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Last month we received the  exciting 
news that Auckland soprano Kirstin 
Sharpin, now living in London, had won 
the Internationaler Wagnerstimmen 
Wettbewerb (International Wagner Voices 
Competition) in Karlsruhe, Germany. She 
was nominated for the competition by 
our cousins, the Wagner Society of Great 
Britain.

 WSNZ member and director of the 
Opera Factory, Sally Sloman, received the 
exciting telephone call from Karlsruhe 
and has provided us with a little bit 
of insight. “I taught Kirstin years ago 
when she was a young school girl... she 
had obvious talent and determination 
from a very young age, then joined our 
formative Opera Factory and performed 
in numerous roles with us before 
heading off overseas. She’s achieved so 
much of her success totally by herself. 
I’m so proud of Kirstin for her quiet 
dedication, incredible hard work and for 
her promising future.

We’re planning to feature her in a Gala 
recital next time she is home and we’ll 
keep you updated.”

Kirstin has sung a number of  Wagner 
roles including Ada in Die Feen, 
Helmwige in Die Walküre and Mariana 
in Das Liebesverbot. For those who follow 
Twitter, her account is @orpheus_chick 
and she describes herself as ‘Soprano, 
sesquipedalian and syntactical square’! 
For those of us who can’t actually recall 
if they have ever heard of the word - 
sesquipedalian means ‘given to using 
long words.’ Sounds very Wagnerian.

Many congratulations to Kirstin. We 
look forward to receiving more exciting 
news about her career and to having the 
opportunity to hear sing.

Kirstin Sharpin Triumphs

Kirstin Sharpin - photo Axel Michel 
As Elettra in Idomeneo - photo Robert Workman

Melbourne 
Ring 2016

A reminder to members who wish to 
attend the Opera Australia production 
of the Ring in Melbourne:

Bookings: (Ring seats) are now open 
and for those who wish to be part of 
the Renaissance Tour you will need to 
confirm your booking before the end 
of the year by paying the 50% deposit 
(balance due January 2016) to receive 
the 5% early discount.

More information is availble 
from Michael Sinclair michael@
theoperacritic.com 

Bayreuth Tickets:
The WSNZ has, once again, applied 

through the Friends of Bayreuth for 
tickets to the 2016 festival. We don’t 
expect to hear how many sets of seats 
have been made available to us until 
closer to the end of the year but, if you 
are interested in attending the Festival 
and wish to obtain seats through the 
WSNZ, you need to make sure that 
you contact Peter Rowe (Peter.Rowe@
minterellison.co.nz) and request that 
your name be placed on the list.

Wagner Murmurs
• Glyndebourne Festival Opera  will 
revive Die Meistersinger von Nürnberg 
in 2016
• Longborough Festival Opera 
will mount a new production of 
Tannhäuser in 2016
• Grange Park Opera will give two 
concert performances of Tristan und 
Isolde in July 2016 with Anja Kampe as 
Isolde
• Petra Lang will sing Isolde in 
the revival of Katharina Wagner’s 
production of Tristan und Isolde at 
Bayreuth in 2016
• The rumour mill tells us that 
Christine Goerke will be Brünnhilde 
in Bayreuth’s next new production of 
The Ring in 2020.

- Michael Sinclair

Colin Nicholson 
We are very sad to announce the death 

of the Hon. Colin Nicholson, CNZM QC.  
Colin was a foundation member of the 
WSNZ and its first Vice-President.  As 
well as having a distinguished career 
as a high court judge in Auckland and 
the Cook Islands, Colin was very active 
during the early years of the Society’s 

existence.  He was responsible for 
organising the competition in 1996 
which decided our distinctive logo 
designed by Debbie Tunnicliffe.  At 
committee meetings we enjoyed his 
charm and wit and, on trips to the 
Adelaide Ring and the Bayreuth Festival, 
his enthusiasm for Wagner’s music 
always shone through.  Leb wohl Colin. 



New members
A big Wagnerian welcome to:
George & Hilary Troup ......... Wellington
Jill Prendergast ...................... Wellington
Roger Mulder .....................Christchurch
Robert & Alison Gunn ............ Auckland

I have been lucky enough to have 
heard Jon Vickers live three times; 
Siegmund, Aeneas and Tristan all at 
Covent Garden.

The performance of Tristan & Isolde 
came in 19821.  When the pair drink the 
love potion (thinking of course that they 
are drinking poison) there is a pause 
followed by Isolde singing, ‘Tristan’ 
and the response, ‘Isolde’.  When Jon 
Vickers sang ‘Isolde’ I experienced an 
extraordinary feeling.  The prosaic term is 
a ‘shiver down the spine’.

However I recently read that my 
experience is what is known as a ‘skin 
orgasm’; “…when you have that sensation 
of uncontrollable chills, tingling, shivers 
or goose bumps that race up your body on 
hearing music that moves you.”

I subsequently read an interview with 
Vickers in which he expressed the view 
that a recording, no matter how good, 
could never match being present at a live 
performance.  I think he is right.  I have 
only ever experienced the sensation of a 
‘skin orgasm’ at live performances.

This is of course a highly personal view 
of Jon Vickers and there are many more 
erudite obituaries by those who knew 
him.  If you want to know more about the 
man and the artist I strongly recommend 
the biography, A Hero’s Life: Jon Vickers 
by Jeannie Williams, without Vickers’ 
cooperation.

Although this is written for the Wagner 
Society any reminiscence of Jon Vickers 
has to include some of his great non-
Wagnerian roles; Aeneas, Peter Grimes, 
Otello, Tonio, Samson, Don Carlos.  Most 
are available on commercial recordings 
with the last being a live performance 
under Giulini available in a semi-bootleg 
recording.  All of these performances 
demonstrate what a great singer and 
artist he was.

Vickers was hardly a committed 
Wagnerian.  In an interview given in 1986 
he says; “But I think that all great art deals 
with fundamentals, and this will surprise 
you: I’m not sure that Wagner falls into 
that category. Great art wrestles with the 

say, a difficult character.  In the preface 
Nilsson is quoted as saying, “He was 
almost always unhappy…His nerves 
were outside the skin, not inside the 
skin.”  “He’s a dear soul…but he’s a bit 
difficult and not wanting to be.”

I was amused by the story of his 
outburst in the third act of Tristan whilst 
prone and dying, with the shepherd’s 
pipe being drowned by coughing: 
without moving a muscle he called out, 
“shut up with that damn coughing.” He 
said afterwards, “if I can go on that stage 
for four and a half hours without once 
clearing my throat, an audience can sit 
still and not cough.” I could not agree 
more.

This made me wonder how he would 
deal with the modern curse of the mobile 
phone.  If one rang in the second act 
of Die Walküre it would have been a 
case of, “hoi-ho; wo is mein Schwert” 
followed by a bit of audience slaying with 
the miscreant’s last memory being the 
thoroughly deserved utterance of Wotan, 
“Geh hin, Knecht! Knie vor Fricka!”

Vickers had a deep religious faith and 
believed his voice and artistry were gifts 
from God. Those beliefs inspired him 
through every performance when he 
immersed himself in the character, as 
some leading ladies can attest from the 
bruises, such as Desdemona.

After a performance of Médée with 
Callas, Callas flew across the stage, threw 
her arms around him and said, “At last a 
tenor who can act!”

In the interview referred to earlier he is 
asked whether he is pleased that people 
will be able to listen to his recordings in 
100 years’ time.  His response is typical 
Jon Vickers. “I think they will laugh.  I 
think they will find it old-fashioned.  I 
think they will find it inadequate.”  He 
is wrong.  Those recordings will be 
treasured for generations to come as a 
record of a great artist and singer.

Wherever Vickers is now I would like 
to say thank you to him for giving me so 
much pleasure, both in the opera house 
and on record.  I hope that I may end up 
in the same place as him and perhaps 
there is a celestial replica of the Bayreuth 
Festspielhaus, without the unpleasant 
baggage, where Wagnerians can gather 
and listen to those like Vickers.  

No doubt, like the real Bayreuth, 
there will be a seven year waiting list in 
Purgatory before entry is permitted.
1. This production included Donald McIntyre playing Kurwenal. It 
would be fascinating if Sir Donald could be persuaded to give his 
recollections of playing opposite Vickers in Tristan.
2. You can find the full interview at 
http://www.bruceduffie.com/vickers.html

Jon Vickers 
1926–2015
A Tribute by Ben Thomas

timeless, it wrestles with the universal, 
and at every point deals with the ever-
present argument of what constitutes 
the fundamental moral law” and “for 
that reason, I put a question mark over 
the validity of Richard Wagner as a great 
artist. A great genius, yes, but a great 
artist? I’m not sure.”2

As an examination paper might say, 
‘discuss’.

He did not think much of Wagner as 
a person, but that is not unusual. He 
described Bayreuth performances as 
being ‘like a black mass’.  He liked to 
remind audiences that Siegmund took 
up with his twin sister and he described 
Tristan as, “a thoroughly despicable 
human being!”  

“It is another Vickers paradox that 
he could speak so ill of a character and 
composer and yet create a blazingly 
unforgettable portrait with all the 
resources of his voice and physicality.” 
(Jeannie Williams)

His Wagner repertoire was limited.  He 
refused to sing Tannhäuser for moral 
reasons and he never sang Siegfried 
(sadly), Lohengrin or Walther.

For all that, the Wagner roles for which 
he is remembered have given pleasure 
to thousands and will continue to give 
pleasure through his recorded legacy.

There are several recordings of 
Siegmund; two studio versions 
under Leinsdorf and Karajan and 
a live Bayreuth recording under 
Knappertsbusch.  There is also a live 
1961 recording of Die Walküre from 
Covent Garden under Solti.  This is of 
interest because it coincided with the 
spectacular falling out of the pair.  One 
would never know from listening to 
Vickers in the performance that anything 
was amiss but sadly the pair would never 
collaborate again.

There is a live Parsifal from 1964 
Bayreuth under Knappertsbusch.

For Tristan there is a studio recording 
with Karajan and a live recording with 
Nilsson (Buenos Aires).  Sadly the 
memory of the live performance has 
ruined Tristan recordings for me.  I keep 
asking myself “where’s the ‘skin orgasm’”?

The biography paints a fascinating 
picture of a complex and, one has to 



Wagner Society of NZ 
2015 Programme Details
Auckland

 Sunday 6 December 7.30pm 
Venue: Music Theatre, School of Music, 
University of Auckland, 6 Symonds St
Christmas Function: Featuring a Pot-
pourri of Wagneriana plus our famous 
cake and wine

Wellington 

Sunday 29 November 5-7pm 
Venue: Home of Tibby & Adrian Simcock, 
2 Rankin Street, Wadestown (please note 
new address).
Christmas Party. For catering purposes, 
if you plan to come, please email:  
tibby.warmington@gmail.com
or ph. 472-7029, by 22 November.
There will be a charge of $10 per head to 
cover costs.

Christchurch
Sunday 29 November 6pm 
Venue: Home of Elizabeth & Dennis 
Cooch, 26 Kinsella Cres, Aidenfield 
Christmas Pot-Luck & BYO dinner

Dunedin
Sunday, 29 November at 12.00pm
Venue: Carrington College, 57 Heriot 
Row, Dunedin
Christmas Luncheon followed by 
Wagner In Exile - DVD
Antoine Wagner heads to Switzerland on 
the trail of his great, great-grandfather 
Richard Wagner who spent several years 
in political exile amongst the Alps
At the conclusion of the above, and as a 
bonus, Terence Dennis will give a piano 
recital of works from Wagner’s Swiss 
period

guide.  It was also relatively inexpensive.  
We had put ourselves in the hands of 
Fine Arts Tours run by Joó Ferenc (www.
fineartstours.com).  The tickets (in the 
best part of the hall) cost 480 euros (800 
$NZ)  for two; and then we paid a further 
960 euros (1480 $NZ) which covered 
5 nights and breakfasts at the Novotel 
Centrum, transfers to and from the 
airport, transport to and from the Theatre 
each night, and a tour by car of the city.   
Joó Ferenc was very attentive and helpful, 
always waiting for us as we came out of 
the performance, keen to show us the 
city both by day and at night, and getting 
us to and from the airport in good time.  
Overall it was exceptionally good value.

Wagner In Budapest Info:
Wagner in Budapest 2016 

The Ring – 16 -19 June
Die Meistersinger – 24 June

www.mupa.hu/en/events/wagner-in-
budapest/wagner-in-budapest-2016

Fine Arts Tours:
www.finearttours.com

Wagner in Budapest 
June 2015 – C.K. Stead

Hungarian, so it was best to have a good 
grasp of the story in advance – something 
I thought I had, but I found there were 
gaps.  I had intended to bring my Faber 
The Ring in side-by-side German and 
English but decided I didn’t need it, so 
was not as well-prepared throughout as I 
would have liked.

The Hungarian Radio Symphony 
Orchestra was excellent, and the musical 
standard seemed (to this practised but 
untutored ear) very high.  Christian Franz 
was a star – first as Loge in Das Rheingold, 
then in the title role in Siegfried.  Stefan 
Vinke was Siegmund in Die Walküre and 
Siegfried in Götterdämmerung.  Egils 
Sillins was Wotan through the first three 
nights.  Iréne Theorin (who has sung the 
role at the Met) was Brünnhilde in Die 
Walküre and Götterdämmerung; Petra 
Lang had the role in Siegfried.  Martin 
Winkler was Alberich in Rheingold and 
Siegfried; Hartmut Welker had the role 
in Götterdämmerung.  Michaela Kaune 
was a glorious Sieglinde.  The fact that 
the roles were shifted like this didn’t 
seem to matter – each role in each opera 
is so distinct.  I don’t know how familiar 
these names will be to members of the 
Wagner Society; but judging by the bio 
notes in the programme they are all well 
established European performers of these 
roles.  There was the usual (and proper) 
intensity in their singing, and yet also 
a faintly holiday atmosphere about the 
performances, as if they were enjoying 
themselves and under no pressure to 
prove anything.

It was not, overall, my most exciting 
experience of the Ring. For me the 1977 
London ENO has never been surpassed 
– whether because it was my first, or 
because it was musically superior, or 
both, I don’t know. Covent Garden 
was spectacular – and Bayreuth was…  
Bayreuth! – unmatchable because of the 
richness of association, the confidence 
of their own importance, and the abiding 
presence of the Master, his house, 
Wahnfried, his grave and Cosima’s in the 
garden, the Festspielhaus on the hill, ‘and 
all that!’  

But the Budapest Wagner was 
enjoyable, a rich experience in a great 
city, and we were well looked after by our 

I should say first that Kay and I rate 
fairly low on any scale of true Wagnerians, 
but not quite as novices, since this was 
our fifth complete Ring Cycle, having 
seen it previously at the London ENO 
in 1977, Adelaide in 1998, Bayreuth in 
2001, and Covent Garden in 2007. We 
have also caught one or another of the 
Cycle in our travels.  So we have seen 
every kind of Ring, from the Reginald 
Goodall ‘Werktreue’ ENO production, to 
the extremes of modernising  versions, 
including one where the Valkyries pushed 
dead warriors through an enormous 
mincer, processing them for Valhalla, and 
another that had Wotan taking his spear 
to the office and leaving it leaning against 
a filing cabinet while he got on with work 
at a word processor.  Yet these extreme 
versions are often visually remarkable.  
And however insane and unnecessary, 
always it is the music that survives, so one 
comes to the end of the four or five days 
wanting the whole insanity to start again.

The same desire to have it all again was 
true of Budapest, which is somewhere 
between a concert- and full-stage 
production performed, not in the famous 
Budapest Opera House but in the very 
beautiful Palace of Arts (above). The 
singers don’t just stand and sing, as in a 
concert performance. Up to a point they 
act out their roles – but not in costume, 
and there is a curious inconsistency, 
some in formal evening wear, others 
informal (though always dark) clothes. 
There are no scene sets, but there are 
props; and behind the singers three 
enormous screens keep a constant 
accompaniment of visual effects to 
match what is happening on stage. 

This works well sometimes, and 
at others can be distracting.  To have 
enormous images of women underwater 
in a pool, cavorting and enticing while 
the Rhinemaidens in black dresses sang 
of gold and flowing waters, I found 
irritating.  Images of huge brightly 
coloured spring flowers bursting out 
on the screens while Siegmund sang 
his meltingly beautiful ‘Winterstürme 
wichen dem Wonnemond’ were equally 
unnecessary, and it was better heard with 
eyes closed.  The four operas were sung in 
German of course, and the surtitles were 



An Idyll for a Present
– Heath Lees –

With Christmas on the horizon, it 
seemed a good idea for Backpage to 
fish around for a Christmas theme with 
a Wagner element, or perhaps a Wagner 
theme with a Christmas element.

One episode rose to the surface 
immediately:  the performance of the 
Siegfried Idyll on Christmas Day, 1870.  
This very private world premiere took 
place in what was then the Wagner’s 
home, the Villa Tribschen, overlooking 
Lake Lucerne, in Switzerland.  

Cosima Liszt’s birthday was on 24th 
December, but like everyone who is 
afflicted with a Christmas Eve birthday, 
she had long become accustomed to 
having her Christmas and birthday 
presents merged into one. Wagner 
however, managed his own merging of 
birthday-into-Christmas by conducting 
the music’s first performance in the 
early dawn of Christmas Day, just as 
the darkness of the Birthday Night was 
receding. The music was offered as a 
surprise by a conspiracy of musicians 
who perched themselves precariously 
on the stairs around the villa’s hallway.  

At first, Wagner’s title for the 
piece was utterly different from the 
succinct Siegfried Idyll that it has now 
become. In what seemed like a joke 
on the whole idea of titles Wagner had 
originally named the piece as Tribschen 
Idyll, with Fidi’s Birdsong and Orange 
Sunrise, presented as a Symphonic 
Birthday Greeting to his Cosima by her 
Richard, 1870.

To the ordinary person of course, 
such a title doesn’t make sense.  But 
the music was not intended for the 
ordinary person.  It was intended, 
body and soul, for Cosima, who had 
forsaken her husband and her public 
respectability in 1868 by fleeing to the 
Villa Tribschen in order to become 
the composer’s permanent mate and 
muse.  Framed in the most tender 
musical language, Wagner’s Idyll was an 
expression of thanks, a tribute to their 
fullness of love, and a musical ‘toast’ to 
the birth of Wagner’s only son — ‘Fidi’, 
short for Siegfried.  

Fidi was already 18 months old when 
the Siegfried Idyll was penned, but the 
moment of his birth was etched into 
the composer’s memory.  In her diary, 
Cosima weaves the story of a particular 
bird that always broke into its dawn 
serenade before all the others, and was 
the first to greet the birth of their son.  
According to Cosima, Richard claimed 
that the bird in the Siegfried Idyll was 
that very bird ‘which had announced 
his arrival and now came to inquire 
after him.’  In that same dawn, the 

rising sun lit up the orange wallpaper 
in the Wagner bedroom, thus donating 
the phrase ‘Orange Sunrise’ to the 
Idyll’s first title. 

But there are two Siegfrieds in this 
Christmas-cum-birthday present.  The 
Idyll song from Fidi’s bird also forms 
the music of the Woodbird in Act 2 of 
the third opera of The Ring — Siegfried 
—  and it highlights the common 
musical material that appears in both 
idyll and opera.  

A more intriguing link can be 
found in the main theme of the idyll, 
repeatedly hinted at in the introduction 
but brought into full, gorgeous life by 
the twenty-ninth bar:

Wagner claimed that this theme had 
come to birth half a dozen years earlier 
when he was staying by the shores of 
Lake Starnberg, where Cosima and 
he had pledged eternal love to each 
other.   Wagner conceived the theme 
in the tender and intimate context 
of a chamber-music work — a string 
quartet he thought —  but when he 
came to the love duet in the third act of 
Siegfried, he could not resist the desire 
to place their Starnberg pledge of love 
into the very heart of the opera’s duet, 
at the moment when Brünnhilde finally 
admits to an eternal commitment.  
‘Ewig war ich, ewig bin ich’ she sings 
‘I was always (yours), I am eternally 
(yours)’.  

For more than fifty years, Wagner 
scholars have been perplexed about 
this part of the opera, since Wagner 
perpetrated some very clumsy word-
setting here.  As Ernest Newman tells 
us, Wagner’s personal comments in his 
private ‘Brown Book’ — not published 
until 1934 — meant that only then 
was the composer’s hidden agenda 
revealed:  he had simply manipulated 
the text around music that hadn’t 
been composed for it, but had forced 
itself upon him on account of its very 
personal meaning for himself and 
Cosima. 

In stark contrast to this lovely theme 
about loving, the idyll also includes the 
nursery song Schlaf, Kindlein, schlaf 
(sleep baby, sleep).   Newman, the 
Sherlock Holmesian Wagner-detective, 
delivered yet another revelation about 
this.  The highly unusual scoring 
of single oboe on top plus two solo 
violins below in parallel thirds had an 
‘elementary’ explanation that lay in 
a poem that Wagner had written to 
preface the score.  Following ‘sleep, 
baby, sleep’, came the lines ‘in the 
garden are two sheep, one black one 
white, and if the baby does not sleep 
the black one will come and bite’.  So 
the oboe solo is meant to conjure up a 
shepherd’s pipe while the murmuring 
parallel thirds for the violins suggest a 
meek pair of sheep that descend to a 
low, dog-like growling when the threat 
of biting is mentioned.

In a less domestic setting are the 
idyll’s other operatic echoes, for 
example  the theme of Brünnhilde’s 
sleep from Die Walküre, and Siegfried’s 
confident journey through life in 
the striding fourths of the last act 
of Siegfried, which Wagner was 
completing at this time, after having 
allowed it to languish ‘on the shelf’ for 
twelve whole years. 

In 1878, hard up for cash, the 
Wagners reluctantly agreed to publish 
their very own musical gem.  But its 
entry into the public domain never 
disguised the fact that to begin with, 
the Siegfried Idyll had been just a 
special birthday present that happened 
to have coincided with everyone else’s 
Festive Season.  

But what a way to celebrate Christmas! 
What a gift to mark a birthday! What 
lives these mortals had . . . !

The Villa Tribschen entrance today.  Photo:  Liz Lees

Happy Christmas
On that note and as this is the last 

newsletter for 2015 we wish all our 
members an enjoyable Christmas and 
a relaxing Summer break.


