A Ring Cycle with a Difference in Chemnitz
Colin Binns and Mi Kyung Lee
We spent a couple of weeks in Germany over the Easter break attending a Ring Cycle
performance in Chemnitz, a city of just over 240,000 people. It’s located about halfway between
Leipzig and Dresden and during the few days we were there, it was quiet, and the early spring
weather was very pleasant. The park opposite our hotel was awash with the colours of tulips,
daffodils, blossoms and the new green shoots of the shrubbery. The almost completely
reconstructed city centre is testament to very severe bombing raids in WWII. Chemnitz made
the news last year with several right-wing rallies. This year has been quiet, although on our first
night here, Nazi symbols were smeared on roads in an outer suburb. The only demonstration we
saw consisted of 50 or so people participating in a Peace March on Good Friday. The most
prominent feature of the city is a giant black granite carving of the face of Karl Marx, about 10m
tall, which we could see from our hotel window. The opera house was destroyed during the war
and rebuilt by 1952. It was remodelled again in the 1990s with a modern interior seating about
770. The acoustics are excellent.

Chemnitz Spring Flowers and the Opera House Square
The Chemnitz Ring was unique in that each of the four operas had a different female director.
They each brought very different staging concepts and it was only in retrospect that we realized
how the four evenings were linked together.
The Directors:
Verena Stoiber - Das Rheingold
Monique Wagemakers - Die Walküre
Sabine Hartmannshenn – Siegfried
Elisabeth Stöppler - Götterdämmerung,

Singers:
Brünnhilde - Stephani Muther
Siegmund - Viktor Antipenko
Siegfried – Martin Iliev
Erda – Simone Schroder
Wotan - Aris Argiris
The first 30 seconds of Rheingold suggested that we were in for a conventional opening of The
Ring. The curtain rose and the stage was bathed in blue and green light with large clumps of
seaweed suspended from above, an appropriate setting for the Rhine maidens to guard their
hoard of gold. There were also two “theatre seats” at the front of both sides of the stage. The
music begins ever so softly and gradually increases in intensity. Then something happened that
we never thought we would see in a German opera house. The side door to the stalls opened and
two late comers rushed in brandishing their tickets and looking for their seats. But there were no
empty seats. They made their way across the whole theatre and found some stairs up to the stage
and sat down on the theatre seats on the stage. The man looked thoroughly bored and appeared
to go to sleep. Then the Rhine maidens appeared, swinging from one side of the stage to the
other on long ropes, like a French acrobatic show. While hanging on to their ropes and swinging
they kept singing. Their costumes were either very see-through body suits or with paintings in
appropriate places. (Mi Kyung says the latter).
Then Alberich appeared seeking the gold hoard, looking like a hairy Neanderthal with a goodsized male appendage. As he was teased by the Rhine maidens his appendage inflated to an even
larger size and one the ladies lassoed it with her rope. After the usual singing he pulled out a
knife (it was handed to him by two male bystanders sitting on the seats on the other side of the
stage), cut through the rope and then proceeded to cut off and steal the golden locks of the
maidens, together with their gold headbands. (The hoard of gold being their golden locks).
In the second scene the completed castle, in the form of a replica Berlin wall (or perhaps a
‘Trump’ wall) was lowered across the back of the stage. The male figure woke from sleeping in
the theatre seat and we discovered it was Wotan and Fricka who were the latecomers. Wotan
had a magnificent bass voice, (but both his eyes were intact, the usual eye patch was absent).
Freia rushed onstage struggling to carry all of her shopping bags (no sign of the golden apples,
just handbags and shoes), followed by the two giants (Fasolt and Fafner) trying to claim her as
payment for building the castle. One segment of the wall fell forward to become a drawbridge
and the giants and Freia disappeared into the castle.
In Scene 3 instead of a cave with enslaved dwarfs, a two storied building rose up from below and
filled the stage. The lower floor was filled with about 25 impoverished, underaged children and a
few refugees working hard in “third world” conditions. They were making sneakers and fashion
goods to the background of the “anvil music”. The logos of well-known brands were there but
probably sufficiently disguised to avoid legal action. Piles of cardboard boxes destined to hold
consumer goods were scattered across the stage. Alberich had found his trousers and renounced
love, to be able to claim the gold.

The top floor of the stage structure was a modern German brothel with 7 bikini-clad ladies and
appropriate neon signs. At one point one of the girls died from stabbing, but the action was
confusing, and I couldn’t work out who did it. At different times almost all of the male singers
and several women, were stabbed and litres of fake blood were scattered around the stage.
For the final scene the building disappears into the stage and the “Berlin wall” reappears,
although this time it is covered with graffiti. Two more bystanders wander on to the stage and sit
in the theatre seats. Later one of them rises and we hear Erda, the earth mother, sing her warning
words about the impending demise of the gods. She was the same Erda we had seen at the
Dessau Ring a few years earlier, and while far too large to swing on the ropes of the Rhine
maidens, she has an excellent voice for the Erda role. The gods retreated into their castle and the
Rhine maidens reappeared. Like autumn leaves, plastic supermarket shopping bags fluttered
onto the stage, another symbol of consumerism and the curtain fell
At the end of almost 2.5 hours (without a break) we felt exhausted from trying to decipher the
meaning behind the endless chaos on stage. The director had tried to include so many topical
social issues, sex slaves, exploitation of women, child labour, refugees, and excessive
consumerism. These were all squeezed into the one act introduction to The Ring. In the
background the traditional score, and singing was overall, very good. The Robert Schuman
Symphony was brilliant with a very energetic conductor, but what else would you expect from an
orchestra with that name. The pit was quite large and comfortably accommodated the large
orchestra. Some of the singing was brilliant (Wotan and Erda) while some was rather patchy as
would be expected at a small regional company, and what could be expected from Rhine
maidens singing while swinging wildly across the stage on ropes

Note the seats on either side of the stage with Wotan and Fricka watching the proceedings.
Die Walkürie
On the second day we all gathered in the Opera House at 4.0pm for Die Walkürie. This was a
more conventional presentation of the opera. No horses to be seen anywhere.
The fight between Hunding and Siegfried was underwhelming. Siegfried walked onto the stage,
Hunding stabbed him from behind and that was it.
The opera calls for Brünnhilde to be punished for disobeying Wotan and supporting Siegfried.
She is put to sleep surrounded by a circle of flame. In this performance about 40 or so
“refugees” came onto the stage. They encircled Brünnhilde and the inner circle of 14 lit flares to
provide the flames to surround her. They were very smoky, and I was worried about the fire
alarms in the ceiling of the theatre.

Siegfried
During the prelude the curtain went up and there was a brief rape scene in a forest setting. There
was one ‘boo’ from the audience, but it was over in a few seconds before most people realized
what was happening. It was Alberich misbehaving again. At the time it was confusing, but later
we realised that this was the conception of Hagen, Alberich’s son who comes to prominence in
Götterdämmerung.
A little later Sieglinde is found wandering in the forest, heavily pregnant from the opening
encounter. Mime undertakes a caesarean section in centre stage and delivers a screaming
(plastic) infant. Again, a lot of fake blood was scattered around the stage. Sieglinde died and the
infant Siegfried was left to be raised by Mime. He ran across the stage briefly as a young boy and
next time we see him he is arguing with Mime about forging the sword. All these events were
unexpected, was the way the director, Sabine Hartmannshenn, provided a visual connection to
the narrative of the opera.
Siegfried then appeared dragging a huge bear that he had killed while hunting onto the stage and
after expressing dissatisfaction with Mime’s efforts to forge his sword, he took up the task to the
sound of the familiar “anvil music”. Fafner turns himself into a dragon to guard the gold ring.
In this version the dragon consisted of Fafner surrounded by a cluster of 20 or so people, again
dressed as refugees. Again, the director had chosen to inject social comment into the opera, but
we were a little confused as to what the message was. Perhaps it was more related to the local
context of Chemnitz.
A petite Korean singer played the role of The Woodbird with humour in her dance steps
and, surprisingly for a minor character, earned her the most applause for the evening.

Götterdämmerung
In the finale of the Ring, Valhalla is destroyed, the demise of the gods is imminent, and the
Rhine is supposed to overflow its banks.
Götterdämmerung opened in the traditional way with the three Norns walking on stage, carrying
‘the rope of destiny’, but there the traditional staging ended. The stage had been very effectively
transformed into a mountain top in the midst of a wild blizzard. The Norns were wearing high
altitude climbing gear and their rope had become several climbing ropes to keep them from
falling off the steep, rocky mountainside. When Siegfried and Gunther appeared, they were also
in very heavy-duty survival gear. The stage then transformed into a bar where Siegfried drank
the magic potion out of a hip flask and the blood oath was sworn. The Gibichung were
summonsed and appeared in the bar with a variety traditional German hunting guns, a mixture of
rifles and shotguns, prepared for battle. However instead of a battle they were there to welcome
Gunther and his wife.

The Rhine maidens arrived lamenting the loss of their gold (their golden locks). They had
changed their costume to a winter version with fur trimmings and thermal clothing, or perhaps it
was just that a different director was involved.
The opera then descended into a series of fights and shootings. Brünnhilde seemed to have
regained some of her powers and placed the dead warriors, and most of the males on stage, in a
heap behind the bar. Towards the end of Götterdämmerung, Siegfried showed signs of strain
and temporarily lost his voice (or forgot his words). There was a brief period of orchestra plus
surtitles with no voice. But he soon remembered (or heard the prompter) and everything
returned to normal.
In the final scene the only characters left alive were women. The dominating figure of
Brünnhilde was centre stage surrounded by all of the other women, including the Rhine maidens,
Norns and even the wood bird (the petite Korean singer/dancer)

The Three Norns

Siegfried and Brünnhilde arrived on her horse Grane (in this performance - a toboggan). All the
males and gods were piled up dead behind the bar.

The Rhinemaidens changed to winter gear for Götterdämmerung.

The Woodbird.

Mime and Wotan

Overall, we thought the Chemnitz Ring was a great experience with a completely different
perspective on Wagner. To us the Ring is an overwhelming experience, the complexity of the
music with the intermixing of leitmotifs is simply brilliant. Always a wonderful experience, well
worth putting ourselves through the torturous trip to Europe. The Chemnitz Ring was very
unusual, but worth seeing once. Next time we hope to find a more conventional Ring (perhaps
Paris in 2020). The Robert Schumann Orchestra under the direction of Guillermo Garcia Calvo
was excellent. We also thought the singing was good, until we travelled north to Berlin to see
Parsifal at the Deutsche Oper. The comparison is hardly fair, a regional company from a small
city with one of the best opera companies in Germany. The price of tickets (Berlin was 3X
greater than Chemnitz) was a reflection of the quality.

Parsifal
We thought that Parsifal in Berlin was great. The critics disagreed. The production of Parsifal
we saw in Bayreuth last year set the opera in a multi-religious context. There were Christians,
Muslim refugees, conservative Jews etc. The Berlin production used exclusively Christian
symbolism and each act (and one scene) began with a tableau during the prelude. The whole
stage was filled with mountain ranges of fiberglass rocks that remained throughout the opera,
although they were constantly remodeled to fit different scenarios.
The first act began with a crucifixion scene. The actors remained motionless almost to the end of
the scene when a soldier thrust a spear into Jesus’ side and blood gushed all over the stage. It
was very well done as Jesus was really alive! At the end of the overture, Jesus was pulled down
from his cross and the curtain came down. When it rose again a minute later, we saw a new
adaptation of the same rocky outcrop, the cross had gone, and a Crusader Castle appeared on a
distant hill. At the foot of the mountain there was enough space for the knights to gather, but it
was a little cramped. Throughout the performance the stage lighting always included several
banks of fluorescent lights. No doubt the director was trying to make some kind of statement,
but the meaning of these escaped us and distracted from the overall lighting effect.
In the second act the scene was transformed into Klingsor’s magical castle, looking like an Aztec
temple. The flower maidens were dressed in robes meant to represent Biblical times, until they
transformed into flower maidens wearing a lot less. They were almost lost in the mountains. By
the last act the castle had reappeared on the top of the mountain but was now in ruins. The
tableaux at the beginning of each act were like a reversed “stations of the cross.”

The opening Tableau followed by the knights as crusaders with the castle in the background.

Flower maidens were always cramped amongst the rocks and the ruined castle in the background
of the final scene. Overall the dominant feature of the staging was the rocky mountain terrain.
We thought the orchestra under Donald Runnicles was excellent, although on the night the critics
attended apparently it was very variable. Parsifal was excellent, although it was puzzling as to
why he was always wearing a modern dark suit and tie amongst all of the period costumes. But
this is opera and it’s the singing that matters most and he was very good at that. Derek Welton,
the Australian is recognized as one of the best Wagnerian baritones in Germany and his
performance certainly matched that assessment.

