TANNHÄUSER AT BAYREUTH

Christopher McQuaid

This was a complex and unusual yet musically satisfying production. To understand it at a deeper level I have started to read Friedrich Nietzsche, wherein I hope to find an explanation for this production, which was shocking at first sight. I have purchased "The Birth of Tragedy" to assist - not light reading, you will agree. I fear that one needs a minimum of a Master's Degree in Philosophy to get to the root of meaning in this striking production. It is set in a plant (Venusberg) where excrement is processed to yield biogas, of which a by-product is ethyl alcohol, which the workers consume in large gulps from large red mugs. At a more intellectual level the struggle is, I quote from the notes: "…about choosing between the Apollonion and the Dionysian. At the end Tannhäuser is not able to find either of them."

The curtain is already open when one enters the Festspielhaus and the workers are working. There are no set changes per se.  However, a Charles Darwin prop rises from the centre of the stage with evolving beings in a circular cage in which Tannhäuser has been cavorting with a very pregnant Venus. The shepherd is clearly intoxicated and having lots of fun. The pilgrims (workers) are sweeping and dusting their paths to Rome. In Act II during the singing contest the workers (guests) bop along, swaying from side to side with the music. Tannhäuser smokes an occasional cheroot using a lighter. Venus is a spectator. There are video images behind the plant with strange goings on, not unlike the breeding rabbits in a previous production of Parsifal. There are notices and screened statements such as "Mann gegen Mann" (Man against Man). In Act III a video of Elizabeth being assumed into Heaven is shown as Wolfram sings "O du, mein holder Abendstern.". At the choral conclusion Venus’ new-born baby is passed around by the chorus.

In this, and all other productions at Bayreuth, the music shines through the fog. After all, the Bayreuther Festspiele is an experimental theatre where the crowning glories are the acoustics, the chorus and the orchestra. The soloists are variable, but they are mere mortals who work very hard at their art. The choral singing was heavenly, and of course the Ensemble in Act I was brilliant, as ever, as was the wonderful concluding passage in Act II: "Nach Rome!" 

The music was marvellous and it was a privilege to be there at the 100th Bayreuther Festspiele.

