
The International Richard Wagner Congress: Dresden 2009 : A Report by Janet Hilder

2009 is the 100th anniversary of the Richard Wagner Society, founded in Dresden and Leipzig.  It was therefore decided to hold the RW International Congress in Dresden this year. Unfortunately there was no Wagner opera being performed at the Semperoper, and so the only opera offered to delegates was Verdi's Aida.  This provoked a lot of negative reaction, even during the Congress.  It was noticeable that most delegates came from Germany or France and not many other countries were represented, of course partly due to the unfavourable exchange rate for non-Euro-zone countries.  I must admit I was disappointed when I first saw the programme last year and realised there was no Wagner opera: Richard Strauss, Mozart or Weber would have been equally welcome due to their association with Dresden.  I did however leave with a very positive impression, as I felt that the programme itself and the city of Dresden more than made up for any lack of Wagner opera.

The Congress began on Thursday 14th May.  Before the opening concert I had time to take a steamboat trip on the river Elbe.  Dresden has a famous fleet of original steamboats.  We sailed to Loschwitz, passing vineyards which are still called ‘Lord Findlaters Weinberge’, and were acquired in the early 19th century by a Scotsman, James Ogilvy, Earl of Findlater.  He built a mansion on the top of the vineyard slopes but died just it was completed and is buried in the Loschwitz cemetery.  The mansion became a famous restaurant which Wagner, Gottfried Semper and Jean Paul used to visit on walking trips from Dresden. At Loschwitz there is a famous bridge called the ‘Blaues Wunder’: originally painted green it miraculously turned blue, and is a kind of mini-Forth Bridge built 1891-93.  Schiller lived here 1785-87, writing parts of Don Carlos and the Ode to Joy.  On the other side of the bridge, in Blasewitz, Wagner regularly visited an inn where he read Rienzi and formed plans for his opera.  A commemoration plaque has been erected here.  In the early evening the Congress officially opened with a concert in the Kreuzkirche given by the famous choir school where Wagner was a pupil.  Other famous Kruzianer were Theo Adam and Peter Schreier.  The programme consisted of choral works by Bach, Schütz, an arrangement of Wagner's Pilgrims Chorus, plus a short organ recital - Liszt's Prelude and Fugue on B-A-C-H.  What a magnificent start to the Congress!  It was followed by a reception with dinner.  The new president of the International Richard Wagner Society, Professor Eva Märtson, gave an introductory speech and introduced Frau Verena Lafferentz-Wagner.  Frau Wagner then gave a short talk saying everybody criticised her grandfather for speaking Saxon (sächsisch) - the dialect of Dresden and Leipzig - but in fact he did talk "hochdeutsch" and only exaggerated his Saxon accent to annoy people (including Cosima!).  The Saxon dialect, unfairly, has been mimicked for centuries by people from other parts of Germany (unlike the Bavarian or Swabian dialects, which are for some reason acceptable!).  I rather like the Saxon dialect and, as a Glaswegian I feel some sort of affinity with the Saxons!  Frau Verena Wagner has attended every Congress which I have been at.  She is present at all performances and meals; a quiet and unassuming lady with no diva-like pretensions and the Congress is greatly enhanced by her presence as representative of the Wagner family.

On Friday 15th May a trip to Freiberg to visit the oldest theatre in Germany was greatly enjoyed by the participants.  I decided to stay in Dresden and visit the Frauenkirche, Zwinger and various museums.  I had visited Dresden during the DDR regime and extensive work had been carried out then, including the reconstruction of the Semperoper, Zwinger and most of the old town.  I get the impression today it has been conveniently forgotten how much good reconstruction work was carried out by the DDR and, although very slow progress was made, it was always true to the original building.  The Frauenkirche had been left in its ruined state as a memorial to the destruction of Dresden but, after reunification, a marvellous reconstruction was carried out, making use of all the carefully preserved original parts, and the church has now become a symbol of reconciliation and peace.  There was a short service during which the congregation recited the Coventry Prayer.  It is always with a great sense of sadness and guilt that, as a British person, I visit Dresden.  Not only was the bombing concentrated on the cultural centre of the city instead of military targets in the suburbs but this was made even worse by the fact that Dresden was full of a large number of refugees escaping the Red Army in the east.  This makes it impossible to calculate exactly how many people perished in the bombing and subsequent firestorm.  As I went round the shops I found the people very friendly.  In museums there was an obligatory question ‘What is your postcode?’, and in fact they were especially welcoming when they heard I came from Scotland.  I actually sensed far more tension between people from the former West Germany (most of the delegates) and East Germany.  When one delegate noticed non-Wagner Society people going into the Frauenkirche in front of us, she remarked ‘I thought this service was just for our society’.  She was immediately countered by one of the Dresden guides ‘No madam, the Frauenkirche is not exclusively for your use’.  Also during one of the trips, the local guide continuously made reference to East and West Germany and commented about factories being unnecessarily closed down after reunification.  I think he perhaps overshot the mark with his criticism, but he did emphasise he would not like to bring back the old DDR regime.  On Friday evening there was the performance of Aida in the Semperoper.  It was under the Italian conductor Antonello Allemandi and produced by the actor/producer Udo Samel, who is of the same school as Peter Stein and Luc Bondy.  A refreshing and well thought out production, the costumes a mixture of the old and new, reflecting military power through the centuries, but the overall atmosphere rooted in ancient Egypt.  The singing was of a high standard, especially the Armenian soprano Hasmik Papian as Aida.

On Saturday 16th I went on a trip To Pirna in the Steps of Richard Wagner, first visiting the ‘Lohengrin House’ in Graupa.  Wagner stayed here in the summer of 1846 and did a lot of walking in the surrounding countryside.  We passed through some wild romantic countryside to the Liebethaler Gorge where we suddenly came across the largest Wagner monument in the world.  It is, in my opinion, a hideous and pompous monument by a Dresden professor of sculpture, Richard Guhr, at the beginning of the 20th Century.  Wagner is wearing a sort of clerical garb (he is supposed to be a Gralsritter) and I am sure Wagner would not have approved of such a monument.  Afterwards we visited Schloss Pillnitz, a beautiful 18th Century water palace built on the banks of the Elbe by August the Strong.  The building is a fabulous example of the then fashionable China style.  In the palace gardens Wagner had a choral work performed in the presence of the King and his family.  We then drove to the town of Pirna and to a recital in the church.  (Pirna features in a series of 11 paintings by Canaletto.)  From the market place we looked up at Schloss Sonnenstein.  The guide pointed out that, between June 1940 and August 1941, 15,000 disabled people were murdered here under the Nazis' euthanasia programme.  This was stopped after pressure was exerted on the authorities by the local population.  In the market place during our visit there was a festival of international activities: the guide mentioned this as an attempt to encourage especially the younger generation, not to vote for the extreme right wing NPD party which is very strong in this part of Germany.  In fact the state of Saxony has 327 NPD candidates running for the local elections in June.  (Arriving back in Dresden I became aware that the posters lining the street beside the hotel were indeed for the NPD.)  This is a worrying trend affecting the whole of Europe and we in Britain are no exception.  After Pirna we visited Festung Königstein, the fortress where Wagner was very nearly imprisoned.  In the evening, a concert in the Frauenkirche by the Orchestre des Champs-Elysées under Philippe Herreweghe.  In Schumann's Cello Concerto with Steven Isserlis as soloist, the acoustics of the church brought out the balance of the cello against the orchestra superbly.  Mendelssohn's Scottish Symphony was followed by his Hebrides Overture.  I have rarely heard such a good performance of the two Mendelssohn works which for Scottish audiences can sometimes sound routine. The audience was certainly very enthusiastic.

On Sunday 17th a concert by the Staatskapelle Halle, held in the Schauspielhaus.  This splendid theatre was home to the opera company until the Semperoper re-opened in 1985.  The Parsifal Prelude, and the Four Last Songs by Strauss sung by young soprano Carola Höhn.  During the interval there was a talk by the Honorary President of the International Wagner Society, Josef Lienhart, on the history of the Society.  Interesting to note that the original Wagner Society was set up as a women's organisation!  Then a meal in the Bellevue Hotel, originally built during the DDR time to encourage tourists from the West.  We were joined there by Eva Pasquier-Wagner who gave a short impromptu talk about being back at Bayreuth and working with her half-sister Katharina.  It was nice to see Eva again back in the fold of the Wagner family, along with her Aunt Verena.  In the evening we travelled to Schloss Rammenau, a splendid Baroque castle in the beautiful Oberlausitz countryside.  A champagne reception was held in the garden, followed by a recital given by young singers.  At last we had an opportunity to hear some Wagner singing: part of Waltraute's narrative from Götterdämmerung, Erda's "Weiche Wotan, weiche! from Rheingold and Wolfram's ‘Abendstern’ from Tannhäuser.  After this recital we had a lovely meal: a very fitting end to the Congress, as everyone made their farewells saying ‘See you next year in Straalsund!’

