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Simon O’Neill (left) and WSNZ President, Terence Dennis (right), at their exceptionally well-attended presentation in the St Andrew’s Hall, Wellington, 16 August. 

 
At the time of writing, Simon O’Neill 

has just completed a most successful tour 
of all the WSNZ regions, also highlighted 
by two highly acclaimed concerts with the 
NZSO in Wellington and Auckland, both 
conducted by his longtime collaborator 
and former NZSO music director, Pietari 
Inkinen. At the Society’s Wellington 
Branch event on 16 August (see the photo 
above), WSNZ President, Terence Dennis, 
also announced officially that Simon 
would be taking on the role of the 
Society’s Patron, replacing Sir Donald 
McIntyre, who died last November – see 
also overleaf for the official Press Release 
(with extra photos as supplied by Simon).  

Simon’s return was heralded by a 
Radio NZ interview with Jim Mora, 
preceded as it was by Bryan Crump’s 
interview with Pietari Inkinen (* – cf. the 
links below), before getting under way in 
earnest with the first of two NZSO 
concerts in Wellington – this was also 
attended by Cynthia Hawes, Chair of our 
Christchurch Branch, and her husband. 
Under the title ‘Radiance’, Simon and 
Pietari repeated the success of their 2015 

‘Wagner Gala’ (which also featured US 
soprano, Christine Goerke), this time with 
selected excerpts from Tannhäuser and 
Parsifal. As in 2015, the concept was to 
create a seamless flow of music by splicing 
together highlights from each drama. This 
time, however, Simon sang all the vocal 
excerpts himself: in Tannhäuser, following 
the Act 1 (Dresden) Overture, a snippet 
from Act 2 and then the Act 3 Overture, 
these were dominated by the famous 15-
minute Act 3 ‘Rome Narration’, segueing 
into the opera’s close. After the interval, 
the Parsifal excerpts featured all three Act 
preludes, with Simon’s vocal selections 
including Parsifal’s Act 2 outburst, 
‘Amfortas! Die Wunde!’, and Act 3’s ‘Good 
Friday Music’ and concluding ‘Nur eine 
Waffe taugt’. All these performances 
were outstanding, with Simon in terrific 
vocal form and Pietari’s conducting at its 
immaculate, refined best – quite swift for 
Parsifal in particular, but always precise 
and very beautiful. Pietari has perfected 
his craft ever further in the 11 years since 
he left the NZSO; in both Wellington, and 
in Auckland a week later, he went on to 
conduct a further superb concert (‘Myths 

& Legends’) of mostly Sibelius items, 
another of his specialities, the following 
evening. Simon, meanwhile, has uploaded 
highlights from his Wellington concert to 
his ‘primotenor’ YouTube channel – here, 
www.youtube.com/watch?v=TmDOzF9m
Msg (Tannhäuser), and here, 
www.youtube.com/watch?v=GeeT3E_fjq
4 (Parsifal) – a generous 40 minutes’ 
worth in total (audio only). 

The day following Simon’s NZSO 
concert in Wellington, Simon and Terence 
held a special afternoon session for WSNZ 
members and guests in the St Andrew’s 
Hall, the first of four such gatherings 
around the regions. Special guests 
included the NZSO’s Chief Executive, Marc 
Feldman, and Director: Artistic Planning, 
Frances Moore – the NZSO having also 
received a special grant from the WSNZ 
Foundation. With some 70 attendees, it 
was the largest Wellington meeting for 
some time, as described below. (NB: The 
later events in Auckland and Christchurch 
covered similar ground and were also very 
well attended and praised! Dunedin’s had 
a slightly different format, as we’ll see.)

 
 

* – RNZ interviews: www.rnz.co.nz/programmes/crump-s-classical-conversation/story/2019046528/pietari-inkinen-to-bayreuth-and-back (with Bryan Crump, 5 August) 
www.rnz.co.nz/national/programmes/sunday/audio/2019046882/anniversary-homecoming-for-tenor-simon-o-neill (with Jim Mora, 9 August) 

 
 

Simon O’Neill, Our New Patron – On Tour in New Zealand in August 
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After the customary introductions, 
Simon, with Terence accompanying on 
the piano, launched straight into 
Schumann’s epic Dichterliebe song cycle, 
performed absolutely complete – some 
25 minutes of music, a terrific start to the 
proceedings. With intermittent prompt-
ing from Terence, he then went on to talk 
about some of the stations and highlights 
of his career and, in particular, the 
various Wagnerian roles he’d performed, 
reminding the audience that his first-
ever Parsifal had been with the NZSO 
and Sir Donald McIntyre in Wellington in 
2006. Other milestones included having 
been an understudy for Placido Domingo 
a couple of years earlier, and he also 
spoke in some detail about his 
experiences working with a range of 
different conductors, such as James 
Levine and Valery Gergiev and, naturally, 
Pietari Inkinen, with whom he was 
delighted to be working again for the 
current concerts. When it came to 
elaborating on his Wagnerian roles, 
Simon concentrated on Parsifal, 
Siegmund and Siegfried, and also Tristan, 
adding that he estimated he’d spent a 
total of 30,000 hours preparing for the 
latter role alone. Siegfried, meanwhile, 
was a Ring opera that he had a special 
affinity for, and so he demonstrated and 
discussed a few excerpts from it at the 
piano. These also included the role of 
Mime, which he has yet to perform live, 
but is potentially still saving up for later.  

After a refreshment break, with 
Terence again accompanying on piano, 
Simon performed Siegmund’s famous 
‘Winterstürme’ segment from Die 
Walküre, and also ‘Siegfried’s Death’ 
from Götterdämmerung, Terence then 
continuing on his own with the Busoni 
piano transcription of the ‘Funeral 
March’ – altogether another sizeable 
chunk of music, some 15 minutes in all. 
Simon then took questions from the 
audience, also discussing the acoustics of 
different venues, including Bayreuth, 
along with a couple of the techniques he 
employs to gauge the acoustics more 
effectively. Wellington’s meeting ended 
with a brief message of support from 
NZSO CEO Marc Feldman and Terence’s 
official announcement of Simon’s 
appointment as WSNZ Patron. (Several 
veterans of the 2006 NZSO Parsifal were 
also present, including Annabelle 
Cheetham, Margaret Medlyn and Roger 
Wilson – and Simon himself, of course!) 

Both NZSO concerts conducted by 
Pietari Inkinen plus Simon’s ‘special 
afternoon’ were repeated in Auckland 
the following weekend (with the NZSO 
also making a few complimentary tickets 
for Simon’s concert available to Auckland 
members). This time, though, Simon held 
his afternoon session for the members 
on his own, with much the same 
programme as before but accompanying 
himself on the piano throughout, even 
for the Schumann Dichterliebe! 
Accordingly, Simon’s ‘solo’ Auckland 
session would have involved a Herculean 
effort, but it all went beautifully, and 
again there was an excellent turnout.  

This was followed by the 
Christchurch and Dunedin sessions, with 
Simon again supported by Terence. The 
final Dunedin session was conceived as a 
special gala recital, however, and was 
also made open to the public; it was 
given in Dunedin’s Hanover Hall. Again, 
Schumann’s Dichterliebe and the 
Wagner items were showcased, this time 
also including ‘Nur eine Waffe taugt’ 
from Parsifal. In a glowing review, the 
Otago Daily Times praised the event as ‘a 
recital of international standing given by 
international artists’, adding that ‘it was 
testament to O’Neill’s vocal technique 
and innate musicianship that he was able 
to harness his sound into tones of 
arresting lyrical beauty’ – all making for a 
fitting end to an exceptional tour. 

********************************* 

    Simon O’Neill ONZM Appointeds  s  
   Patron of the NZ Wagner Society s s 

SPress Release, 24 Aug 2026 (Auckland) s  

‘“After the passing of our iconic 
international Wagner singer Sir Donald 
McIntyre, the NZ Wagner Society is 
heartened to welcome Simon O’Neill as 
our new Patron, as Simon splendidly 
spearheads the new generation of 
Wagnerian singers on the world’s 
stages.” – Professor Terence Dennis.  

New Zealand heldentenor Simon 
O’Neill ONZM has been appointed 
Patron of the New Zealand Wagner 
Society, succeeding his teacher, mentor 
and one of New Zealand’s greatest 
operatic artists, the late Sir Donald 
McIntyre ONZ CBE.  

The appointment marks a deeply 
personal and significant continuation of 
the Wagnerian tradition that Sir Donald 
helped establish in New Zealand and that 
Simon O’Neill has carried onto the 
world’s great stages. 

Both Sir Donald and Simon have had 
distinguished associations with the 
Bayreuth Festival, Wagner’s spiritual 
home. Their artistic paths came together 
memorably in 2006 when they appeared 
together with the New Zealand 
Symphony Orchestra in a celebrated 
concert performance of Parsifal, with Sir 
Donald singing Gurnemanz and O’Neill 
the title role of Parsifal. 

That performance was a landmark 
moment for both artists and a powerful 
passing of the Wagnerian torch from 
teacher to pupil. Simon subsequently 
followed in Sir Donald’s footsteps by 
performing Parsifal internationally, 
including at the Bayreuth Festival, 
Wiener Staatsoper, Bayerische 
Staatsoper and the Royal Opera House, 
Covent Garden. 

“Sir Donald was not only my teacher 
and mentor, but one of the most 
important influences on my life as an 
artist,” said Simon O’Neill. ‘To follow him 
as Patron of the New Zealand Wagner 
Society is an extraordinary honour. I 
hope to continue his legacy and to 
inspire a new generation of New 
Zealanders to discover the extraordinary 
world of Wagner and the great tradition 
of Wagnerian performance.” 

As one of New Zealand’s most 
internationally acclaimed Wagnerian 
singers, O’Neill has performed leading 
roles at major opera houses and festivals 
around the world. His appointment as 
Patron brings together two generations 
of New Zealand’s Wagnerian tradition 
and reflects a continuing commitment to 
celebrating Wagner’s music and its 
enduring place within New Zealand’s 
cultural life.’ 

********************************* 

 
Programme cover for Simon’s Dunedin recital. 

  



 
Photo above: Simon O’Neill with his teacher and mentor, Sir 

Donald McIntyre, in the 2000s. As President of the NZ Wagner Society, 
Terence Dennis also attended the 2026 NZ Icon Awards in Government 
House, Wellington, at the behest of Bettina McIntyre, to represent the 
late Sir Donald and family at the handing over of Sir Donald’s own NZ 
Icon medallion. This event was hosted by the Governor-General. 

**************************************** 

Auckland 
Venue: St Heliers Community Centre, 100 St Heliers Bay Road 

Sunday, 18 October at 2:00 p.m. 
A screening of two documentaries:  Do I Hear the Light?, a film about 
the celebrated Glyndebourne production of Tristan und Isolde with 
extracts from that production, and Max Lorenz – Wagner’s 
Mastersinger, Hitler’s Siegfried, a fascinating film which includes an 
exploration of the Third Reich’s heroic ideal. 

Sunday, 6 December at 1:00 p.m. 
The celebratory end to the year: a Christmas potpourri, cake and wine. 

Wellington 
Venue: St Andrews Hall, 30 The Terrace (except where otherwise indicated) 

Sunday, 4 October (start time 9:30 a.m. – no specific lunch break) 
Venue: Penthouse Cinema, Brooklyn (NB: Note venue and early start time) 

Joint meeting with the Opera Society: A full screening of Patrice 
Chéreau’s famous production of Die Walküre, from the seminal 
Bayreuth Centenary Ring, filmed in 1980. The cast includes Peter 
Hofmann (Siegmund), Jeannine Altmeyer (Sieglinde), Dame Gwyneth 
Jones (Brünnhilde), Sir Donald McIntyre (Wotan) and Ruth Hesse 
(Fricka), with Pierre Boulez conducting. 

November/December – date, time and venue TBC 
End-of-year party. 

Christchurch 
Sunday, 29 November – time and venue TBC 

Christmas function. 

Dunedin 
Sunday, 4 October at 2:00 p.m. 

192 Castle St Hall of Residence Viewing Lounge 

The Road to Rienzi: Following his presentation on Gaspare Spontini at 
the 2025 Christmas Session, Terence Dennis presents full acts of two 
French grand operas that were influential in Wagner’s development as 
an opera composer: Spontini’s Fernand Cortez (Act III), the opera 
specially commissioned by Napoleon Bonaparte, and Meyerbeer’s Les 
Huguenots (Act IV), considered the greatest act in French Grand Opera 
until the fourth act of Verdi’s Don Carlos. 

Sunday, 29 November at 12:00 noon 
192 Castle St Hall of Residence Dining Room & Seminar Room 

2026 Christmas Luncheon and Wagneriana: Join us for our annual end-
of-year luncheon and special contributions from the world of Wagner. 

**************************************** 

s                           Wagner Murmurs                        s 

–  additional news from Michael Sinclair: 

• Opera Australia will present a new production of Tannhäuser in 
Melbourne in November 2027. The production will be directed by Sir 
David McVicar. 

• Sofia National Opera & Ballet will once again present a Wagner 
Festival in May/June 2027. There will be a new production of Die 
Meistersinger von Nürnberg and a revival of the Ring. 

• We hear that Vasily Barkhatov will direct the new Ring cycle at 
Bayreuth in 2028, and that Pablo Heras-Casado will conduct. 

• The Bayreuth Festival is adapting to changing audience habits and 
will present two new productions each summer starting in 2027. 

• The 2027 Bayreuth Festival will include new productions of 
Lohengrin (directed by Ilaria Lanzino) and Parsifal (directed by Ersan 
Mondtag), plus revivals of Tannhäuser and Die Meistersinger von 
Nürnberg. Michael Spyres will sing the title role in Lohengrin, while 
Piotr Beczała and Christopher Sokolowski will share the title role in 
Parsifal. 

• In 2027, Budapest Wagner Days will revive productions of Der 
fliegende Holländer and Tristan und Isolde. Additionally, Nina Stemme 
will give a recital and there will be a Gods, Heroes and Heroines concert 
starring Gábor Bretz. 

• The Atlanta Opera has confirmed that it will perform two complete 
Ring cycles in June 2029. 

• We hear that Oper Frankfurt will present two cycles of its Ring cycle, 
directed by Vera Nemirova, during its 2027/28 season. Thomas 
Guggeis will conduct and Nicholas Brownlee will sing Wotan. 

• We hear that the Salzburg Easter Festival’s production of the Ring, 
directed by Kirill Serebrennikov, is now a co-production with the Royal 
Danish Theatre, Copenhagen. 

**************************************** 

S                             New Members                            s 

A very warm Wagnerian welcome to the following, this time also 
including six (!) new Wellington members – herzlich willkommen! 

James Wallace……….................................................................Auckland 
Lois Baillie……….....................................................................Wellington 
Robert Bleibtreu...................................................................Wellington 
Annabelle Cheetham & Warick Dunn…................................Wellington 
Bella Guarrera.......................................................................Wellington 
Peter Walls….........................................................................Wellington 

**************************************** 
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2026 marked the 150th anniversary of 
the Bayreuth Festival, with relatively little 
fanfare, it seemed – obviously, the figure was 
a major milestone of sorts, but the Festival 
itself was something of a mixed bag. It 
opened on the usual inauguration day of 25 
July with a ceremonial Festakt, with opening 
remarks by German Chancellor, Friedrich 
Merz, and Bavarian Minister-President, 
Markus Söder; the keynote speaker was 
Wagner’s great-granddaughter (and 
daughter of Wieland Wagner), Nike Wagner, 
who gave an account of the festival’s history 
and her own participation in it. Christian 
Thielemann then conducted the Festival 
Orchestra in performances of excerpts from 
Die Meistersinger and Tannhäuser, followed 
by Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony.  

The Festival proper started the next day, 
with a new production of Rienzi, conceived 
especially for the 150th anniversary by the 
Hungarian directors, Alexandra Szemerédy 
and Magdolna Parditka – there were nine 
performances in all. Bayreuth followers will 
know that Rienzi is normally never given 
there, especially not in the Festival Theatre, 
so this production was clearly of considerable 
interest. Predictably, updating the Rome 
setting to the present day was not necessarily 
going to suit all tastes, but the sheer novelty 
value compensated to quite a degree, and it 
was still highly enjoyable, with the tribune 
Rienzi being more of a contemporary populist 
political character than the more overtly 
‘Blackshirt’-like one in the 2012 Berlin Opera 
production. Mostly set in soulless concrete 
apartment and office blocks, mobile phones 
and video screens abounded (the latter often 
proclaiming, ‘Live from the Capitol’, including 
election results, etc.!), but provided one was 
prepared to go with the flow it was all more 
than engaging. This time, the musical score 
employed was far more complete as well (3h 
33m of music), with a scholarly attempt made 
to potentially uncover or supplement missing 
score fragments that were otherwise lost to 
history in Hitler’s Berlin bunker in 1945. There 
were a few other changes too, such as when 
Rienzi’s famous prayer (‘Allmächt’ger Vater’) 
unexpectedly opened Act 4 instead of Act 5, 
but this did not detract from the whole. 
Conductor Nathalie Stutzman maintained the 
momentum throughout and there were some 
powerful soloists, including the seemingly 
tireless Andreas Schager in the titular role. 
Gabriele Scherer and Jennifer Holloway were 
similarly convincing as Irene and Adriano, 
respectively. Even the Act 2 ballet came off 
well, presented for an on-stage audience as a 
pantomime featuring tantalising (mimed) 
snippets from later Wagner stage works. 

In the end, following the papal ban laid on 
him, etc., rather than dying with the Capitol’s 
collapse, Rienzi cuts himself with a knife and 
is also stabbed by his sister Irene (the 

unhealthy relationship between them having 
been played up in the dramaturgy), and at the 
close he climbs a long ‘stairway to heaven’ to 
die (finally), received by a shadowy figure:  

 
(Photo credit: Bayreuth Festival/Enrico Nawrath) 

Anyone even remotely interested in 
Rienzi should find it worthwhile to see this 
production – it’s available to view on STAGE+, 
and also taken from a Bavarian TV broadcast, 
www.youtube.com/watch?v=O-cmcjGEzxY 
or www.youtube.com/watch?v=8kAKzaiqvqI  
(German subtitles only, and almost no booing 
from the audience . . . probably a good sign!). 

There was also a one-off ‘filler’ Ring cycle 
(dubbed ‘Ring 10010110’), hastily assembled 
after it became clear, for example, that it 
would no longer be economically feasible to 
give the Valentin Schwarz production for 
another year. The controversial solution was 
for a ‘curator’ (Marcus Lebbes) to feed an AI 
repository with images and text from all the 
Bayreuth Ring productions from 1876 on, and 
then have it generate ever-changing imagery 
on several scrims, to match the music and the 
singers behind them. Many found the results 
incoherent, bewildering and poorly matched 
to the drama, with critic Mark Berry reporting 
on an audience member who complained of 
‘visual waterboarding’! – from Das Rheingold: 

 
(Photo credit: Bayreuth Festival/Enrico Nawrath) 

Nevertheless, Christian Thielemann’s 
conducting, the Festival Orchestra itself and a 
by now unmistakeably top-drawer Ring cast 
(Michael Volle, Klaus Florian Vogt, Camilla 
Nylund, Mika Kares, Gerhard Siegel, Elza van 
den Heever, Christa Meyer, et al.) all proved 
to be magnificent over the three cycles given. 

Other returning productions were Dmitri 
Tcherniakov’s dramatically very focused 2021 
production of Der fliegende Holländer, again 
with conductor Oksana Lyniv, and Jay 
Scheib’s Parsifal staging, this time with no AR 
glasses – the company responsible for provid-
ing them having long since gone bankrupt! 

Ron Saunders 
20 January 1927 – 18 May 2026 

Ron was a lovely man and longtime 
supporter of 
the arts in 
New Zealand. 
He joined the 
NZ Wagner 
Society early 
on with his 
late wife, 

Margaret, 
who was also 
a very keen 

Wagnerite. 
They came 

on Wagner trips with us to New York, Berlin, 
Adelaide and Perth, as well as going to many 
other Wagner operas throughout the world. 
Later on, Ron and his partner, Nuala, 
continued their enthusiasm for Wagner, but 
didn’t travel quite so extensively on account 
of his advancing age.  

At the funeral in Takapuna, Nuala told us 
that his last day was spent with his beloved 
horses (a close second to Wagner), and that 
he even ordered a pie and beer at the races 
before going home to die peacefully in his 
sleep at the great age of 99. 

– Liz Lees 

John Hambling 
1946 –2026 

We sadly report the death of John 
Hambling 

in July of 
this year. 
John had a 

lifelong 
love of 
music as a 
performer 

(double 
bass and 
piano), as 
conductor 

and music director for the Tauranga Choral & 
Operatic Society, and as an avid concert- and 
operagoer and listener.  

John’s ‘addiction’ to Wagner began in his 
teenage years, never waned, and he was an 
early member of our Wagner Society. A 
chartered accountant by profession, he gave 
nearly 20 years of service to our Society, first 
as Treasurer, commencing 2000, and then 
from 2006 as honorary auditor. In due 
recognition, he was awarded life membership 
in 2018. John will be remembered as a kind, 
meticulous and gentle man, generous with 
his time and expertise, and a passionate 
Wagnerian.  

– Peter Rowe 
 

 

 

In Memoriam The 2026 Bayreuth Festival – A Brief Summary 
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