Knowing the Score: Donald Runnicles on conducting Tannhäuser
by Paul J. Pelkonen 

Donald Runnicles, music director of the San Francisco Opera, is no stranger to the complexities of Wagner’s Tannhäuser. He first conducted Tannhäuser at the Bayreuth Festival in 1992, and, starting this week, will lead the San Francisco Opera in a new staging by the iconoclastic director Graham Vick. And yet, Runnicles sees this massive opera, with its opening Act I orgy/ballet, massive choruses of knights and pilgrims and punishing title role as...chamber music?

“I think that the term “chamber music” applies to any form of music making, whether it’s two, twenty, or two hundred musicians working together,” he says in a telephone interview amidst the hectic bustle of the beginning of the company’s season, “where people are as aware of the other musical strands as they are of their own. Good musicians and singers enjoy the fact that some other strand will take on a different drift, and one goes with that. Even with a large orchestra, I think that musicians focus on what they are not playing as well as what they are playing. The conductor becomes a sound engineer modulating what goes on in the orchestra and making players aware of each other.” 
“Tannhäuser shares certain challenges with the early Wagner operas. The tempo marks in the score, which are not from Wagner himself, are really quite unperformable. One has to take a more pragmatic approach and make sense of it not only with the transitions in mind but what is singable, as well. For that reason, it is interesting to note that in the later Wagner operas, there are no tempo markings at all. But, in these early operas, there are decisions one has to make. In the orchestra score, there’s a little “W”: it will tell you ‘do not rush through this’ or ‘be animated.’ These may be based on what Wagner said to the musicians in 1870 but Wagner did not add those markings himself. It would be an interesting research project to find out who did.”

One of the major decisions in staging Tannhäuser is deciding which version of the score to use. Wagner produced at least four or five different versions of the opera, making continual revisions over a 25-year period. Runnicles explains: “The decision is between the original version (“Dresden”) from 1845, or the Paris version from 1861. There’s also the Vienna revision of 1870. Or it can be a mixture of the different versions.” 

“We’ve opted to perform the Paris version in its entirety,” Runnicles said. “I think whichever version one chooses is problematic. But theatrically, if one leaves the musicological arguments aside, I think the Paris version does add more dimension to the drama.”

Runnicles’ first Tannhäuser (at Bayreuth in 1992) used the less exotic Dresden version of the opera. He feels that “one is left wanting, in some respect. I think if I was going to do that (Dresden) version again it would be contingent on working with a director who wanted to take a specific working approach that was more puritanical.”

Wagner’s 1861 edits include truncating the overture to flow directly into the opening ballet music, and using his modern compositional ideas (discovered during the writing of Tristan und Isolde) to lend greater impact to the role of the goddess Venus. “It fleshes out her character,” he explained. “Her music is that much more sensuous, and it is more clearly contrasted with the role of Elisabeth, the other female lead. This helps establish the conflict between the mind and soul that exists within Tannhäuser himself, and makes his journey that much more compelling.” 
Although Vick’s production of Tannhäuser still finds the singing knight caught between sacred love and earthly lust, he is a much more sympathetic figure. “Dramatically, Graham has worked very hard, Runnicles said, “to show that there are very human and attractive attributes which Tannhäuser displays. All the other characters embrace him, and want to embrace those attributes. But, I think that Venus never really leaves Tannhäuser’s side, even though he shuns her and rejects her. Even though he invokes the name of the Virgin Mary, he is never really repentant.”

“Graham takes the singing competition in Act II in the Wartburg very seriously. All these characters are not just two dimensional figures who just don’t understand Tannhäuser. He (Vick) makes them very sympathetic. They believe sincerely in the singing competition and its goal. They want to embrace Tannhäuser. They don’t shun him—they are enormously attracted to this world, until later on when has that explosion in regard to the Venusberg. He adds that this attitude continues in the character up until the climax of the third act’s Rome Narration, when Tannhäuser recounts the story of his harrowing pilgrimage to Rome and his unsuccessful pleas before the Pope. “We are often left with the impression that that the Pope was some closeted, rigid, unsympathetic figure that declared Tannhäuser to be damned. But when he goes to Rome before the Pope, the Pope can see that this is not a penitent man, this is not a man seeking repentance. This is a man who wanted to have his cake and eat it too, to embrace both Venus and Elisabeth.”
“Coming back to the great scores is like meeting old friends after a long absence,” Runnicles says. “You recognize them, and you see yourself changed. I think now on this third or fourth encounter with Tannhäuser is the most mature on my part. I come to this music fresh. I look at it, and go through every bar again, There will be new connections that I will find musically or thematically. For example, I may try a transition differently. As Wagner himself said: ‘conducting my music is the art of the transition’. You have to give the audience the feeling that everything is seamless.”
