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Including An Unexplained Experience

The New House

In 1928 Seattle built a civic audito
rium complete with the audiences’ seats
on a floor that was entirely flat. I know
from first-hand experience (a recital in
the early ‘50s by Kirsten Flagstad) that
unless you were seated very close to the
stage, you probably could not see much.
For the highly successful World’s Fair of
1962, the auditonum underwent signifi
cant alterations and became the opera
house many us have known until now —

and, as most large American houses go, it
was quite respectable.

The new house that opened last Au
gust was built on the foundations of the
1928 and 1962 building, but it has been
transformed to such an extent that had we
not been told otherwise, all of us would
have assumed this present house was built
from the ground up. I, for one, cannot see
that any significant compromises were
made by using some elements of the old
building.

The first thing one encounters is the
monumental all glass facade. As con-

trasted to the 1962 building, the new exte
rior seems huge — it is hard to imagine
how it was made to fit into the exact same
space of the former facade, cramped and
architecturally dated. But there it is, ap
pearing only a bit, if any, smaller than the
exterior of the Met. Further, it has a time
less feel, excepting possibly for the hang
ing screens in the courtyard (which are
easily removed if anyone ever has the
impulse to do so — they do make pos
sible a fine lighting display).

Perhaps the greatest contrast of this
new structure to the one that it replaced is
the public space — the foyer. The old,
while in some sense plush, always had for
inc an almost claustrophobic effect: the
ceilings seemed low, the lighting on the
dark side, the stairways anything but
grand, the colors too bland, and the carpet
unbelievably busy.

The new could not be more spacious,
more airy. Ceilings soar to the heavens
and the many stairways feel fully appro
priate for this newly important facility.
And the colors emphasize the architects’
extraordinary vision. Again, it is mind-
boggling to comprehend how it was pos
sible that all of this new building, in the
same space, could replace the 1962 struc
ture.

But of greatest importance by far — to
those of us in the audience, anyway — is
the new auditorium itself, It is hard to see
how it could have been done better: I
would guess that a more perfect hall (of

this size) has never been built. Although I
have sat through only two performances,
both in the orchestra level (first in row S
and later in row A), the quality of the
sound is remarkable. Conceivably the
sound in the upper areas is less splendid,
but from several reports of persons whose
judgement I trust, it would seem that it is
excellent throughout the house. To have
achieved such wonderful results in such a
large house verges on being a true miracle.

Besides the outstanding acoustics, the
proscenium arch is higher than before.
This means that your eye sees a larger
picture and the illusion is much more con
vincing. Again the colors in this large
auditorium are dominated by a bluish-
green fabric for the seats — marvelous
(not the ubiquitous red). I have but one
minor reservation and that is the “spar
klers” that are spr nkled on the stage cur
tain: I found them out of keeping with the
rest of the consummate elegance of this
new house.

The Seattle Ballet shares the house with
the Opera and obviously they had much
input to the architects (LMN Architects,
Seattle) in the design. However, it is my
guess (and only a guess) that the motivat
ing engine behind this incredibly impres
sive new house was none other than the
most live-wire General Director of any
American opera company: Speight
Jenkins. If the Pharaohs left huge pyra
mids on the desert, then this new house

(Continueclon page 3)

Last August saw two major events at Se
attle Opera, first the opening of a virtually
new house and second, their first-ever pro
duction of Pars~fal. Both were exciting,
but over the long tenn, the opening of the
new house doubtless will be the more
important of the two events.

r A description of the beaut~i1 and effective new Seattle Opera house and a discussion of theirfirst ever production of Parsifal begin
this issue. David Moisten comments on Seattle Opera’s 2001 Ring production and a specific deviation from Wagner which he
questions. Lastly Paul Dawson-Bowling reviews the immensely successful Tristan und Isolde at Glyndbourne, produced by
Nikolaus Lehnhoff
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ERRATUM
Said That The Gods Must Die!

LEITMOTIVE

At the 2003 Pars~fal Symposium in Se
attle there was a passing reference to an
event in Seattle Opera’s 2001 Ring
cycle...an event about which I was appar
ently mistaken.
The event in question was staged during
the final ‘Immolation Scene’ in Act III of
Götterdännnerung. After Briinnhilde
leaps into the funeral pyre, the orchestra
begins its monumental symphonic
threnody, first uniting BrUnnhilde and
Siegfried in orchestral flames, ultimately
bringing in the symbolic destrnction of
Valhalla and then cleansing the whole
world with the ‘Redemption by Love’
motif, During this magnificent scene there
was a bref bit of staging which showed
all of the Gods assembled in soil of a
flashback to Scene 2 of Dos Rheingold.
The Gods were saluting one another and
embracing each other. Then they faded
out again. This puzzled me; but all I could
imagine was that this represented a final
emotional farewell to one another while
Valhalla was engulfed in flames.

However, apparently director Stephen
Wadsworth had deliberately intended a
totally different meaning to this scene: he
interpreted the great sacrifice of BrUnn
hilde to somehow redeem the Gods along
with the rest of the world. They win. They
do not perish. I think this interpretation is
a serious error.

To begin with, one of the most fasci
nating aspects of Nordic mythology (in
stark contrast to the immortal Greco-Ro
man Gods) is that the Norse Gods do not
live and rule forever. They are fated to
eventually die in Ragnarok - a titanic battle
against the powers of evil. Wagner cer
tainly understood and appreciated this.

August Rockel, Wagner’s revolution
ary friend, had asked Wagner the ques
tion “Do the Gods have to die?”

Wagner’s reply (Zurich, 25/26 Janu
ary 1854) to Rockel is particularly reveal
ing: “I am struck by your question why,
since the Rhinegold is retumed to the
Rhine, the Gods nevertheless perish?—I
believe that, at a good performance, even

the most naive spectator will be left in no
doubt on this point.”

The reasons for this are manifold. There
is a dramatic and emotional cogency for
the end of the Gods. It is explicit in the
very title of the concluding music drama
Gouerdanimerung: The Twilight of the
Gods. The Gods have to perish, in order
to make room for a better future for a
renewed world. This dovetails precisely
with Wagner’s socialistic views of the
necessity of getting rid of the old
monarchic/aristocratic regime to make a
new world order. To keep the Gods around
in charge of things somehow perversely
rewards them for their evil mis-deeds
which had precipitated the catastrophe
from the beginning.

We know from Waltraute in the First
Act of Gouerdaninierung that Wotan is
sitting with all the Gods in Valhalla await
ing the end. Logs from the sacred world
ash-tree (which Wotan is responsible for
killing) have been piled up in mighty heaps
around the hall awaiting a flame. Wotan
sits on his throne surrounded by the Gods
and Valhalla’s heroes, refusing to eat
Holda’s apples of eternal youth, silently
awaiting the End, Waltraute thinks she
might forestall the end by having BrUnn

hilde return the Ring to the Rhine
Daughters but BrUnnhilde refuses, seal
ing Wotan’s fate.

In her ‘Immolation Scene’, BrUnnhilde
hears the rustling of Wotan’s ravens and
sends the messengers back to Valhalla
with the news both feared and longed for.
“Rest! Rest thou, oh God!” She could not,
by any stretch of the imagination, intend
her sacrifice (buming her own body in
Siegfried’s pyre and returning the gold to
the Rhine Daughters) to let Wotan off
scot free!

I am reminded of some of the most
absurd revisionist twists that some mis
guided directors have inflicted on
Wagner’s works and this one is quite bad.
It has become a cliché to see Parsifal at
the end of Parsjfrd, walking off hand in
hand with Kundry — in total contraven
tion to Wagner’s specific stage directions.
How far will this. sort of thing go??

—David Marsten
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will be, along with the superb Seattle op
era organization itself, a similar monu
ment to the man whose clear vision and
unending time and energy have brought
Seattle (and opera-lovers everywhere) a
wonderful new theater of a quality almost
unmatched anywhere in the world.

*
Seattle Opera’s First Parsifal

After the spell-binding Wadsworth-
Lynch Ring of 2001, the Pars~faI of 2003
was quite different, but outstanding in al
most all respects. There were a couple of
things which I might have changed or
clarified. I saw the production twice, first
on Friday, August 8th and again on Sun
day, August 10th.

At the first hearing, I was immediately
impressed with the fine orchestral play
ing of conductor Asher Fisch and the Se-

attle Opera musicians in the pit (not inci
dentally, the orchestra was not visible from
my first floor, row S seat; and many of the
players were actually under the stage just
as in Bayreuth. The sound, however,
seemed a good deal brighter than in
Wagner’s theater).

It was immediately obvious that the
Gurnemanz of Stephen Milling was go
ing to be marvelous, as indeed he was
throughout both performances that I at
tended. Not only did Milling not seem to
tire in this very long role, but he also
communicated throughout the wisdom and
worldly knowledge so important for an
impressive portrayal of this character.
Christopher Ventris as Parsifal; Linda
Watson as Kundry; Richard Paul Fink as
Klingsor; Greer Grimsley as Amfortas;
Kevin Langan as Titurel; the chorus: all
were deeply committed and of a very high
level. It was a perfectly balanced cast — I
cannot think of how it might have been
improved.

An Immediate Reaction

I understand the major risk that I am
running here in being branded a “nit
picker”(or worse), but let me describe what
somewhat disappointed me and slightly
dampened the wonderful experience for
which I had hoped (please note that far
from everyone agreed with my reactions).

As the curtain first rose, the stage was
set without the usual trees and other vege
tation in the meadow (“glade”), but
everything was simple and did not dis
tract from the action. Then, when it came
time for the Act I Transformation Scene,
there was an almost monumental change.
A huge section of what had been a major
part of the stage floor (perhaps a full one-
half of the width of the stage) began slowly
to rise, pivoting from a point at stage far
left (please see the photo, page 5). It was
very much like a Bascule bridge, deliber
ately but carefully rising to let a ship pass.
When this mega-structure had risen 90

(Continued on page 4)

Ear/v in Act I, ‘in the g/ade ‘; the background mountains were projected with new, digital equipment. Rozarii Lynch photo.
All photos courtes Seattle Opera.
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degrees from its former position (which
had been flat on the stage floor), it be
came stationary. The part of the stage from
which it had risen was fitted with a sub
stage so that the singers did not have to
avoid what seemed otherwise would have
been an enormous hole.

This change (which was substituted for
the ‘walk’ to the castle that Wagner called
for), was of immense and impressive pro
portions, unlike any Tiansformation Scene
I have ever seen, or even heard about. The
unexpected and unprecedented i-ising of
the floor was an event of such magnitude
that what happened afterwards (when I
had expected an equally impressive sa
cred hall of some sort), was anti-climac
tic: the producers had initially raised the
stakes so high with their huge physical
change that I had expected an equally
imposing Hall of the Grail. But these ex
pectations were sadly unfulfilled: I was
let down because, for me, the new scene,
oddly, had no feeling of being a huge hall
that was fitting for a communion-like cer
emony, a sanctuary appropriate for The
Holy Grail. Actually it appeared as a rather
undefined place, little changed from the
first scene: accordingly the potential drama
was missing, for inc.

As probably everyone knows, Wagner
structured both the first and third acts with
each having two distinct pans: in both of
these acts, there is first a more or less
pastoral scene; followed by a relatively
brief connecting section wherein the char
acters ‘walk’ to the hall. This compara
tively short period of time (‘the walk’)
provides a seamless method for avoiding
any lapse of the audience’s attention, while
simultaneously providing an opportunity
to change the scene. Following ‘the walk’
interlude is the scene in the Hall of the
Holy Grail — very definitely a sacred
place where the shrine of the Grail is
housed and where a Eucharist-like cer
emony is held. It has been said that con
trast is the better part of all art — whether
or not that saying is true does not matter
here: what does matter, however, is that
the two major parts of each of these acts
dramatically need to be in distinct con
trast with each other. But they were not,

lending thereby a certain blandness to the
production.

I wondered if I bad missed something
along the way or if the producers (I use
this term to describe all of those involved
in the staging), had a conception that I
was simply slow to comprehend? Even
tually, neither seemed to be the case and,
as a result, I spent even more time puzzled
and distracted from the progress of the
music and the acting.

The erect section of the first-scene
stage had a bright red vertical line on its
surface, centered between the sides. What
this signified was unclear to me.

The second problem I had with this
staging was that the Knights of the Grail
were all costumed in ragged, dirty-look
ing floor-length gowns that were about as
far as one might get from being knight-
like. Jenkins later said that these knights
were of an order that had fallen on hard
times, this because of Amfortas’ trans
gression. That does not strike me as il
logical (especially for Act Ill, although
for Act lit may be problematical), but, as
with the “sacred hall’’ which we were not
shown, they simply did not come across
as if they were in fact knights — who, if
nothing else, must appear to be dignified.
Furthermore, their clothing did not seem
ever to have been knight-like, even be
fore they no longer could afford (or sim
ply were too demoralized) to maintain
their appearance.

Jenkins said that the producers had
striven to take some of the Christian ele
ments out of this opera and to have other
religions represented: apparently they did
not wish to offend anyone, and perhaps
there were other reasons, as well. Al
though I certainly respect the producers’
good intentions, maybe it sounds like they
wanted a ‘politically correct’ version.
From my own perspective, I certainly do
not ever intend to offend anyone, but I
found their approach to have perhaps un
foreseen conseqtiences. One might ask if
it is possible to remove or partly remove
the Christian elements in this work with
out, at the same time, inevitably remov
ing or significantly distorting all of the
religious content which Wagner included?
The religious in Pot-sifal I believe is an
element of the work that symbolically, at

least, greatly affects the spectators.’
I seriously doubt that anyone who elects

to attend Pa,-s~fa1 (and it is, after all, an
election that one makes) would be upset
by the Christian liturgical elements which
Wagner wrote into his opera. Maybe lam
mistaken.2

Further Personal Thoughts

Thus the two components on which I
have commented, i.e. (I) the lack of a
sacred hail (temple?) and (2) the ambigu
Otis and tattered appearance of the knights,
both seem to be directly related to the
producers’ apparent wish to avoid the use
of Christian symbols (there were other
deviations from what Wagner wrote, see
below). Certainly producers, directors and
designers, all have every right to such
judgements: I do not dispute that. But
what I do question is whether or not their
decisions, in this production, always
yielded the most emotionally moving re
sult for the audience.

In his marvelous Pwwifal CD,3 Jenkins
tells us that this opera is just that — an
opeia, neither a religious nor sacred event.
Surely he is correct, but I wonder, there
fore, if this is not a stifficient basis for an
understanding that this opera is, in pail,
about religion, but is, itself, most defi
nitely not a religious event. If this is true,
that Pa,wifal is an opera about certain
religious events, why, then, is it important
to avoid such symbols as a sanctified Hall
of the Gi-ail? I also wonder if Jenkins
might not agree with me that seeing Pat—
sifa/ can be a most profound event for
members of the audience? I would say
that communicating the work’s profun
dity is a major, if not the primary, goal
that almost all producers seek. I would
not assert that Parsifal or any of the other
Wagner opei-as (or even all of his works
as a whole) constitute a religion — as is
sometimes claimed by unfriendly and flip
pant ci-itics. Undoubtedly profundity and
religion are not identical. However, it
seems to me that sometimes, at least, a
profound aesthetic experience can be akin
to a religious experience and there may
even be circumstances where there is some
over-lapping of the two. Perhaps some
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psychologist has studied this?

Seattle Opera’s Parsifal Staging

The Seattle Opera production of Par
sifal last August had no motorcycles and
seemed quite free of the angst issues that
are currently characteristic of most Euro
pean producers, especially those from Ger
many.4 It was an innovative production
and generally excellent. Clearly, before
any decisions were made, it received a
great deal of in-depth thought and discus
sion between General Director Jenkins and
the stage director and scenic designer,
François Rochaix and Robert Israel, re
spectively.

As we have come to expect of Seattle
Opera, nothing was in the least slap-dash
and the thinking that goes into their pro
ductions of Wagner always probes not
only the theatrical aspects of the work,
but also (and importantly so) the philo
sophical issues at hand. As one might

expect, coming from those who gave us
the 1985 Seattle Opera Ring, there were
numerous deviations from Wagner’s stag
ing instructions (the 1985 Ring was well
received and had a number of deviations
that were quite effective, a notable ex
ample among many being the “flying”
horses in Die Walkiire).

Exploring just four (there were many
more) of the changes (deviations) in the
current Seattle production from what
Wagner wrote in Parsifal, below I dis
cuss the differences between those
changes that seem effective to me and
those about which I have some question.
The two first changes (below) worked for
me, while the third and fourth are ex
amples of what did not.

1. The Sign of the cross, Act II

from the composer:

Er hat den Speer mi Zeichen des
Kreuzes geschwungen: wie durch
em Erdbeben versinkt dos Schloss.

He swings the Spear in the sign of
the Cross:
The Castle falls as if by an earth
quake.

When Christopher Ventris (singing
Parsifal) gained control of the spear at the
end of Act II in the Seattle production, he
failed to make any sign of a cross.

Although I noticed the absence of this
special motion, it is always a very brief
episode when it is done. Therefore it did
not register in my brain for long, and,
accordingly, was not particularly distract
ing to me. Neither did I find it dramati
cally upsetting nor an episode for which I
had been patiently waiting. It seems to me
almost to be a gratuitous event: Jam happy

(Continued on page 6)

The Karl Klindworth ‘Complete Vo
cal Score’ (and piano transcription of the
orchestral part) of Pars(fal has on page
212 the following staging instructions

The huge section of the stage floor rises. Qurnen,anz and Parsifal watch (in lieu of ‘the walk’). It continues to ~ until it is at a
right angle with the floor. Chris Bennion ph 010.
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with or without it, although of course not
everyone is going to agree.

Additionally, it should be noted, this
“cross” motion immediately follows one
of Wagner’s virtually impossible staging
instructions, i.e. getting the spear from
Klingsor to Parsifal without looking silly
or having a disaster: I am always a little
nervous at that point, wondering if the
producers’ solution is going to break the
spell that Act II has created, thus far. I am
happy to report that in Seattle the produc
ers’ answer worked quite well.

2. K/ingsor ‘s Castle, Act 11

The castle in this production was rep
resented by a stairwell (and only a stair
well: no building as such) of a five story
frame structure of early twentieth century
style (see photo). Again, it is curious that
the producers wanted this instead of a
more castle-like building: I did not find
their decision to be obvious. Upon first
seeing it, one could only wonder, but for
me it quickly became non—distracting as
the act progressed. Therefore, while it (lid
not seem especially to enhance the drama,
I could not find particular fault with it.

One explanation might be that in these
days when motion picture and television
productions often seem to focus only on
the violent, explosive special effects that
Hollywood’s technicians have devised
(generally to the detriment of any aes
thetic value that popular movie produc
tions once may have had), it is obviously
difficult, when presenting an opera live
on a stage, to compete with, say, a con
vincing movie earthquake. Audiences are
familiar with catastrophes on film and
that which might have satisfied audiences
before film was widespread is definitely
not going to do so today. Thus the five
story stairwell may represent a good solu
tion to a difficult problem: it worked for
me.

3. The Costumes qf The Knights qf the
Holy Grail

As I described above (in the section
‘An Immediate Reaction”), the knights

shown to the audience did not seem knight-
like to me and they often did not move in
a manner appropriate for knights. I see
these men as being of a most serious, holy
order. Even if their community was close
to decomposing, it is not credible that
they had lost all self-respect. Remember,
they were knights only because they had
been led to Monsalvat by the Grail itself
— they weren’t former hippies or street
people who accidentally stumbled into the
castle. Therefore I found their costumes
unrelated to their role — neither did I find
their movements believable for the ftinc
tion they presumably play in the world.

Again, if there is something here that I
am missing, I hope somcone will set me
straight: but as I see it, our producers have
confused the audience with data that does
not fit the story — or, at best, they made
their intent unclear.

4. The Hail of the Grail

Also as noted above, after the great
transformation in Act I, I had expected to
be in a temple or other religious place
appropriate for performing a communion
ceremony — or at least something of a
similar nature. This did not happen. On
the cyclorama, at the back of the stage,
were beautifully projected (using new,
state-of-the-art digital equipment) jagged
mountain peaks — quite lovely to look at.
But how François Rochaix (the Director)
and Robert Israel (the Designer), con
nected these images with a sacred hall
was also unclear to me. In the present
case, the data given to the audience seemed
inadequate to create the spiritual and ar
chitectural feeling of being in a temple or
sacred hall; actually the data that was pro
vided succeeded in making one feel as if
one were looking at an Ansel Adams pho
tograph, which certainly is an aesthetic
experience of merit, but not usually con
sidered to be temple-like (or like a sancti
fied hall).

As I have remarked elsewhere, if a
stage director can elicit from the audience
a special feeling that is something that
cannot be verbalized, but nonetheless at
the same time creates an atmosphere ap
propriate to the action, all well and good.
But I, for one, did not enter into any such

non-verbal state upon seeing the scene
which was presented to us. This was un
deniably an interesting scene, but it strayed
so far from being a sacred hall, in any
ordinary sense, that it was a decided be
wilderment — again, I spent too much
time trying to figure it all out rather than
being absorbed by the opera itself.

We do not have to have a representa
tion of the Siena cathedral (which orgi
nally so inspired Wagner and which was
more or less visually replicated for the
1882 Bayreuth premiere production), but
doesn’t the producer owe us at least a hint
of a sanctilied, religious place? Other
wise an important element is greatly di
minished. I am not asking for any specific
religion to be promoted, but does one not
enter an impassable thicket if one pro
ceeds as if Pars i/uI can be presented with
out a great many religious symbols? Even
Michael Tanner, who seems to regard the
Christian idea of an aflerlife as being “non
sensical’’~’ states that Par~ifal is nonethe
less “about religion”. If he is correct with
respect to what this opera is about (reli
gion), then how can we have an appropri
ate production if key religious compo
nents (like a sacred Hall of the Grail) are
omitted? It seems to me that a clearly
sancti lied Hall of the Grail is critically
important.

Some Thoughts By Others

Humans encounter periods of intense
emotion when they experience certain aes
thetic events (i.e. they are deeply moved
or maybe even have what I call a pro
found aesthetic experience). This emo
tion, although well known to all of us, is
currently unexplained (at least so far as I
have been able to determine), by any ra
tional causes.8 Some therefore explain this
phenomenon as being transcendent and?
or a religious experience. However, sim
ply because these experiences cannot be
explained rationally does not necessaiily
mean that they are transcendent (at least
in the sense that they are caused super
naturally). It may simply be that we do
not yet understand the workings of the
human mind sufficiently to explain what
goes on during these comparatively rare



FaIl 2003 7

periods of deep feeling: my guesses are
that this would pretty much describe
Michael Tanner’s position, but would not
be the position Lucy Beckett would hold.
Where Ernest Newman might be on this
matter, I cannot guess.9

As I see it, the issue here, in a perfor
mance of Pars(fat, is whether or not re
ducing or eliminating the Christian litur
gical elements that Wagner employed is
likely to (1) increase the number of the
members of the audience who are accept
ing of the work, or (2) is such down
playing of these religious symbols going
to mean that a larger number of the spec
tators will be more deeply moved by the
production? And, conversely, if the reli
gious part is left as Wagner wrote it, will
too many of the audience be put off or
otherwise be dismayed? For me, the goal
is to move as many people as possible:
nothing else, including innovative stag
ing, is even a close second.

As one might expect, opinions of writ
ers well-known for their works about

are cited below:
Recalling that Nietzsche was most

negative about Parsifal in his public pro
nouncements (‘Wagner has now fallen,
sobbing, at the foot of the cross’), Emest
Newman in Wagner Nights’° quotes from
a letter that Nietzsche wrote (privately, of
course) to his sister, Elizabeth, around
1887 after he had first heard a live perfor
mance of the Parsifal Prelude (only),
“...When listening to this music, one lays
Protestantism aside as a misunderstand
ing — moreover, I will not deny it, other
really good music which I have at other
times heard and loved, seems, as against
this, a misunderstanding.” One can only
wonder where Nietzsche, pnvately, finally
came down in his assessment of Parsifal.

Newman argues that we must accept
the Christian in Pars(fal.” Michael Tan
ner in his remarkably rich book, Wag
ner’2 writes of Parsifol “It is only in terms
of this ethic of compassion, founded on a
metaphysic of the unity of living things,
that Pars ifal makes sense. As soon as one

elements in the work, which can be em
barrassing or seem merely added for
colour, function much more actively as
constituents in a profound drama of spiri
tual awakening and fulfillment. New life
is brought to the Grail community, and it
will be able to continue, invigorated, not
through the injection of any supernatural
energy-boosters, but through the radiant
example of Parsifal, showing the possi
bility of emerging triumphant from gmel
ing ordeals, neither complacent in his
achievement nor exhausted by it.” One
would think that Tanner finds the Chris
tian elements, therefore, not to be offen
sive but, rather, integral and necessary
components of the opera.

Bryan Magee writes “as far as a ba
sic understanding of Parsifal goes there is
really only one misinterpretation that mer
its serious consideration, and that is the
notion that it is a Christian work...The
very idea of representing the most sacred
of all Christian rites in a theater of all
places...was deeply offensive to some...To

Wagner vary on these matters. Several has grasped that, the apparently Christian (Continued on page 8)

Act!. The vertical red line con be seen in the center of the now erect section of the stage floor—presznnoblv we have now jou;-neyed
to the Hall of the Grail. Chris Bennion photo.
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appreciate the full strength of these feel
ings one needs to recall that attitudes to
wards the theater were not the same in
those days as now...The theater world then,
like the media world now, was generally
viewed by the more intelligent menthers
of its own audiences as a world of fidse
values.”3

Magee goes on to say that FaiwUhl
drew not only on Christian sources, but
also those of the Hindu and Buddhist reli
gions, and especially on the thinking of
Schopenhauer. If Magee is correct, and I
think he is, then it would seem unneces
sary to be concemed about offending non-
Christians, or anyone else, for that matter;
neither would it make sense to omit the
Christian components since they are
mainly symbolic.

Carl Dahlhaus states “The scenes in
the Grail Temple [what, in this article, we

have been calling the ‘Hall of the Grail’]
offer a verbal and stage ceremonial
centring on the choruses, which are mod
elled, both verbally and musically, on lit
urgy.”4 The importance of the Hall, as
well as its inherent religious nature, is
thus expressed by Professor Dahlhaus. He
also says “Wagner’s faith was philosophi
cal, not religious, a metaphysic of com
passion and renunciation, derving its es
sential elements from Schopenhauer’s
Work? as Will and Idea and — via
Schopenhauer — from Buddhism.”

Finally, Lucy Beckett in her wonder
ful book Richard Wagner, Paiw(fhi’5 ar—
gues that “If Wagner had presented his
Grail as untethered metaphor, as a sym
bol whose meaning was locked into itself,
this would be equally true of PaisUhi [the
opera as a whole]. But his allowance of
its full, Christian, transcendental reference
to the Grail has the result that it success
fully imparts both a sense of the divine

and a sense of the presence of the divine
in human existence and experience. That
of which the Grail is a symbol is that to
which Parsifal, Kundry and Amfortas must
answer for their sin, and also that which,
once Parsifal has released it from the con
fusion (dust) of its betrayal by Amfortas,
will free them from their sin. To quote
Leavis once more [ER. Leavis, The Liv-
lag Principle (London, 1975) — where
he is discussing Eliot’s Four Q,ianets]:
‘There is no acceptable religious position
that is not a reinforcement of human re
sponsibility.’”

Ms. Beckett, it should be noted, also
finds in Pars~fhl elements that are “al
most anti—Christian.’’ Nonetheless, even
though she does not share, for example,
all of Michael Tanner’s views, she clearly
favors keeping the Christian components
of Parsifal intact.

Looking at these live distinguished
Wagner experts as a whole, I do not see
how one can conclude other than that they
feel — for whatever reasons their respec
tive thinking may yield — the necessity
of keeping the Christian elements that
Wagner uses in Parsifal intact, and that
seems to inc to include a sanctified Hall
of the Grail as well as knights with an
appearance and demeanor reflective of
knights.

The Seattle Opera production of Par
sifai quite obviously represented an enor
mous amount of time, effort, thought and
money — of a great many highly intelli
gent people: as I said earlier, by and large
it was excellent. I have wondered here,
however, about two important components
of the staging that seem to inc might have
been more convincing. Even so, mount
ing any opera is commendable in itself
and a daunting task for sure, especially if
it is to be done well. In comparison, it is
exceedingly easy for me to sit before my
computer and take aim at the enormous
amount of work the producers have ex
pended. I hope, therefore, that it is under
stood that my comments are intended only
to be constructive in raising questions and
ideas in the minds of other spectators, as
well as assisting the producers in evaluat
ing their efforts by better understanding

Act II showing the stairwell ‘castle of Kiingsor’. At the very end of the act (when
Farsifal has recovered the holy spear and causes all earth quake), the entire stair
well-casrie remarkably plunges straight dow,, into the stage—except for a little of
the uppen most part. Rozarii Lynch photo.
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the reactions of some of us on the other
side of the footlights. If I did not consider
this Seattle Opera Parsifal to be among
the best I have seen, it would not have
caused me to write this article: this is a
production well worth seeing. When it is
done again (no dates have been set, so
far), be sure to go, you will be greatly
stimulated and just might have a profound
aesthetic experience.

It has been said that no sane person
would ever even attempt to put on an
opera, least of all a Wagner opera. If that
is true, then I pray for lots of deranged
theater people!

The Unexplained Mystery

But, all of the above to the contrary
notwithstanding, a curious thing happened.
The August 811 performance, even con
sidering the above appraisal, was impres
sive. It clearly was a carefully crafted
production. Any performance with sing
ing and orchestral playing as good as it
was on August 81 is bound to be wonder
ful — unless, of course, the staging is so
distracting that one does not even hear the
music (certainly not the case here, but it is
something that most definitely can hap
pen!).

For no apparent reason, the perfor
mance on August 10’h, while on the sur
face seeming almost identical to the ear
lier one, mysteriously somehow was much
more moving. The singing, the conduct
ing, and of course the staging seemed to
me to be exactly the same in both. But the
emotion I felt was greater on August lO~.
Others with whom I spoke had had the
exact same reaction. I asked them “Why?”
and none could say.

Just possibly (but I am far from cer
tain) it was the fact that I was neither
distracted by the Hall of the Grail matter,
nor the knights’ costume matter as out
lined above, nor the many other devia
tions in this production: certainly I knew
what was coming at the August lOll pelt
formance and my concentration was not
destroyed by the unexpected and puzzling
staging. Still other factors probably were
at work, ones that I have not identified.
But the myster es of the universe abound,

especially those having to do with us hu
mans: I have no further explanation.

Later, I had an opportunity to question
Speight Jenkins about this mystery. He
immediately responded that ‘within two
minutes of the curtain going up on Au
gust lO~, I knew it was going to be a
knockout performance — as indeed it was
(paraphrased).’ I said that I agreed with
him, but asked him why did this happen?
He said, “I have no idea. It simply is
another example of what happens in the
theater.”

—Robert S. Fisher

NOTES

1. A fascinating exploration of many of
these issues will be found in the article “Ritual
and Music in Parsifal” by Sandra Corse,

2000), which is in print.
2. I recently spoke to a friend about my
concept of a profound aesthetic experience
and whether or not he had ever had such expe
riences. He said that he had and that the one
that stood out more than any other was when
he and a friend were students. They were trav
eling in Britain in the ‘50s and heard the Verdi
Requiem in London one evening, Guido
Cantelli, conducting. He said that it was thrill
ing in every aspect and that the audience went
wild when it was completed. Both he and his
friend had tears in their eyes. Both had volun
tarily elected to attend this concert (of what
was basically a Christian mass) and both were
Jewish. One example proves nothing, of
course, but I believe a great many Jews, start
ing with its first conductor, Hermann Levi,
have found Parsifal as Wagner wrote it to be
moving and not offensive. As for those who
practice other religions, I cannot say. Again, I
would not want to offend any of them either,
but I doubt that performing Pars iftil as written
would prove to be a problem with the vast
majority — especially if they were told prior
to the performance about the subject.

(LElmloTlvE Volume 14, Number 2, Summer (Continued on page 12)

Act 111. Where Kundrv washes Parsifal ‘s feet and is shown diving them with her
hair, while Gurnemanz looks on. Rozarii Lynch photo.
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TRISTAN UND ISOLDE AT GLYNDEBOURNE
A Major Triumph For Nikolaus Lehnhoff

Flow good that Glyndebourne made such
a thrilling success of its first Wagner.
Glyndebourne was created by John
Christie, an English gentleman with a pe
culiarly English mixture of eccentricity,
enthusiasm and genius. At a stately home
set among the Gardens of England, he
realised his dream of creating an Opera
House. Not everyone knows that John
Christie’s original di’cam had been for a
Bayreuth in Southern England. His wife,
Audrey Mildmay wasa Mozartian and
her influence and her sober sense of reali
ties diverted him towards Mozart and as
pirations something morc realistic, Mozart
was more manageable in the intimate the
atre that John Christie originally created,
and the performances became a legend. It
was only when the auditorium was rebuilt
and enlarged during the late 1990s that it
at last became possible to fulfill its
creator’s original vision, Wagner on the
Sussex Downs.

And what a fullillment! Is it possible
that anything as beautiful, uncluttered and
penetrating as this Tristan mid Isolde
should come from the same Nikolaus
Lehnhoff as produced such a shambolic,
ugly and depressing Parsijhl at ENO some
four years ago? Lehnhoff had turned Pa,’—
sifal into a wretched waste land and heaped
life—diminishing irrelevances onto
Wagner’s great hymn to wholeness, and
yet one of the special features of Tristan
and Isolde at Glyndebourne was his
economy, his paring down the action to
its innermost core. This mirrored what
Wagner himself had done when he
stripped away the crudities of the medi
eval fable down to its myth.

There was a basic constant set, a shal
low tunnel of wooden whorls that vaded
in numbers and depth and which distantly
recalled the wheeling galaxies of
Goodall’s second version at the Coliseum.
Perhaps the set represented the ship in
Act I, and perhaps it was a view of the sea
that was visible through at the back. For
Act lithe view changed to a vista of night
sky, and this gave way later to a disas

trous garish dawn. In Act III the view was
of a leaden greyness — sea? sky? who
could tell? It did not matter; it worked;
and even this greyness had a strange
beauty of its own. This was due to light
ing that was so lovely and so subtle that it
was easy to believe that the Lehnhoff of
this staging was a disciple of Wicland
Wagner and his “MagischcTraumbilder,’
something visionary, beyond space. Like
Wieland Wagner, Lehnhoff concentrated
on the drama’s protagonists and like
Wicland Wagner he dressed them in a
style that was timeless—medieval. The fo
cus was on the intense psychological
drama, and Lelmhoff allowed it to speak
with thc same mesmerising power as
Wicland Wagner had done.

The greatest of the protagonists, the
principal agent of Wagner’s sorcery in
Tristan ,,,id Isolde is his orchestra, in this
instance the London Philharmonic. Un
der Bclohlavek the old wizard’s cauldron
worked its full enchantment, often ravish
ing, rippling with dark fires, and rising to
dcvastating climaxes — the brass were
overwhelming at the ‘Todegeweihtes
Haupt’ motif after Tristan’s Act ill ‘‘Zu
ihr, zu ihr’’! Belohlavek’s approach was

essentially the slow burn, more
Furtwänglcr than Bohm. Act I took about
83 minutes (FurtwHngler takes about 81)
but there were no doldrums. There was
always momentum and a great arching
span. At “So sterben wir nun ungetrennt,”
the tremolos on the lower strings did not
shimmer but throbbed and brooded as they
do on Furtwllngler’s Philharmonia ver
sion, and the Glyndebourne acoustics
suited Tristan to the manner born, with
plenty of air and sheen but plenty of focus
for the all-important bass registers.

An obvious advantage of
Glyndebourne is its intimacy, its fine scale
lends amplitude to voices that might be
overwhelmed at Covent Garden or the
Deutsche Opcr in Berlin. Nina Stemme’s
voice is not voluminous, but she sang the
music of Isolde with a freshness and pu
rity that soared across the orchestra, and
she was touching and wondering in Act I
as well as imperious-furious. Yvonne
Wiedstruck was a pleasant surprise as
Brangline. After reading the critics in the
dailies who mostly slated her for her into
nation, the perf ormancc on May 27th found
her as stainless as Yvonne Minton, above
all in the treacherous music of Brangline’s

Tristan

Cast

Isolde
Brangäne

Robert Gambill

Ku rwe nal

Nina Stemme
Yvonne Wiedstruck

König Marke
Em Hid, Seemann

Ba Skovhus

Melot
Steuermann

Rene Pape
Timothy Robinson
Richard Decker
Richard Mosely-Evans

with the Glyndebourne Festival Chorus and the London
Philharmonic Orchestra, Jiri Betohiavek, conductor.
Produced by Nikolaus Lehnhoft.
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warning. Hers was a youthful portrayal,
and similarly the Kurwenal of Bo Skovhus
was Tristan’s keen young companion, not
a crusty old Dutch uncle. Rene Pape re
peated at Glyndebourne the Marke that
was so arresting under Barenboim at Ber
lin, the soul of concentrated passion and
patrician restraint, and Robert Gambill,
who had been Tannhuuser, Siegmund and
Parsifal for Barenboim managed his de
but Tristans with mastery. He was tense
and courtly in Act I; he had the control to
spin beautiful things among the heavenly
lengths of Wagnerian melos in Act II, and
he unleashed the full romantic agony of
Act III. The idea of anyone taking on 12
such performances in a row was a matter
for some concern, one of the longest runs
of Tristan ever put on, but this makes
another ‘first’ for Glyndebourne.

There was often a masterly inactivity,
times when Lehnhoff and his singing ac
tors were creating a mesmerising still-

ness, a stillness of tension in Act I, a
stillness of rapture in Act II. Lehnhoff
showed how less is more. There was never
a superfluous gesture or irrelevant move
ment; everything was natural and un
forced. Nothing could have emphasised
the aptness of Lehnhoff’s approach better
than the contrast with David Alden at the
Coliseum. With Lehnhoff the stillness was
riveting. Alden’s fidgety way with the
score, above all the ‘duet’, was a constant
distraction, Where Lehnhoff had the pair
motionless, dimly lit, wrapped in a fold of
the ‘Wunderreich der Nacht,’wholly ab
sorbed in each other, Alden had such
things as Tristan seizing a sword and
swashbuckling with it inanely, a Don
Quichote tilting at windmills. Because
there was so little extravert activity on
stage at Glyndebourne it meant that when
something did happen, the downing of
the love philtre or the arrival of Marke
and his courtiers in Act II, the effect was

momentous. It all added up to a Wagner
experience that was almost perfect.

ALMOST! Nothing is perfect in this
world and there was one huge fly in the
Glyndebourne ointment. Act II was CUT!
This was the horrible cut that comes after
Isolde’s “bot ich dem Tage Trotz”, the cut
which Haitink accepted at his first run of
Tristan at Covent Garden and then elimi
nated second time round. It was all too
glaringly here at Glyndeboume; and some
how Belohlavek’ s consummate structur
ing and magnificent seamlessness meant
that the savageness of the excision, hack
ing out some of the most beautiful music
ever written, seemed all the harsher. Per
haps the cut was necessary to save the
voices through such a long run of perfor
mances, but my enquiries at Glyndeboume
on this score never achieved a reply.

—Paul Dawson-Bowling

Act II. Tristan and Isolde in the simple but stunning production by Nikolaus Lehnhoff Mike Hoban photo, courtesy Qlyndbourne
Opera.
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3. Parsifhl Preview, Commentary by
Speight Jenkins. This is a marvelous introduc
tion to the opera, for novice and old—hand
alike, with both telling commentary by Jenkins
plus excerpts of the music (from the von
Karajan recording). Although produced spe
cifically for the last August performances, a
few of these discs may still be available (and
were as of 11-17-03) from Seattle Opera: they
were not sold in stores. Until they are gone,
they may be ordered from Seattle Opera’s
website (www.seattleopera.org. Click on
‘7ickets” and then on ‘Seattle Opera CDs”.
The price is a modest $12.
4. See Another cozoztrv: German Intel
lectuals, Unjflcation and Nariona/ Identity by
Jan-Werner Muller. (New Haven and Lon
don: Yale University Press, 2000). This work
is not an easy read, but it is eye-opening.
5. Parsifal, The Complete Vocal Score as
transcribed by Karl Klindu’orth — which also
includes a complete piano transcription. (New
York: 0. Schirmer, 1904). The copyright of
1902 was held by B. Schott’s SUhne, Mainz,
and assigned to Sehirmer for sales only in the
United States and Canada.
6. Michael Tanner, “The Total Work of
Art” in The Wagner Companion edited by
Peter Burbidge and Richard Sutton (London:
Faber and Faber, 3 Queen Square, 1979),
p.177. He also states, on page 144, in his view
“...that Christianity is, or was, a moral and
metaphysical (in other words, a religiotis) di
saster...”
7. ibid. p.206.
8. Of course, it is easy simply to say.
‘What do you mean it is not explained? When

\ve expeiience certain aesthetic events, like
Pa,’sifhl, we respond (at certain times during
the performance) by maybe feeling a little
choked up, having an elevated pulse rate, or
even becoming a bit teary. That isjust the way
we are and that explains the matter.” But for
me, anyway, that approach does not constitute
an explanation. It is merely a description of
what happens no fundamental causes have

been demonstrated.
As a rough example of what does not consti
tute an explanation, suppose that one states
that “the sun rises every morning in the East.
That is just the way things are.” Here the
speaker is trying to explain this phenomenon
by only describing it and most of us would say
that irrespective of how precise one might
describe the stin’s rising (by noting the exact
times through the year that it rises, the latitude
changes, and so l’orth), this still is not an ex
planation.
However, if we show that what we obset-ve,
i.e. the sun rising in the East every morning, is
the result of the way the solar system is con
structed (specifically the earth rotating on its
axis), then the phenomenon of the sun rising
has been explained.
For those who might have an interest in ex
ploring further the notion of what constitutes
an explanation, I suggest Theories of Erpla
nation, edited by Joseph C, Pitt (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1988).
9. A side note: The vast amount of high
quality writing, all backed with careful re
search and equally care fti I thought, that this
man turned out is amazing, and all of it was
done without a computer with its spell checker
and other ti,ne savers. If you have earlier read
him, he nevertheless remains a pleasure and is
worth re—reading.
10. Ernest Newman, Wagner Nights (Lon
don: The Bodley Head, Ltd., 1949), p. 709.
II. Wagner Nights, page 710, Newman
writes “in a work of art it is only the art that
matters, not the body of knowledge or system
of thought with which it happens to be con
joined. The fact that we do not believe in
ghosts does not make tis shut our ears to Han,
let; the flict that the gods of the lAncienti
Greeks are not ours does not make us abuse
the Greek dramatists for fatling at the feet of
Zeus, as we might put it after Nietzsche’s
fashion. A work of art like Parsjfal is to be
accepted in virtue of the appeal it makes to the
artist in us, whether we are Christian or Jew or
freethinker. This or that theological or philo
sophical ‘answer to the problems that disturb

us’ — to hark back to Nietzsche’s words—is
valid for one of us and invalid for his
neighbour, but art has no concern with these
things; and to fulminate against Pars jftd for
the Christianity of its subject is, even to the
freethinker who happens to be also an artist,
as absurd as it would be to turn otir backs on
the Dii’ina comnmnedia [Dantej because we have
no belief in the mediaeval theological system
that was accepted as the final truth by Dante.
Art of itself has nothing to do with ‘truths’ of
the material world that are true for one man,
one sect, but false for another... Poetic truth,
said Aristotle, ‘should not be confused with
truth historical, logical or moral’...’’
12. Wagnerby Michael Tanner (Princeton,
New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1996;
also in Great Britain: 1-larperColl i nsPublishers,
I996) p. [99.
13. 7’he Tristan Chord by Bryan Magee
(New York: Henry I-bIt and Co., 2000). Origi
nally published in the United Kingdom under
the title Wagner and Philosophy (London: Pen
guin Press, 2000), p-280. This is another ‘must
read’ volume with one revelation after an
other. And it is easy to read because Magee
writes so well.
14. Richard Wagner’s Mnsic Dramas by
Carl Dahlhaus, translated by Mary Wittall
(Cambridge, England: Cambridge University
Press, 1979; first published in German as Ri
chard Wagnem-s Musikdra,nen, Friedrich
Verlag, Velber, 1971), p. 150.
15. Richa,-d Wagnem’, Parsifal by Lucy
Beckett (Cambridge, England: Cambridge Uni
versity Press, 1981) p. 143. 1 find her last
chapter. titled “A proposed interpretation” to
he highly complex, but also most fascinating
even if I may disagree on a few of her points.
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