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‘A singer entirely after my own heart’

Foreword by Plácido Domingo
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I always enjoy hearing Jonas Kaufmann sing and invariably look forward to talking to him as a person, for he is not only a wonderful singer but also a highly intelligent artist who has spent a long time working on interpretative details of the roles in his repertory and examining questions of vocal technique. As such, he is a singer entirely after my own heart, fearlessly facing the challenges of performing German, Italian and French roles and working hard to ensure that every character is a credible and fully rounded individual.

I first saw him in Puccini’s La rondine in London. It was his Covent Garden debut, and my wife and I were bowled over. We sensed straight away that here was an artist who could think for himself. Since then I have heard and seen him on many occasions. I was particularly impressed by his portrayal of Don José and will never forget the way in which he gradually evolved from the shy lad of the opening scenes to a man whom disappointment, despair and anger turn into a killer. He has the ability to hold an audience in the palm of his hand.

His decision not to limit himself to a particular repertory, or Fach, but to sing a wide range of roles is a very wise one, and I am convinced that he will be taking on Russian parts in the not-too-distant future, notably Hermann in The Queen of Spades. I regard this sort of variety as very healthy, because it means that the voice remains flexible and retains all its colours. And, as I know from my own experience, it is a good way of preserving your voice over a career lasting many decades.

Jonas told me that his voice teacher, Michael Rhodes, had been a pupil of the legendary Italian baritone Giuseppe De Luca (1876–1950), whose recordings include a number of duets with Caruso. My own roots do not go as far back as this, but I had the good fortune to hear many of the great singers of an earlier generation performing live and had the privilege of working with some of them. My first Edgardo, for example, was opposite the Lucia of Lily Pons, who was more than forty years older than me. In later years, too, I was able to learn a lot from older singers, sometimes by observing them closely but often by discussing technical and interpretative details with them. I am thinking here of Renata Tebaldi, Hans Hotter, Cesare Siepi, Robert Merrill, Birgit Nilsson, Regina Resnik, Ramón Vinay, Risë Stevens and many more.

For a number of years I have devoted a good deal of time and effort to encouraging talented young opera singers, either through my Operalia Competition or with my Young Artists Programs in Washington, Los Angeles and Valencia. Opera will remain a living art form only if older artists pass on their knowledge and experience to the younger generation. Jonas Kaufmann belongs to my sons’ generation and for me he embodies the type of artist who, ideally, should be emerging all over the world. He seems to hold views similar to mine: he, too, is anxious to ensure that the torch is handed on. With his musicality, his vocal technique and his expressive powers – to say nothing of his matinée-idol good looks – he will be a model for many young people, which is why I am so pleased that he is now passing on his insights and his experiences to a new generation of singers.

It is a great honour for me to have the first word in this book. I wish Jonas Kaufmann all the happiness in the world and hope that he continues to be successful in all that he does.


‘Dimmi quando, quando, quando . . .’

Introduction to the revised edition
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The first major project on which Jonas Kaufmann and I worked together was a television documentary commissioned by the Stuttgart-based German broadcaster SWR, Ein ganz normaler Held (A Completely Normal Hero). The producers, Wolfgang and Barbara Wunderlich, had planned to start filming in June 2008. Whenever I watch the film today, I immediately feel phantom limb pain since I had slipped a disc only a few days earlier and had difficulty walking. Indeed, the pain was so great that I could hardly sleep. My preferred option would have been to withdraw from the project completely. But I gritted my teeth and travelled to Zurich, where Jonas was rehearsing a new production of Bizet’s Carmen with Vesselina Kasarova. Fortunately, the filming and the interviews all went well, and right from the outset the chemistry between Jonas and us seemed to work. We then accompanied him to the Schubertiade in Schwarzenberg, and by the time that we had recorded his lieder recital with Helmut Deutsch, I was glad that I had not cancelled.

Our next joint project was this book. Publishers had repeatedly approached Jonas about a biography, but his answer had always been the same: ‘It’s far too soon!’ Now, however, there were various signs that someone was planning to write a book about him without his consent, with the result that he was forced to act very quickly. He called me and we agreed on a biography in the form of a series of interviews. Almost simultaneously the Leipzig-based publisher Seemann-Henschel announced that they were interested in publishing a book about Jonas, ideally to coincide with his Bayreuth debut in the summer of 2010. We did not have much time, as the manuscript would have to be submitted within a matter of only a few months. The final weeks were a race against the clock, but we managed to meet the deadline and were able to present our collaboration at a Bayreuth bookshop on the day after the first night of Lohengrin.

The event was so well attended that the shop’s owner was forced to close the door on account of the crush. We were delighted, of course, and not even my minor faux pas at the end of the event could really cast a cloud over the occasion. At the first-night party the previous evening, Angela Merkel had asked Jonas if he was planning to sing any Russian roles: ‘Hermann in The Queen of Spades would be a fantastic role for you!’ ‘I’d love to!’ Jonas had replied, ‘but I first need to learn Russian.’ ‘Well, let me know when you need my help,’ the Chancellor had quipped in response. Someone then asked Jonas a similar question at the book-signing session the next day, prompting him to answer along similar lines: ‘I first have to learn Russian!’ At which point I blurted out: ‘But you’ve already got a famous teacher!’ Visibly embarrassed, Jonas reluctantly reported on his conversation with the Chancellor. The following day all of the newspapers carried the headline: ‘Angela Merkel offers Jonas Kaufmann private Russian lessons.’ We wrote to apologize for our indiscretion, saying that it had never been our intention to use the Chancellor’s name to promote our cause.

The book was well received, both by the general public and by the press. Writing in the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, for example, the distinguished music journalist Eleonore Büning described it as ‘the most compact, most sensible, most critical book on opera for a very long time’.

*

Throughout the months that followed I remained in constant contact with Jonas Kaufmann and his wife, Margarete. I performed various journalistic tasks for them and gradually took over as Jonas’s press officer and dealt with the media. In practice this meant checking the accuracy of original quotations and approving the release of photographs and audio and video recordings, all of which was a source of considerable pleasure for me. The organizational aspect, conversely, was less appealing. In the case of an artist like Jonas Kaufmann, who even then was in demand all over the world, the constant requests for interviews, talk-show appearances, photoshoots and so on inevitably led to a backlog that in turn meant that people were kept waiting for a long time. There were many offers that Jonas would have been happy to accept, if only he had had the time. The number that he has sung most often is not Cavaradossi’s ‘E lucevan le stelle’ but ‘Dimmi quando, quando, quando’ (‘Tell me when’).

‘I have only one cake and everyone wants a slice of it,’ he says on the subject of managing his time, no doubt aware that no one can satisfy all of the demands placed on them all of the time. Presumably he would like to have enough cakes to hand out to everyone. He finds it hard to say no, partly, no doubt, lest he seem arrogant. And on paper there are many events that are tempting: a Christmas show here, a gala dinner there, a red-carpet awards ceremony elsewhere. All too often, however, I have the impression that if I give these people an inch, they’ll take a mile, and it is at this point that I feel the urge to protect Jonas. At moments like this I think that they should all give him some peace. It’s all the more gratifying when, after endless toing and froing, everything passes off smoothly and at the end of the day one can be satisfied with the result.

A fun part of my work is the filming of his recording sessions. Mostly they involve Wolfgang Wunderlich (camera), his daughter Lena (stills) and Matthias Meinl (sound and second camera). We are a well-oiled team and have already made several television documentaries and video trailers with Jonas. The atmosphere has always been very relaxed. To date our joint projects include the Verdi album in Parma, the Puccini album in Rome, Dolce Vita in Palermo, Das Lied von der Erde in Vienna and what has so far been our most ambitious project, Du bist die Welt für mich (You Mean the World to Me). The atmosphere in the legendary Funkhaus Berlin in the Nalepastraße could hardly have been better. The songs by Franz Lehár, Emmerich Kálmán, Eduard Künneke, Paul Abraham and Robert Stolz are as popular as ever and everyone at the recording sessions was in a permanently good mood – there was always someone humming the tunes to themselves.

Jonas sang these songs with an enthusiasm and a natural flair that seemed to suggest he had sung nothing else for years. And yet it was an extremely demanding programme, ranging from Paul Abraham’s ‘Diwanpüppchen’ (‘Divan Dolly’) to Eduard Künneke’s ‘Lied vom Leben des Schrenk’ (‘Song of Schrenk’s Life’). The former requires a smoochy voice like that of Peter Alexander, whereas the latter demands a youthful and dramatic operatic tenor. It was written for Helge Rosvaenge, the hotspur among contemporary tenors and, vocally speaking, is no less demanding than the most difficult Verdi aria. Only days before the recording session, Jonas had in fact sung Don Alvaro in La forza del destino in Munich, performing the part with such bravura that no one on the recording team was seriously concerned about his ability to do justice to Künneke’s song: ‘If anyone can sing this today, it’s Jonas!’ After an astonishingly small number of takes the recording was in the can.

‘A singer entirely after my own heart’ is the heading that Plácido Domingo has given to his foreword to this volume. He speaks for many artists who have called on Jonas Kaufmann after a performance or a song recital. Marilyn Horne, Renata Scotto, José Carreras, Sherrill Milnes, Barbara Cook, Emma Thompson, Georg Baselitz and Elizabeth Peyton are only a few of the professional singers, actors and painters who have felt the need to discuss their ideas with him.

Conversely, Jonas Kaufmann feels tremendous respect for those artists who have set new standards in their own profession, be they instrumentalists, conductors, singers, painters, architects, footballers or skiing champions. This explains why he refuses to live in a goldfish bowl but takes an interest in the most varied areas of public life. I hope that in the course of our conversations for this book we may be forgiven for merely touching on cinema, literature, football and cookery: an exhaustive account of all of these areas of interest would have taken us far beyond the scope of an interview-based biography.

More than seven years have passed since we launched the first edition of this book in Bayreuth, years of major successes but also a series of crises and low points, and I felt it was time for a revised and updated edition. I should like to take this opportunity to thank all of those people who have contributed to this volume: the busy guest authors who have generously placed their time and creative efforts at our disposal; and Jonas Kaufmann’s colleagues and associates, all of whom have ensured that this portrait has so many different facets to it.

I am particularly grateful to Marion Tung, Alina Vlad and Karin Jacobs-Zander for their help in dealing with sensitive matters that arose in social media; to Dorothee Fleege for the conscientious way in which she has dealt with all requests from fans; to Alan Green, the late Bruce Zemsky and Stefan Pennartz for their support and advice; to the teams at Sony Music and Wunderlich Media; and, of course, to Jonas Kaufmann for placing his trust in me.

Thomas Voigt




The tenor as an object of desire
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‘A creature not of this world’

Berlioz proved strangely prescient when he asked in the sixth of his Evenings with the Orchestra, ‘Don’t you know that a tenor is a being apart [. . .]? He is a creature not of this world, he is a world in himself.’ He was writing in the middle of the nineteenth century, long before the days of Caruso and the gramophone and at a time when sound films and television still lay in the distant future. Why are tenors a category unto themselves? Why are ‘La donna è mobile’ and ‘Nessun dorma’ popular hits in a way that is not the case with the arias of Rigoletto or Mimì? Why did Caruso pioneer the gramophone record and not Nellie Melba, who gave her name instead to a dish of peaches and ice cream? Why were Richard Tauber, Joseph Schmidt and Beniamino Gigli the vocal stars of the early talkies and not Maria Jeritza, who was the most attractive soprano of her age? Why were there ‘The Three Tenors’ and not ‘The Three Sopranos’?

Tenors, it seems, inspire the masses to a far greater extent than other voice types. Why? The German philosopher Ernst Bloch described the tenor as the ‘aurum potabile of youth and erotic power’. He was referring in the first instance to the sound of the tenor voice, not to the singer’s physical appearance: for a long time the principal reason why the tenor was an object of desire was the aural aspect, since from a purely visual standpoint, most tenors from Caruso to Gigli and Bergonzi tended to correspond to the cliché of ‘stocky and round’. Caruso was fond of poking fun at himself in his own self-caricatures and generally drew himself as a spherical body on short legs, with a large head and no neck. Lauritz Melchior, who remains unsurpassed as a heroic tenor, was described by the Met’s general manager, Rudolf Bing, as a ‘walking sofa’. Even in the early years of the sound film, there was just one genuine heart-throb of the silver screen, the Polish tenor Jan Kiepura.

Only in the wake of the Second World War was there a shift in perception and values. In 1951 it was not Jussi Björling – the ‘Swedish Caruso’ – who was chosen to play the lead in The Great Caruso but Mario Lanza, a singer who, vocally speaking, could not hold a candle to Björling. But he looked good on screen and was a decent actor. The Great Caruso marked the start of a new era: a God-given voice was no longer enough. From now on tenors also had to reflect our image of the romantic hero, at least in part. Of the new generation of tenors, some certainly cut a handsome figure: Mario Del Monaco, for example, and Giuseppe di Stefano. Rudolf Schock played a trapeze artist in the 1954 Austrian film König der Manege (King of the Circus Ring) and was every bit as dashing as he was as Bacchus alongside the Ariadne of the exceptionally beautiful Lisa Della Casa. By the end of the decade North America had produced two muscular heavyweights in the form of Jon Vickers and Jess Thomas as well as a number of singing actors like James King, who had the physique of a trained sportsman.

The ideal of the Latin lover was embodied at the time by Franco Corelli. Over six feet two inches tall, he looked like a Hollywood star and had a magnificent voice to match, with top notes to die for. As a result, listeners were inclined to forgive him for making Meyerbeer’s Raoul and Massenet’s Werther sound like Puccini’s Cavaradossi. He suffered from acute stage fright, and there were times when he quite literally had to be pushed out onto the stage. But then he would sing like a god.

Little needs to be said about the impact of The Three Tenors, who took their operatic hits to the football stadiums of the world. Their first concert at the World Championships in Rome in 1990 was an unparalleled marketing coup that ushered in a new era and heralded the advent of the tenor as a multimedia megastar. Each, in his own way, reflected the concept of the tenor as the embodiment of a uniquely ‘erotic power’. Listeners who are familiar with Pavarotti only from his overweight final years should take a look at photographs and videos from the early 1970s to understand why an American women’s magazine could describe the baker’s son from Modena as one of the ‘sexiest men of the year’. And anyone who ever saw Plácido Domingo and José Carreras besieged by their armies of fans will be aware of the power that can be exerted by such an erotic force, turning mature women into screaming groupies.

The Three Tenors were followed by three other singers who were hailed as their successors: José Cura, Roberto Alagna and Rolando Villazón. A mere glance at reports of these three singers reveals that audiences now react with their eyes to a far greater extent than was the case only twenty or thirty years ago. Cura’s appearance as a Latin lover and Villazón’s total commitment as an actor have resulted in more detailed and more subtly differentiated accounts of their stage performances than of their vocal achievements.

‘A sex symbol in the service of opera’

It was just when Villazón was suffering from a vocal crisis of his own that a new ‘heir apparent’ emerged on the scene in January 2008 in the person of Jonas Kaufmann. After his Met debut in 2006 he had already been invited to appear at every other leading opera house, but it was his first solo album, Romantic Arias, that really seemed to seal his status as a world-class tenor made in Germany. When the CD was released, every television channel carried reports on performances of La traviata in London with Anna Netrebko and Kaufmann: the beautiful Russian and the attractive German. It was rumoured, of course, that Kaufmann was to be marketed as Netrebko’s new partner. It was an obvious idea since both were under contract with Universal, two of whose labels, Deutsche Grammophon and Decca, could look back on a long tradition in the classical music industry. But the fact of the matter is that the recording contract had been signed long before there was any talk of Villazón’s vocal crisis or of a production of La traviata with Netrebko and Kaufmann.

The series of photographs that were taken for Kaufmann’s first solo album for Decca certainly contributed to the shift of focus from ears to eyes: ‘The handsomest man in opera’ (Bild), ‘The handsomest tenor in the world’ (Bild), ‘The Latin lover of the Leopoldstraße’ (Die Zeit online – a reference to one of Munich’s main thoroughfares), ‘As sexy as Brad’ (stern), ‘The new Adonis among male divas’ (stern.de) – and so it went on in all of the media. The headline in Gramophone magazine seemed positively understated by contrast: ‘Stage animal’. But it hit the nail on the head. Unsurprisingly, Kaufmann soon grew tired of people concentrating on his physical appearance and he signalled that being a sex symbol was ‘of only secondary importance’. Over the years he has come to adopt a more relaxed approach to this issue, and when he posed for the weekend supplement, Io Donna, of the Italian daily Corriere della sera in the spring of 2014, the question could hardly be avoided, prompting him to answer: ‘If this way I can get people to come to the opera who would otherwise not set foot in an opera house, then that’s all right by me.’ In saying this, he opened the way for the supplement’s headline: ‘Sex symbol al servizio della lirica’ (‘A sex symbol in the service of opera’).

Typecasting

A singer must have ambivalent feelings about being described as handsome and sexy. No one who sings wants to be judged by their appearance alone. How do you deal with such judgements?

It took me a while to break free from this image and to be taken seriously by certain people. True, it certainly can’t be a matter of indifference to a singer in the age of DVDs, websites and YouTube clips what he looks like and whether he is at all credible in the role that he is performing. And it can’t harm you, of course, if it says in the paper that you’re ‘handsome and sexy’. But if it is only about superficialities and has nothing to do with my roles, then I’d prefer not to read it at all. And one thing should be absolutely clear: it may be easier to get to the top if you look good, but there is no doubt that you’ll be able to remain at the top only if you have the requisite vocal quality.

Except that vocal qualities on their own have been insufficient for some time now.

That’s true, and that’s a good thing. Nor is it just about acting. Opera, after all, is music plus theatre, but singers shouldn’t have to look like dancers or models: our profession needs completely different types of people. And what matters in a particular role isn’t good looks but, above all, credibility. That’s why I prefer roles that have more character to them, more sharp edges than the typical Latin-lover parts in the tenor repertory: characters like Don Carlo, Don José and Dick Johnson in Puccini’s La fanciulla del West.

Typecasting has often produced some weird results. At what point do you reach your pain threshold?

When first-class singers are replaced by mediocre ones because they don’t look so great or are less telegenic. Or if a gifted singer is from the outset denied a decent career because she doesn’t live up to today’s expectations. During my time as a student there was a soprano who had a wonderful voice, but she was told at college: ‘You’ll never make it because you’re far too fat, fatter than most tenors. So you can forget it.’ That’s insane. Typecasting is ultimately the expression of a lack of imagination – not just on the part of theatre managers but also on that of journalists and audiences. What’s so wonderful about opera is that we enter a foreign world that springs from our imagination and from the power of the music. It’s not a reality show but an enchanted world. If, in opera, you try to show people what they can already see in their everyday lives, there may be a certain appeal to this, but it robs opera of all its magic, it disempowers the music and deprives the performers of their power of conviction.

So it wouldn’t disturb you to see a size-eighteen Salome?

If she has a great voice, sings the role wonderfully well and exudes a sense of eroticism, then it doesn’t matter to me at all whether she has the physique for the Dance of the Seven Veils. And if she herself is comfortable with her own body, then the aura that she radiates will be the right one. This inner balance is essential for every singer. But if she herself feels that she has a weight problem, then she should consider how best to deal with it.

The general dislike of fat sopranos (‘It ain’t over ’til the fat lady sings’) persuaded Deborah Voigt to undergo gastric-bypass surgery to reduce the size of her stomach and allow her to lose weight. Even relatively slim singers have said that they need tremendous self-discipline to stay in shape. Why is this? After all, singing is a high-performance sport and a singer’s calorie intake needs to be correspondingly high.

I think it has a lot to do with questions of lifestyle. You’ve given a performance and your adrenalin level is raised to goodness knows what. You’re still feeling pumped up, you’re hungry and you seek out the company of others. And so you go for a meal after the performance. By then it’s often after midnight. Or you empty the minibar in your hotel room. When you’re alone on tour, you often stuff yourself out of sheer frustration. I’ve frequently caught myself doing just that. But whether you are alone or in good company, the temptation to eat too much or too late or both is everywhere, especially in Italy.

What do you do when you realize that you’ve gained weight?

I swim, I play tennis. But I’ve never trained in a gym. I may do so if it becomes necessary – but not strength training and certainly not anabolic steroids, which would have an immediate and adverse effect on my voice, to say nothing of all the other side effects.

Being a singer and having a six-pack are said to be mutually exclusive. Why’s that?

Because singers have to remain as elastic and flexible as possible in their diaphragm area. Exaggeratedly powerful stomach muscles tend to get in the way of your breathing, which needs to be measured and to flow freely. In your throat area, too, you need to remain relaxed. The more tense you are and the more rigid the vocal cords become, the less they can vibrate. I’ve yet to meet a tenor who has a well-toned body and a large and healthy voice.

In terms of your physique, one might think you were a baritone, not a tenor.

That’s exactly what a doctor once said to me: ‘You have the physiognomy of a baritone.’ Tenors are typically short, round, rather stocky and have a short neck. Well, who knows, perhaps I’m a baritone with an extended top. But as long as I can sing tenor roles, that’s fine by me.

Exhibitionism and eroticism

An opera singer’s profession requires on the one hand the ability to be part of a team, as in the chamber music ensembles in operas like Così fan tutte, Falstaff and Ariadne auf Naxos, and on the other hand it requires unbridled egoism and exhibitionism. Can these qualities be reconciled within a single person?

Absolutely. You just need to know when it’s the turn of the ‘chamber musician’ and when it’s that of the ‘stage animal’ hogging the footlights. In the final trio from Der Rosenkavalier, for instance, I’d find it grotesque if all three women were to try to prove which one of them had the biggest voice. Here it is art that matters most, and the more the three of them take account of one another, the more beautiful the trio sounds. But then there are passages where the audience expects this extra dash of exhibitionism, for example at the cries of ‘Vittoria! Vittoria!’ in Tosca. It now amuses me to give people what they want and I am no longer as reserved as I was in my first Tosca in Vienna. Afterwards Christa Ludwig came to see me in my dressing room and said something along the lines of ‘You sing all of this in such a refined and cultivated tone, but as Cavaradossi you sometimes have to hog the footlights as Corelli used to do.’ She’s right. We Central Europeans tend to be relatively backward in putting ourselves forward. It’s not easy for us to let rip in the uninhibited way that most Italian and Spanish singers do. But this is precisely what audiences want: they demand this extra thrill, this large-scale emotion that can be felt on an almost physical level. This is an essential part of the fascination of opera, and whenever I find myself sitting in the audience, this is exactly what I too demand.

Why is it that it’s tenors who are regarded as the embodiment of an ‘erotic power’, even though baritones and basses sound more manly when judged by current standards?

That would be an interesting topic for further discussion, because a high C takes tenors into a female singer’s vocal range. But perhaps this is exactly what many listeners find so exciting.

And what about your effect on your stage partners? What do you do if, in a love scene, a female colleague blurs the boundaries between stage and private life?

Initially I pretend not to notice, since most of the time your work together is limited to only a few weeks. It’s not as if you’re sitting in the same office for twenty years. But if the signals continue, you need to talk to each other in order to resolve the situation. This has already happened to me; it’s to be expected in our line of work as we find ourselves in the very special situation of always having to pretend.

‘The new king of tenors’

How do you feel about superlatives such as ‘the new king of tenors’?

Of course, I feel flattered and think: ‘Well, all that hard work has paid off!’ But superlatives are as double-edged as exaggerated compliments about my appearance. After all, what’s the point of deciding which artists are ‘the best’, ‘the greatest’? Our profession is interesting not least because we can offer such a huge range of interpretative possibilities. Why should we try to establish which is the ‘best’ recording of a symphony or an opera when we can enjoy the most disparate readings of it? I’d never want to forgo this variety, and it would be good if we had more than just a ‘dream cast’ for certain pieces.

Some years ago I asked a well-known journalist to take part in a survey for Opernwelt’s yearbook. ‘I’m honoured,’ he replied, ‘but I don’t like surveys designed to determine who is the “most pregnant” or “most amputated”.’

Even so, Opernwelt has a category for ‘Singer of the Year’, not for the ‘Best Singer’. There’s a difference. On principle, however, superlatives are problematic even for the recipient, because they invite contradiction. The more often someone is placed on a pedestal, the more some people enjoy casting them down. And the higher the pedestal, the greater the fall. That’s true not only of football but of our own profession, too. It seems to be an inevitable part of playing in the top league. You’re never safe.

But how safe can anyone be in such an exposed position? Artists who have made it to the top tend to be the ones most plagued by self-doubt. This seems almost to be a general rule – it’s effectively the price of success.

I regard self-doubt as an important corrective and as a necessary counterweight to the cast-iron sense of self-confidence that a singer obviously needs to have – otherwise you would never set foot on a stage. But it should never turn into complacency. You should never think: ‘It doesn’t matter what I do, people will still like me!’ Healthy doubts, coupled with self-reflection, are absolutely essential for every developing artist. A singer who only ever thinks that he’s great will never take another step forward.


The first twenty-five years

[image: image]

Anyone who was born in Munich – a city known to Italians as ‘Monaco di Baviera’ – and who speaks Italian as well as you do and who looks to be from the Mediterranean must always be asked the same question.

Do I have Italian ancestry? We’ve traced our family tree as far back as we can go but so far we’ve not been able to discover anything. Even so, it’s a well-documented fact that in the wake of the persecution of the Jews in the Middle Ages a number of Italian artisans came to Thuringia, which is where my ancestors settled. Almost everyone on my mother’s side looks Mediterranean, and so we assume that one of these immigrants was among our ancestors.

Where did your parents grow up?

They both grew up in Thuringia and both of them fled from the German Democratic Republic in the 1950s. But they didn’t get to know each other until they were both living in the West. It was at a dance in Munich in 1956. There’s no doubt that the shared experience of their East German past helped to bring them together. They got married in 1958. My sister, Katrin, was born in 1964; I followed in 1969. I grew up in Munich, in Bogenhausen, a housing development that had only just been built as part of a social housing programme. The buildings there tend to be plain and uniform with small windows, but between the houses there are huge areas of grass, so it was a natural paradise for children.

Were your parents professional musicians?

No, my mother had trained as a kindergarten teacher, but as a Protestant in Catholic Bavaria she was unable to teach and so she worked for a building contractor until the birth of my sister. My father – he died following an operation in 1994 – worked for an insurance company. His job involved a lot of detailed analysis and he had to write reports on major accidents running to several pages, but he could hardly have been less like your typical insurance broker. He was very fond of people and took an interest in all things cultural. His great love was classical music. Whenever he could, he listened to the classical music station of Bavarian Radio and went to concerts. And he had a large collection of records.

Wagner and Puccini

How did you come to music?

Initially through my paternal grandfather, Fritz, playing the piano. He lived in the same building, two floors above us, but his flat was too small for a piano. We had one, however, and so he would come down to our flat every morning and play for hours at a time. He was a real Wagnerian and owned vocal scores of all the Wagner operas. Whenever he played from them, he would sing all the parts, from Hagen to Brünnhilde. To that extent Wagner was a part of my upbringing. I grew up with this music and found it fascinating to leaf through my grandfather’s scores. They were beautifully designed editions with wonderful illustrations of the sets from old productions and tables listing the leitmotifs. So I got to know the magic of Wagner’s music in what I’d describe as a playful way.

And did your grandfather inspire you to play the piano yourself?

I think that at that time my pleasure in listening to him was greater than any urge to play myself. That came only after my sister had already been having piano lessons for several years. I didn’t want to be left out, a feeling often found among siblings. My mother regularly got on to us about it and made us practise at home – much to the dismay of our neighbours. But it was never much fun, so my piano playing didn’t get very far. I envy singers who can accompany themselves. Unfortunately, I can’t. Singing was much more fun, especially the traditional carols in the Christmas market on the Marienplatz in Munich. It was a great privilege to be allowed to perform on these occasions. Children’s choirs from the whole of Bavaria fought for the chance to do so, but our choir was one of the select few to be chosen, not least as a result of the work of our enterprising choirmaster. I can still see us standing on the Town Hall balcony and singing carols with great fervour, our noses turned bright red by the cold. Down below us, among the decorated stands and the big Christmas tree, were our parents, visibly proud.

You also listened to records together.

It was a regular ritual at home, mostly on Sundays. While Catholics attended church, we listened to classical music. My sister and I would then sit on the brown leather sofa in our living room and were allowed to choose a record. We weren’t permitted to touch the expensive vinyl discs and someone else always had to turn them over. Later we acquired a cassette player, which meant that we could finally listen to a whole symphony without a break and also record music from the radio. But we also had some great children’s records of classical music such as Piccolo, Sax & Co. These provided us with an introduction to the different instruments, and while listening to them we imagined ourselves on a musical tour of the world.

How old were you when you first went to the opera?

Six or seven.
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