuckolded husband. At the 
opera’s conclusion, he took charge of the Marschallin, who, as the critic observes, “will know 
how to console herself.” The final view the audience had was back in the bedroom, only this 
time, Sophie and Octavian were the ones romping around in the covers. The opera’s events 
were not set in the 18th century, but in a vaguely modern period, and featured some exotic 
locales. The second act took place in what appeared to be more like a winter garden than a 
Stadtpalais, and the inn where Ochs planned his rendezvous with “Mariandl” became a 
suburban pub with pink wallpaper. Thanks to the revolving stage and movable walls, the 
intimate spaces could be expanded for ensemble scenes. Sonja Albartas’ costumes for the 
smaller roles were especially witty, with Ochs’ supposed children looking like bald-headed 
miniatures of the original. 
Though none of the women in the principal roles were native German speakers, their training 
and engagements in Europe had equipped them with perfect diction and surprisingly good 
textual clarity. Californian Betsy Horne’s Marschallin seemed closer to the “little Resi” than 
the “old woman,” but this gave the opening bed scene more credibility. Her glowing soprano 
is ideal for Strauss, and in keeping with the staging concept, she toned down the melancholy 
mood. The Octavian of her fellow Yank, Angela Brower, provided the necessary contrast with 
her harder timbre and more powerful singing; however, a less impulsive and more sensitive 
performance would have given the final trio better balance. Sophie was sung by the South 
African soprano Golda Schultz, a member of Klagenfurt’s ensemble. She combined a very 
youthful appearance with a clear, nright, silvery timbre and glowing vocalism. The Viennese 
bass Michael Eder supplied the idiomatic flavor that is indispensible to the character of Baron 
Ochs. With his robust voice that was secure throughout its range, he created an authentic 
portrait of the coarse country nobleman. Rolf Hauenstein, with his light baritone, was an 
excellent Herr von Faninal, while ensemble tenor Ilker Arcayürek favorably impressed 
listeners as the Italian Singer. Daniela Köhler made the most of her brief appearance as 
Marianne Leitmetzerin, showing true comedic talent in her portrayal of Sophie’s chaperone. 
From her facial expression, one could read the poor woman’s growing anxiety as she 
followed every word of the exchange between Sophie and Octavian, and it was clear that she 
knew exactly what was coming. Ensemble members Patrick Vogel and Christa Ratzenböck 
were perfect as the wily Valzacchi and Annina, and David Steffans struck exactly the right 
note (no pun intended) as the notary and the police commissar. 
 
Report (Brief Live Performance Summaries) 
 
“Star Baritone as Regisseur” 
 
After decades as one of the world’s leading bass-baritones, Ruggero Raimondi made his 
debut as an opera director with a production of Verdi’s Attila at Liège’s Opéra Royal de 



Wallonie. His was a traditional interpretation, with events set in the fifth century, and fairly 
realistic sets and costumes. A series of steps extended across the entire front of the stage, 
while in the background rose enormous Roman columns. Between these pillars, one caught 
glimpses of accurately detailed, frescoed landings. Raimondi left plenty of free room for his 
soloists to shape their arias, though some of this came at the expense of dramatic interaction 
between the characters. By moving the sets, or raising or lowering the stage floor, scene 
changes were accomplished with beautiful, fluid transitions of “poetic expressivity,” 
according to the writer. Among the soloists in the outstanding premiere cast, the standout 
was Michele Pertusi in the title role. With his powerful, warm voice, he portrayed the King of 
the Huns as both fiery and very human. Makvala Aspanidze had the necessary stamina and 
dramatic high notes for Odabella, though her top was not always free of a certain sharpness. 
On the podium, conductor Renato Palumbo led a sensitive, richly nuanced account of the 
partitur by the orchestra of the Opéra Royal. 
 
“Anniversary in Essen” 
 
With a gala performance, the city of Essen celebrated the 25th anniversary of its Aalto 
Theater this past September. The Finnish architect Alvar Aalto won a design competition for 
the new acility as far back as 1959, but reworked his plans several times over the following 
years. Aalto died in 1976 and so was unable to witness the opening of the theater that would 
bear his name. The project was completed under the supervision of the German architect 
Harald Deimann, and the building opened on 25 September 1988 with a performance of 
Wagner’s Die Meistersinger von Nürnberg. In view of that inaugural production and this 
year’s Wagner birthday bicentennial, it wasn’t too surprising that the gala began with 
selections from Die Meistersinger, Tannhäuser, and Die Walküre performed by soprano Anja 
Kampe and tenor Jeffrey Dowd, with new General Music Director Tomáš Netopil conducting 
the Aalto’s orchestra. The second half of the program featured the theater’s ballet company 
performing selections from the choreography “Carmen/Boléro.” The gala also included 
remarks by the usual assortment of local and national politicians.  
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- Auber: La Muette de Portici 
Conductor: Anthony Hermus 
Soloists: Angelina Ruzzafante, Diego Torre, Oscar de la Torre, Wiard Withold, et. al. 
cpo 7776942 (2 CDs) 
Reviewer’s evaluation: Though Auber’s La Muette de Portici (The Mute Girl of Portici) is 
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largely unknown today, it actually played a significant role in both music and world history. In 
the former instance, it is usually regarded as the first French Grand Opéra. In the second 
case, it was during a performance of this work at Brussels’ Théâtre de la Monnaie on 25 
August 1830 when a riot broke out during the duet, “Amour sacré de la patrie,” that became 
a signal for the revolution that led to Belgium’s independence. The opera’s libretto by 
Germaine Delavigne, later revised by Eugène Scribe, is loosely based on the historical figure 
of Tommasso Aniello, known as Masaniello, a fisherman who led a revolt against the Spanish 
occupation of Naples during the 17th century. The mute girl of the title is Fenella, 
Masaniello’s sister, who has been seduced and abandoned by Alphonse, son of the Viceroy 
of Naples. At his wedding to the Spanish Princess Elvire, Alphonse is plagued by a bad 
conscience and fears that Fenella has committed suicide. The mute girl had actually been 
imprisoned by the Viceroy, but has managed to escape and shows up at the wedding 
celebration seeking protection. With gestures, she tells the story of her seduction and 
produces a scarf her lover gave her. The Princess is moved and promises Fenella her 
protection, but when she moves toward the altar, the girl tries (unsuccessfully) to follow her. 
After the newlyweds emerge from the church, Elvire innocently presents the girl to her new 
husband. Of course, the truth comes out, Fenella flees, and the Happy Couple isn’t feeling so 
happy any more. Meanwhile, fishermen angered by the tyranny of the occupation have 
assembled. Masaniello’s friend, Pietro, has been searching for Fenella, who finally turns up of 
her own accord and relates her story again, but gives no indication that the seducer was 
Alphonse, because – like the typical operatic heroine – she still loves the cad. Masaniello 
swears revenge on the blackguard, then rallies the fishermen to arms. 
In the city’s marketplace, activities appear to be going on as usual, but the casualness and 
cheerfulness of the citizenry is a façade. When the officer of the Viceroy’s bodyguard from 
whom Fenella had escaped shows up on the scene and tries to arrest her again, this serves as 
a signal for the revolt in which the Neapolitans are victorious. In Act IV, which takes place at 
Masaniello’s cottage, the fisherman is appalled by Fenella’s description of the abuses that 
are occurring in the city. After she leaves the room to take a nap, Pietro arrives with his 
comrades and tries to persuade Masaniello to join in the fun, but Masaniello only wants 
liberty and will have no more of the murdering and assorted other misdeeds. Then they 
inform him that Alphonse has escaped and they intend to track him down and kill him. 
Evidently, all the racket has awakened Fenella, who overhears them and resolves to save 
Alphonse. When the fishermen leave, who should turn up at the door but Alphonse and 
Elvire, looking for someone to hide them. Although Fenella’s first impulse is to even the score 
with her rival, she relents for Alphonse’s sake. Masaniello returns, and not recognizing the 
strangers, pledges to protect them. He holds to his pledge even when Pietro and the boys 
show up again and do recognize the Viceroy’s son. Pietro is enraged by Masaniello’s 
determination to keep his promise, and leaves again with his pals. At the conclusion of the 
act, the city’s magistrates present Masaniello with the crown of the King of Naples. 
Act V takes place in front of the Viceroy’s palace, where the fishermen have gathered. Pietro 
confides to his buddy, Moreno, that he’s slipped Masianello some poison as a punishment 
for the latter’s treachery, and that the new King isn’t long for this world. Apparently, 
Alphonse is on the loose again, because Masaniello’s friend Borella comes running in with 
news that the Viceroy’s son is headed their way with a troop of soldiers. Believing only 
Masaniello can save them, the fishermen beg him to take command again, and though he’s 
feeling pretty green around the gills and not thinking too clearly at this point, he consents to 



their request. As the Neapolitans and Spaniards clash, Vesuvius erupts (?!) and Masaniello is 
slain while saving Elvire’s life. When Fenella finds out, she does a Tosca and leaps off the 
terrace into the abyss. The Spanish troops recapture the city. 
This recording comes from a 2011 production at Dessau’s Anhaltisches Theater. The roles of 
Masaniello and Alphonse are both written for tenor, and are sung here by Diego Torre and 
Oscar de la Torre, respectively. Both the former and the baritone Wiard Withold, who sings 
Pietro, are young artists at the beginning of their careers with fresh, healthy, well-schooled 
voices. Aside from a few tones that sound a little tight or throaty, Torre proves himself a 
talent who will bear watching. In the grateful lyric role of Elvire, soprano Angelina Ruzzafante 
gives a successful account of the part, even if she doesn’t yet produce a brilliant sound, 
especially in the upper register. The reviewer considers her performance respectable and 
describes her as “well cast in the best sense of the word.” Oscar del la Torre’s Alphonse is 
inclined to sound maudlin. The theater’s opera chorus does a more than commendable job 
and is especially impressive in the a cappella portion of the Act III finale, when they must 
quickly shift from a fervent, sacral tone to a brilliant, rushing stretta. The reviewer’s most 
glowing comments are saved for conductor Antony Hermus, who is credited with a 
“considerably more serious” interpretation of the work than Jeffrey Tate on the EMI studio 
recording with June Anderson and Alfredo Kraus. Hermus breathes with his singers when 
necessary, and knows where to give the right agogic impulse. Under his guidance, the 
musicians of the Anhalitsche Philharmonic are heard at their best, with cantilenas in the solo 
instruments and colorful slower passages that reflect this orchestra’s Wagnerian tradition. 
 
- Lortzing: Regina 
Conductor: Ulf Schirmer 
Soloists: Johanna Stojkovic, Daniel Kirch, Detlef Roth, Ralf Simon, et. al. 
cpo 9001971 (2 CDs) 
Reviewer’s evaluation: This is a live recording of a 2011 Bavarian Radio performance, with 
soloists and a conductor who do full justice to Lortzing’s “Revolution” opera. The title role is 
sung by Johanna Stojkovic, who gives an “extremely impressive” interpretation of the factory 
owner’s daughter. The critic suggests that the slight sharpness in the upper register can be 
considered as intensive expression, and notes that she is as convincing in the fervent 
pleading of her prayer as she is in the dramatic description of her kidnapping. Daniel Kirch 
brings a warm, mellifluous tenor to Richard, while Detlef Roth’s Stephan is memorable for 
both his powerful outbursts and sensitive vocalism. Ralf Simon sings Kilian with mischievous 
wit. Ulf Schirmer, the Munich Radio Orchestra’s artistic director since 2006, leads a 
performance full of dynamic excitement as well as ingratiating melodies, with every nuance 
in the partitur worked out in fine detail. There is also a magnificent contribution from the 
Prague Philharmonic Chorus, especially the radiant sopranos. 
 
- Bizet: Le Docteur Miracle 
Conductor: Samuel Jean 
Soloists: Marie-Bénédicte Souquet, Jérôme Billy, Pierre-Yves Pruvot, Isabelle Druet 
Timpani IC1204 (1 CD) 
Reviewer’s evaluation: In 1856, Offenbach advertised an operetta competition to promote 
the genre, and established three criteria for submissions. The work had to be very short, 
contain only four characters, and be written for an orchestra with a maximum of 30 



musicians. One of the participants was the 18 year-old Bizet, who composed Le Docteur 
Miracle for the competition and won first prize (though he shared it with Charles Lecocq). 
The story is set in Padua, where the young Army captain Silvio is in love with the Mayor’s 
daughter, Laurette. Unfortunately, Daddy detests soldiers and has forbidden his daughter to 
have anything to do with them. At the beginning of the operetta, the Mayor and his wife, 
Véronique, are awakened early in the morning by someone outside their house who is very 
loudly advertising the services of a Doctor Miracle. This is none other than Silvio, who also is 
using the opportunity to serenade Laurette. The Mayor suspects this “Doctor Miracle” may 
by the captain, but he is reassured by Laurette and Véronique, who is in cahoots with the 
sweethearts. A short time later, a young man shows up at the house and identifies himself as 
Pasquin, a servant who’s been sent by a friend of the Mayor to help out with the housework. 
The Mayor is delighted, and impressed by the young man’s qualifications (which Pasquin 
enumerates in an aria). The newcomer is, of course, Silvio in another one of his disguises. The 
Mayor introduces the new servant to his family, and Laurette – who hasn’t recognized him, 
either – is annoyed when the cheeky fellow flirts with Véronique. The Mayor tells Pasquin to 
prepare an omelette for the family’s breakfast. What follows is the operetta’s best-known 
number, the “Omelette Quartet,” in which Pasquin brings in the dainty dish and everyone 
sings its praises. (To quote Anna Russell: I’m not making this up, you know.) However, when 
they attempt to eat it, they discover it’s horrible, and the Mayor and Véronique dash off to 
rinse the foul stuff out of their mouths. By this time, Laurette recognizes Silvio, and the two 
sing a love duet that’s interrupted by the return of the Mayor, who pitches Silvio out of the 
house. A little while later, a telegram from Silvio arrives, informing the Mayor that the 
omelette was poisoned. Hizzoner is terrified, but Laurette tries to calm him by telling him 
she’s heard of a wonderful Doctor Miracle who will certainly have an antidote for the poison. 
The physician is summoned, and the desperate Mayor swears he’ll give the doctor whatever 
he wants in exchange for the cure. What the doctor wants, naturally, is to marry Laurette. 
The Mayor realizes he’s beaten and agrees to the marriage. The doctor is, naturally, our good 
friend Silvio, who now reveals to the Mayor that the omelette really wasn’t poisoned at all. 
The operetta concludes with everyone singing the praises of the greatest cure of all: love. 
In this recording, the Orchestre Lyrique de Région Avignon Provence is led by conductor 
Samuel Jean, who sets a lilting pace and draws translucent, nimble playing from his 
musicians. The soloists, on the other hand, leave a rather average impression. The best is 
Isabelle Drouet, who lends an attractive, voluminous mezzo to Véronique. Pierre-Yves Pruvot 
offers an appropriate buffo performance as the Mayor. Jérôme Billy sings 
Silvio/Pasquin/Doctor Miracle with a rather stiff, immaleable tenor, and while soprano 
Marie-Bénédicte Souquet sings Laurette’s long musical lines with a beautiful voice, her vocal 
production is too uneven. 
 
- Verdi: Messa da Requiem 
Conductor: Daniel Barenboim 
Soloists: Anja Harteros, Elina Garanča, Jonas Kaufmann, René Pape 
Decca 4785245 
Reviewer’s evaluation: This live recording of a 2012 performance at La Scala gets a rave 
review from the critic, who showers superlatives on all involved. Barenboim leads the La 
Scala orchestra and chorus in a powerful, dramatic performance, and he has an all-star 
quartet of soloists. There are a few quibbles; for example, Jonas Kaufmann’s voice sounds 



slightly covered in the “Ingemisco,” and René Pape’s rendition of the “Confutatis maledictis” 
never goes beyond a solid performance. However, such minor blemishes are insignificant 
when the overall quality of this recording is considered. Strongly recommended. 
 
- Benjamin Britten: War Requiem 
Conductor: Benjamin Britten 
Soloists: Galina Vishnevskaya, Peter Pears, Dietrich Fischer-Dieskau 
Decca 478 5433 (2 CDs), plus Blu-ray disc 
 
- Benjamin Britten: War Requiem 
Conductor: Sir Antonio Pappano 
Soloists: Anna Netrebko, Ian Bostridge, Thomas Hampson 
Warner Classics 50999 6 154488 2 6 (1 CD) 
 
- Benjamin Britten: War Requiem 
Conductor: Mariss Jansons 
Soloists: Emily Magee, Mark Padmore, Christian Gerhaher 
BR Klassik 900 120 (2 CDs) 
 
Reviewer’s evaluation: In time for the 100th anniversary of Britten’s birth on 22 November, 
three recordings of his War Requiem have recently been released. Decca’s is actually a 
remastering of the original 1963 recording conducted by the composer, with the soloists who 
had originally been engaged for the work’s world premiere the previous year. Soprano Galina 
Vishnevskaya had been replaced 10 days before the performance by Heather Harper when 
Soviet authorities denied her permission to leave the country; however, they relented when 
the time came to make the recording. This version has long been considered the standard for 
recordings of the War Requiem, and the reissue also includes a CD with excerpts from the 
recording sessions. These were recorded without Britten’s knowledge, and the LP presented 
to him on his 50th birthday. Unfortunately for some well-meaning folks, Britten was less than 
thrilled by the surprise and their birthday gift was met with icy rejection. The excerpts reveal 
Britten’s straightforward eagerness as well as a sense of humor on the podium, but he 
regarded the surreptitious taping as an intrusion on his and the other artists’ private lives. 
In contrast, Warner’s recording is brand new, made during this past summer’s Salzburg 
Festival. It has stellar soloists and a star conductor, Sir Tony Pappano, leading the orchestra 
and chorus of the Accademia Nazionale di Santa Cecilia. Of the soloists, the finest is Anna 
Netrebko, whose vocal qualities are exactly right for the emotional demands of this work. In 
the concluding “Libera me,” she floats the musical line over the voices of the chorus and 
children’s chorus in a deeply moving effect. Britten specialist Ian Bostridge sings the texts by 
Wilfred Owen in an entirely adequate, if frugal stylistic approach that the reviewer describes 
as “distressed as well as distressing.” Thomas Hampson’s contribution to the performance is 
marked by an audibly different treatment of Owen’s texts, but this can be considered an 
individual – and completely appropriate – means of expressing excitement and anger. 
The release on the Bavarian Radio’s “house” (my quotation marks) label is also a live 
recording from earlier this year. With Mariss Jansons conducting the Bavarian Radio 
Symphony Orchestra, this version creates a more unified, consistent impression. Jansons 
offers a broader, more nuanced range of orchestral sound than does Pappano, with the 



work’s very different sections tied together more smoothly. Mark Padmore’s tenor is softer, 
more melodious, but also more “operatic”-sounding than Bostridge’s very restrained 
manner. Much the same can be said of his interaction with Christian Gerhaher, whose warm, 
full low range contrasts well with Padmore’s voice. The voices are well-matched, though, and 
harmonize with Jansons’ conducting, which reinforces the soft-focus quality of this reading. 
However, Emily Magee’s soprano sometimes sounds too dramatic and opulent, and her voice 
doesn’t meld as beautifully with the choruses as Netrebko’s does. 
 
- Andreas Tarkmann: Didos Geheimnis (Dido’s Secret) 
Conductor: Gudrun Schröfler 
Soloists: Anna Bineta Diouf, Neele Kramer, Meike Leluschko, Michael Chacewicz 
Rondeau ROP 607677 (2 CDSs) 
Reviewer’s evaluation: For those outside the German-speaking countries, this opera written 
for and performed by members of a girls’ choir may be more of a curiosity. Composer 
Andreas N. Tarkmann is very well known in Germany for his arrangements of music by 
composers from Mozart to Mendelssohn and Tchaikovsky for wind and brass ensembles. He 
has also written plays based on Hans Christian Andersen’s fairy tales, “The Princess and the 
Pea” and “The Dung Beetle,” for private family performances. He composed Didos Geheimnis 
at the request of Gudrun Schöfler, director of the Hannover Girls’ Choir, who was searching 
for a suitable piece for her ensemble to perform – and who conducts on this recording. 
Tarkmann and his librettist, Eberhard Streul, have based their work on Purcell’s Dido and 
Aeneas, an appropriate choice considering that the English composer wrote his opera for 
students at a girls’ boarding school. In Didos Geheimnis, events have been updated to the 
present, where members of an elite musical organization are preparing to perform Dido and 
Aeneas. The girls in the organization are hoping to win an important competition, but over 
the course of rehearsals, the protagonists start behaving in ways that mirror the 
relationships among the characters they portray. Neele Kramer’s Klara reflects the familiar 
adolescent emotions of love, despair, and fury, along with the willingness to resort to terrible 
means to be rid of a rival. Daphne, the rival whose kidnapping Klara arranges, is sung by 
Meike Leluschko. She gives an impressive rendition of Daphne’s lament as, 10 years later, the 
adult woman mourns her teenage love, the gardener’s son, René, who is since married to 
Klara. The lone male in the cast is Michael Chacewicz, who sings René with a light, beguiling 
baritone. Anna Bineta Diouf, who portrays Margaret, the headmistress, has a clear, pretty 
voice and phrases well, though her diction isn’t very clear and she lacks the necessary 
dominating quality of a supervisor when a real cat fight breaks out among the girls as roles 
are assigned. Needless to say, this opera does not have a happy ending. 
 
Books 
 
For those who read German and are interested, this issue contains a review of several books 
devoted to Verdi. 
 
- Joachim Kampe: “Verdi – Eine Biographie” 
Primus Verlag 
ISBN 978-3-86312-3338 
 



- John Rosselli: “Verdi: Genie der Oper” 
(This is probably a translation of an English language original.) 
C. H. Beck 
ISBN 978-3-406-64138-1 
 
- Anselm Gerhard and Uwe Schweikert, editors: “Verdi-Handbuch” 
Metzler/Bärenreiter 
Volume 1 -- ISBN 978-3-476-02377-3 
Volume 2 -- ISBN 978-3-7618-2057-5 
 
- Sabine Henze-Döhring: “Verdis Opern: Ein musikalische Werkführer” 
C. H. Beck Wissen 
ISBN 978-3-406-64606-5 
 
- Julian Budden: “Giuseppe Verdi. Sein Leben” 
Reclam Verlag 
ISBN 978-3-15-019024-1 
 
- Peter Gisi: “Verdis Welten – Neuinterpretationen der Werke im Spiegel der Tonarten” 
Peter Lang Verlag 
ISBN 978-3-0343-1272-1 
 
- Lea Singer: “Verdis letzte Versuchung” 
Edition Elke Heidenreich/C. Bertelsman 
ISBN 978-3-570-58031-8 
 
- Giorgio Bagnoli: “Die Opern Verdis – Personen, Handlungen, Quellen, Kritiken, 
Inszenierungen” 
(This may be a German translation of an Italian original.) 
Parthas Verlag, Berlin 
ISBN 978-3-86964-079-2 
 
- Johannes Schenke: “Otello trifft Wotan – Die Vollendung der Musikdramas beiderseits der 
Alpen” 
Invoco Verlag, Homburg 
ISBN 978-3-938165-28-7  

 


	1TUhttp://operalively.com/forums/content.php/902-Das-Opernglas-%96-November-2013-Issue-SummaryU1T
	Das Opernglas – November, 2013, Issue Summary

