KARLSRUHE APRIL 2011 – report by Mary Spollen
On the evening of Wednesday 20 April 2011 a party of 14 (10 male, four female!) met in sunshine at the Badisches Staatstheater, Karlsruhe for the opening opera in the Wagner Society’s visit to Der Ring des Nibelungen.

Karlsruhe, a city in the Baden-Wurttemberg province of Germany, is an hour’s train journey south of Frankfurt Airport.  It is approaching its 300th birthday.  It is laid out in a fan shape from the Schloss and is the seat of the Federal Constitutional Court and Germany’s highest Court of Appeal.  The Opera House was built in 1975 with seating for 1,000 and excellent sight lines.  Our seats were superb, only a few rows from the stage, giving us the opportunity to observe at close range the singers’ facial expressions.

The production by Denis Krief was conducted by Justin Brown.  It was created over 2004-6 and this was its fourth full performance and the only one in 2011.  It was simple rather than distracting and did much to illuminate the story.  The stage machinery was used to great effect and video provided many of the stage effects such as the Rhine, fire, the ravens.   Costumes were ‘comfortable’ and lighting was superb.

The undoubted star of the production was the Canadian Heldentenor, Lance Ryan.  He sang both Sigmund and Siegfried to great acclaim.  He had previously been a permanent member of the Karlsruhe ensemble and was well known to the audience.  He sang Siegfried in Bayreuth in 2010 and is due to return to the role there in 2013.  He brought great energy and vitality to the role and was a wholly believable Siegfried.

The role of Wotan was taken by three different singers - Thomas Jesatko (Das Rheingold),  Thomas Johannes Mayer (Die Walküre) and Albert Dohmen (Siegfried).  The Brünnhilde was Caroline Whisnant, who gathered strength over her three operas and provided a very credible Immolation scene.
There were many interesting features in the production.  While the dragon in Das Rheingold was conventional, in Siegfried the dragon emerged from his cave and removed his dragon costume to appear again as Fafner.  An interesting variation was the close interaction between Siegfried and the Woodbird. When Siegfried seduces Brünnhilde on behalf of Gunter he was dressed exactly like him.  
As with most Ring productions, the final scene was thought provoking.  The entire cast were seen as exhibits in a museum around the perimeter of the revolving stage.  For the burning of Valhalla, they all expired save one male figure, who was joined by the Rhine maidens at the curtain.  This was Alberich.

The Ring was given in the traditional manner with the four operas spread over six evenings.  On the first free day (Good Friday), a most informative walking tour had been organised for us with an excellent English-speaking guide. That evening there was a Recital at the Opera House, which we all attended, given by Ewa Wolak (alto), who sang Erda and Barbara Dobrzanska (soprano), accompanied by Jochem Hochstenbach (piano).  The programme consisted of Mahler’s Kindertotenlieder, R. Strauss’ Four Last Songs and Wagner’s Wesendonck Lieder.  At the end of the Recital the Intendant presented the two singers with the award of Kammersänger and read lengthy citations detailing their career achievements.  
Some of us attended Mass on Easter Sunday morning in the “Unsere Liebe Frau” church. The celebration included a performance of Mozart’s Coronation Mass and concluded with the Hallelujah Chorus in English.

There was plenty to do in Karlsruhe – museums, art galleries, zoo, botanical gardens, even shops!  The very efficient (and economical) transport system gave access to the surrounding area and some members of the group visited Baden Baden and various Black Forest villages close by or went for walks along the Rhine river.
Our host for the trip was Prof. Hans-Michael Schneider, who had issued the invitation and secured superb tickets for us.  He and his wife met us each evening at the Opera House.  On the day of Siegfried we organised a lunch which was attended by Prof Schneider and his wife as well as Dr Eva Märtson, President of WVI (the International Association of Wagner Societies). Dr Märtson spoke briefly of her particular mission to interest young people in Wagner’s music, particularly at University level.

On behalf of all those who travelled I wish to express our thanks to Michael Marr for his organisation both before and during the trip. 

Mary

