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Until I was 15 or 16, I listened to a great deal of Gustav Mahler as well as the music of Richard Wagner. Mahler positively falls into an adolescent’s lap. Then, one day, I came across Anton Bruckner, the antithesis of Mahler and a composer who has much in common with Wagner, and I felt that in the long term Mahler and Wagner would not both take up residence in my mind. I had to decide between the more life-affirming or the more life-denying of the two, between Utopia and the enticement of the abyss, between Wagner and Mahler. I came down on the side of Wagner (and Bruckner). And I would do it again and again, although the desire to listen to Mahler still stirs in me quietly from time to time.


The consequences of that decision have left their mark on my life as an artist, and that will be my subject in this book. Why is a life spent with Wagner so worthwhile? And what can be so intriguing about him as a composer? What is it like to conduct Wagner at the Bayreuth Festival Theatre and in other opera houses? What are the component parts of a successful performance? What are the particular features of the individual operas, where does each of them stand in the Wagnerian cosmos? I have asked myself those questions and others besides. I would like to answer them, as far as possible, from the viewpoint of a practising musician, from my life and my professional and personal experience.


In general, conductors do not express themselves in writing. Wagner himself wrote, passionately and exuberantly; he sought for and found himself in writing. Wilhelm Furtwängler has written from the conductor’s viewpoint, and very well too; we even have a ‘musical phenomenology’ from Sergiu Celibidache, and Michael Gielen, Pierre Boulez, Daniel Barenboim and Ingo Metzmacher have all written books on music. But it must be rather unusual for a conductor to devote himself (in the true sense of the word) to a single composer. I want to do that here for two reasons. I have already mentioned the first: my musical thinking and feeling became what it is today through Wagner. Wagner confronted me with myself. The experience was not always one of undiluted pleasure, but it had an enormous influence on welding my feelings together. That distinguished Wagner from many other composers who are also very close to me: Bach, of course, Beethoven, Bruckner, Richard Strauss.


The second reason concerns the hearer. I think all who listen to Wagner (and all who would like to) have a justified, indeed necessary interest in learning what happens in the Wagnerian workshop: the composer’s workshop and the workshop of his interpreter. Not all that goes on there is a miracle or a unique event; there are plenty of things that we can know, understand and explain. And I would like to explain them from my own point of view, to counter some new and inaccurate myths, and help to keep the content of Wagner’s music from being confused even more with its superficial manifestations. At the time of writing [2012], a tidal wave of publications was about to roll towards us for the 200th anniversary of the composer’s birth (22 May 1813), and the literature on him could already fill whole libraries. I am not a musicologist or a sociologist or a historian, I am a musician. But sometimes I feel that I have found the key to Wagner. I would be immensely pleased if reading this book were to open the door to him a little further for others, too.




 


I


‘You haven’t been playing the organ, have you?’ My Way to Wagner
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I INHERITED A LOVE OF Richard Wagner at birth. I grew up in what would, at the time, have been called a comfortable middle-class parental home, which meant more than flavouring the Christmas goose with marjoram: it implied reliability, a solid principle on which to build in life, something that would prove its value and was worth preserving. I appreciated and surely needed that. Education in a good middle-class household in the early 1960s meant that a child grew up with music, with Bach, Beethoven, Brahms, Bruckner. And in my case with Richard Wagner. Music was simply there from the first, like food on the table, like swimming in the Schlachtensee in summer. Bach’s oratorios, Bruckner’s symphonies, sonatas by Mozart and Schubert, lieder, chamber music, operatic arias – they all came to my ears from the first day of my life, thanks to the well-stocked collection of records at home, broadcasts of concerts on the radio and, above all, the piano. Both my parents played it very well. I owe it to them that I could sing before I could talk. My mother noted in her diary that when she had been singing me lullabies at bedtime, she happened to hear me singing them again before I went to sleep – without the words, of course. I was about one year old at the time. ‘Seems to be musical,’ my mother wrote cautiously.


Music is in our family. My father had perfect pitch (and passed it on to me), and there are many musical anecdotes about his own father, my grandfather, a master pastry cook and confectioner, who left Leipzig for Berlin and was soon doing very well there. In the First World War he was drafted in as a scene-shifter at the Unter den Linden Court Opera House, of which Richard Strauss was artistic director at the time. While the other stage hands went home once their work was done, my grandfather stood in the street listening to the operas, and was entranced. Die Meistersinger von Nürnberg (The Mastersingers of Nuremberg) was one of his favourites – another preference that I have inherited through my father, although after quite a long period of incubation. At first, aged 12 or 13, I thought the third act was deadly boring. All that stuff about the festive meadow, I thought, those stupid old Mastersingers carrying on! My father was horrified. Sad to say, he didn’t live to see me develop a special love for Wagner’s only comic opera. He died when I was 26. That evening I had been conducting Smetana’s The Bartered Bride in Düsseldorf. I still own the piano on which my father learned to play, an old Blüthner with a chequered history behind it.


Fortunately my talent was discovered early. I had piano and violin lessons, and we went to a great many concerts. My parents had a subscription to the Berlin Philharmonic, and I still remember how the people sitting in our row would pat me sympathetically: poor boy, they thought, having to sit patiently through the music again! I must have been the only child in sight, and they didn’t understand how a red-cheeked five-year-old could perch eagerly on the edge of his seat while the orchestra in front of us was playing Beethoven. But I wanted to be there. I didn’t want to stay at home with my East Prussian nanny, I wanted to hear orchestral music, its shimmering colours, the ebb and flow in which you could lose and at the same time find yourself. Incidentally, whoever the conductor was I thought him a rather ridiculous figure. What’s the idea, I wondered, why is he clenching his fists and doing a kind of St Vitus’s dance? Only with Karajan did I gradually come to feel that conducting can also seem an organic and indeed beautiful procedure.


From the first I preferred exuberant music on the grand scale to the sparse, economical style. I wanted a large ensemble, the full orchestral sound – to this day I never tire of the fortissimi in Richard Strauss’s Ein Heldenleben (A Hero’s Life). Similarly, I was always fascinated by slow movements, and liked them better than the fast, jaunty passages. Quick is easy, I thought, anyone can do it. But slow is difficult, you have to fill those movements with your own thoughts and ideas, with colours and nuances. So it was only a question of time before I moved from the violin to the viola because of its warmer, darker, more velvety timbre – and from the piano to the organ. On Christmas Eve we usually went to the Kaiser Friedrich Memorial Church in the Hansa quarter of Berlin to hear the Organ Mass, with Peter Schwarz playing Part Three of Johann Sebastian Bach’s Clavier-Übung (Keyboard Practice), with the wonderful Prelude in E flat major and the triple fugue whose themes represent the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. When the organ thundered like that I was happy; it was Christmas. To my mind Bach had a wealth, an internal monumentality that attracted me enormously.


At the age of 11 I tried teaching myself the organ in secret. That is to say, the verger of the Church of St John in Schlachtensee unlocked it for me, and I practised chorale preludes on its organ – unsuccessfully, of course. The different manuals, the pedals, the co-ordination of hands and feet: none of it would work. What I did notice, however, was that you couldn’t place your fingers as you do on the piano keyboard, and in the end that was what gave me away. My piano teacher, the wife of the Philharmonic’s flautist Fritz Demmler, was increasingly unhappy with my technique, and one day cried, out of a clear blue sky, ‘You haven’t been playing the organ, have you?’ So much for any career as an organist. I was forbidden to play the instrument – my parents were firm on that point – and I had to find a new outlet for my unruly tonal fantasies. I soon found it in what, after all, was close to hand: the orchestra. And in the wish to conduct, and in Richard Wagner. I don’t know now which came first, the idea of Wagner or the idea of conducting. In my memory they are very closely related. At any rate, in the Wagnerian orchestra, so far as one can speak of the Wagnerian orchestra, I think to this day of the register of an organ.


No one had to keep me up to the mark or encourage me where music was concerned, far from it. My grandmother was always saying, ‘Do go out into the fresh air, it’s such lovely weather!’ I wasn’t interested in the lovely weather, I wanted to practise and go on practising until six in the evening. Was I supposed to stop work just because the sun was shining outside? That struck me as totally absurd. My sun, my pleasure, my fulfilment were to be found in Bach’s Wohltemperiertes Klavier (The Well-tempered Clavier). I sensed that this was my path. There has never been any alternative to music for me, or even the faintest wish for one.


Experience of Wagner, if anything, reinforced this autistic attitude. On the one hand there was the music that I heard: Die Walküre (The Valkyrie) in 1966, very early in my life, under Karajan; my first Lohengrin at the German Opera House in Berlin in the old Wieland Wagner production, an opera for which, funnily enough, I later acted as répétiteur myself. Every time, these works left me exhausted. Ortrud and Telramund in the second act of Lohengrin, on the dimly lit stage: when Telramund sang, Erhebe dich, Genossin meiner Schmach! (‘Arise, companion of my shame!’) it took my breath away for days on end, even if I didn’t understand what it was all about. On the other hand, Wagner was ever present in conversations at home, and the tone of voice reserved for him particularly impressed me; it was one of admiration and awe, not at all like my parents’ reaction to Haydn, Verdi or Debussy. They certainly did value Haydn and Verdi, but I felt there must be something special about Wagner, and it made me curious. He was surrounded by the mystique of being unsuitable for children, which made him doubly attractive. For a long time I was told, ‘You’re too young for Tristan; we’ll wait a bit longer for Parsifal.’ I was therefore shaken to my depths when I did encounter those two operas at the age of 13 or 14. It was as if I had grown up in a vacuum, a void just waiting to be successively filled by the works of Richard Wagner.


I was enraptured not only by the atmosphere, the musical colours, the instrumentation, but above all by the idea of being overwhelmed by music – and overwhelming others. It was soon clear to me that I wanted to play an active part in this game. So I decided to be a conductor. Like Karajan, whose records I played at home again and again, with the scores on my knees, for preference Die Ring des Nibelungen (The Ring of the Nibelung), which he recorded in the late 1960s at the Church of Jesus Christ in Dahlem, with the fabulous Thomas Stewart as Wotan and Régine Crespin in the role of Brünnhilde. A distant voice urged me, ‘Go out into the fresh air, it’s such lovely weather!’ No, I thought, leave me alone. What was lovely weather compared to Siegfried’s Rhine journey in Götterdämmerung (Twilight of the Gods)?


I was positively knocked backwards by Wagner, and I knew: this is it. This is what you must do. By this time I had also realized that my parents were Wagnerians through and through. In fact I was surrounded solely by Wagner enthusiasts in my youth – at least, I can’t remember any other people or any other subject. That included our music teacher at my high school, who when the conversation turned to the Bayreuth Festival told us how, in his own youth, he had climbed into the Festival Theatre through a lavatory window to get into the dress rehearsals. Later, I looked for that window in vain, but that doesn’t necessarily mean anything. There has always been a lot of building work going on at the Festival Theatre. But I immediately understood the enthusiasm of our teacher who wanted to get in at any price.


My adolescence was dominated by the idea of becoming a conductor. As a result I never went in for teenage rebellion on the grand scale; I was far too busy for that, and I didn’t feel that a great deal was missing from my life. I put all my energy into music: the piano and the viola, the scores that I was studying, visits to concerts and performances of opera. To this day I can’t feel that meant I was neglecting ‘real’ life. It is usual to say that adolescence must express itself in contradiction, in trying to upset the established order, revolt for the sake of revolt. I can’t confirm that from my own experience. Or at least my contradiction was always of a different kind; I am not a stormer of barricades. I didn’t feel impelled to occupy empty buildings or hang around the streets in ragged garments; I didn’t play football or listen to The Beatles. The kind of music to which I devoted myself to excess seemed to be very far from reality, yet it opened up worlds to me, its own worlds. That was as much as I needed in the way of resistance to social norms and distancing myself from them.


Looking back, I see something definitely schizophrenic in the situation. Half of Berlin was calling for revolution at the end of the 1960s, but I myself, a child from the attractive suburb of Zehlendorf, went on going to piano lessons like a good little boy, as if nothing had happened. In the golden age of the Extra-Parliamentary Opposition in West Germany, the emergency laws and attacks on Theodor Adorno in the universities (for instance, the women students ostentatiously baring their breasts as a protest), I was still a child, and my parents certainly didn’t discuss such events at the supper table. Similarly, I am one of a generation that learned, or was supposed to learn, to hate German music and above all the music of Richard Wagner. I defended myself first intuitively and then deliberately against this kind of political correctness. Here, as in much else, I am on the same side as Daniel Barenboim, who says that the politically correct don’t like thinking for themselves. I was allergic to having such things imposed on me, not so much because my parental home was politically conservative (as it was), or because I had different political opinions (which I would have had to formulate first); I defended myself against political correctness because it would have meant tearing something out of my heart that I wasn’t ready to give up for anything. And so I was thrown back on my idols.


My social life at school was bound to suffer. I realized that I was different from the others and my talent was something unusual, which easily inclines one to arrogance. I was regarded partly as some kind of weird and wonderful creature, partly as an outsider, and the worst of it was that neither of those opinions bothered me much. I had to get used to hearing such remarks as, ‘You and your silly old Bach’. Was I supposed to strike back with, ‘You and your silly old football’? I never really stopped to think seriously about what other boys did or what they thought of me. And I wasn’t entirely alone. Some of the others at my school also played instruments, the cello, the violin, the trumpet; and we could laugh when the pop music fans asked what kind of ‘song’ we were playing. There were also opera fans, five or six of us committed to the genre who went to performances together, to Charlottenburg to hear works at the German Opera House there, of course, and also to East Berlin, to the State Opera House on Unter den Linden. That meant going to bed very late, when we had to get up early in the morning because we had French first thing, and in the afternoon I had to do homework and practise both my instruments – but none of that was any problem. I knew why I was doing it. However, I was not a very good student at school.


Bayreuth was always a mythical name to me. That was because of what I heard at home – my parents had been to the Festival I don’t know how many times – and because of the names of the conductors who were beginning to haunt my mind: Furtwängler and Knappertsbusch, of course, as well as Hermann Abendroth, Heinz Tietjen and Joseph Keilberth. In 1980 I went to Bayreuth myself for the first time, as holder of a stipend awarded by the Berlin Wagner Association. Curiously enough, I can hardly remember Twilight of the Gods in the legendary production directed by Patrice Chéreau, which is still regarded as groundbreaking. But I was all the more impressed by Parsifal (conducted by Horst Stein, with Wolfgang Wagner responsible for the direction and the stage set); the sense of music welling up from the auditorium itself fascinated me immensely. The lights go out, the Prelude begins – and the strings are playing not somewhere out in front but below me, above me, to the right and the left, in heaven and in hell, in the entire theatre. The sound has no source and is going in no direction, it is everywhere. The sound is the auditorium, the music is the world – and I am in the middle of it. As I sat there burning with enthusiasm, I felt confirmed in my belief: this was exactly what I had always expected. Fundamentally, I had never heard Wagner in any other way, either on the record player or at the piano as I was trying to study a score.


Events came thick and fast in those years; my life was like a game of dominoes. At the age of 18 I took my concert examination in piano (with Helmut Roloff), and at the same time entered the Orchestral Academy of the Berlin Philharmonic as a viola player, and studied playing from a score and conducting with Hans Hilsdorf. I took my school-leaving examination, the Abitur, at the age of 19, and in the same year, the season of 1978/9, I was given a contract at the German Opera House in Berlin. No one would have thought it possible, I myself least of all. I had been away that summer, and was just coming through the door at home when the telephone rang. Hilsdorf was on the line: a co-répétiteur wanted to get out of his contract at the beginning of the season, and would I like to go and audition for the post and play to Heinrich Hollreiser? Naturally I would, and tackled the first scene of The Mastersingers and a piece from Elektra, whereupon old Hollreiser said that they could ‘take the lad on’; as a beginner, he’d fit in somehow or other. So on 1 November 1978 I had a contract for employment at 900 marks a month in my pocket, and was in bliss! I practised and played for all I was worth, more than any of my colleagues, for work in the theatre was exactly what I wanted. At Easter 1980 I assisted Herbert von Karajan in Salzburg on his own production of Parsifal – and a year later I was an assistant in Bayreuth. I can still see myself in a tiny room on the top floor of the Festival Theatre arranging the orchestral material, marking up directions for the bowing, adjusting the dynamics and so forth, for Daniel Barenboim’s debut on the Green Hill with Tristan and Isolde (in the production directed by the great Jean-Pierre Ponnelle). I was in a state of great excitement, my ears red with pride. At least for the first few days.


In retrospect, the path I was taking may seem quite uncannily consistent. And it was inevitable so far as my own feelings were concerned, since after all I was sure that I wanted to be a conductor. Outwardly, however, by no means everything ran smoothly. At the age of 16, for instance, I had a conducting audition with Herbert Ahlendorf, who taught at the Berlin Conservatory (formerly the Stern Conservatory). Ahlendorf put on a record of the Prelude to The Mastersingers, and took me to stand in front of a tall mirror. I don’t know which confused me more: the recording, which I didn’t like, or my own extremely clumsy reflection. Whichever it was, the audition was a dismal failure; Ahlendorf thought that the will to do well was not enough in itself, and that I had no talent at all. I was devastated; after all, no less than Herbert von Karajan had advised me to audition. I had only recently had a chance to talk to him, and there was just one thing I wanted him to tell me: how do you become a conductor? Well, obviously not like this anyway, I thought after auditioning with Ahlendorf.


And then there was the Karajan conducting competition of 1985 at the Berlin College of Arts, with Wolfgang Stresemann, artistic director of the Philharmonic, chairing a jury panel consisting of Kurt Masur and Peter Ruzicka as well as Karajan himself. The work to be tackled was the Prelude to Tristan, and each entrant had 20 minutes. I was 21st out of 26 candidates. I took it as a challenge, worked on the vibrato of the cellos at the beginning and the clean intonation of the woodwind, trying to get the orchestra to breathe and make a good impression with my ideas of the sound and tempo of the piece – and got no further than bar 19 or 20. In the end I was disqualified and felt stunned. Tears shot to my eyes. I hadn’t succeeded in getting through the score, that was the reason given by the jury. Luckily for me, the decision was not unanimous: both Karajan and Ruzicka, as it turned out later, were on my side.


So how do you become a conductor? It is right to ask the question, since after all the conductor is the only musician to make no sound of his own. He is and always will be ‘a musician who dissects the air’, as my friend the composer Hans Werner Henze put it so well. That is to say, the conductor needs an orchestra, and there isn’t always an orchestra ready to hand. So how is he to rehearse, develop his own technique, gather experience? Karajan’s answer to me was always the same: pass your final school exam and then get practical experience. He said it with such authority, indeed with the full weight of his own life history behind it, that I understood what he meant at once: no more studying, I must come up the hard way as co-répétiteur, répétiteur with duties as conductor, assistant to well-known conductors, second conductor, first conductor, general music director at a provincial or medium-ranking opera house, general music director at one of the top opera houses. And engagements as guest conductor and conductor of recordings as and when the opportunity arose. If possible, you should reach that point by the age of 40, or it is not only difficult to get the top contracts (you are simply no longer such an attractive prospect on the market), but you have difficulty in mastering the entire repertory. If you take a short cut to conducting, as it were, you will hardly be able to conjure up a Lohengrin or Tristan after just a couple of years in the business, without the necessary experience and mastery of the trade. On the other hand, even very early success as a conductor, diving into ice-cold water just because of an extraordinary talent or an enormous amount of backing, can turn out to be disastrous.


In short, I am a fervent champion of learning how to be a conductor the hard way, and would still recommend it to any young colleague. My own stages along that path were Berlin, Gelsenkirchen, Karlsruhe, Hanover, Düsseldorf and Nuremberg. I had to sight-read a great deal, and abandon my own first music written for the stage; I learned to breathe with the chorus and had to conduct performances of operettas without any rehearsal. Above all, however, I acquired a huge repertory, a knowledge of opera that I live on to this day: in the three years when I was co-répétiteur at the German Opera House in Berlin alone, I was involved in 70 works. And I learned so much from conductors of the stature of Horst Stein and Heinrich Hollreiser. Stein, with his short arms and short baton – I know no one who kept so clear and precise a beat going without making any fuss about it. Hollreiser, on the other hand, used a long baton, wielding it like a whip; you could positively hear the crack of the whiplash. I admired them both enormously, and would sit in on rehearsals watching like a lynx for fear of missing anything.


After a while, sooner or later, you do then get an idea of the profession. But it takes time, and you have to be patient. Patient with yourself, too, with the development of your own personality, particularly if, as in my own case, you don’t easily fit into a collective or an ensemble. I am afraid that Thielemann the beginner was inclined to talk big, and often covered up for his insecurity by impudence. And of course, as an assistant you sit in on so many rehearsals that it is easy to think: I could do better than that! Then one day you are about to conduct the first Parsifal of your life (mine was at the German Opera House, Berlin, in 1998, directed by Götz Friedrich), and you realize how difficult it is and find that the music you love so much is either congealing into something slow-moving or crumbling to pieces – just because you love it so much, and because you think that Wagner’s ‘festival work for the consecration of a stage’ should be solemn and very, very slow. Only when working at Bayreuth did I realize what a misapprehension that is.


You can’t learn conducting in itself. The only teaching that I ever really had was, as I said above, from Hans Hilfsdorf, director of the Berlin Academy of Singing. This is how to indicate four-four time, said Hilsdorf, this is three-four time, this is a pause, this is a beat of five, this is a beat of six – fundamentally, that was it. Your two hands have to operate as independently of each other as possible, he also explained, the right hand is responsible for beating time, the left hand for everything else. Why? Because, for instance, it can happen that you have to use your left hand to help a singer who has lost his way and keep signalling, ‘wrong, wrong, wrong’ to him until you can bring him back into the ensemble again. As you do so, of course you must not lose your own way, and so the right hand must keep the beat going as regular as clockwork. I never really learned more than that.


Richard Wagner constantly dominated my years of apprenticeship and travelling. He was always knocking at the door, and then not quite coming in: there was the episode with Ahlendorf and the Prelude to The Mastersingers, there was the Karajan competition, my audition with Hollreiser, my first time as assistant to Karajan with Parsifal, my first time as assistant to Barenboim with Tristan. Even George Alexander Albrecht tested me in Hanover with a passage from the third act of Tristan (Noch losch das Licht nicht aus; ‘Extinguish not the light’), which I performed for him from memory. And it was to go on in much the same way: Wagner, always Wagner. Although a beginner has no business with that subject, since Wagner was and is a matter of prime importance in all opera houses. My ambition was spurred on all the more.


I don’t hold esoteric opinions, but all the same I ask myself why I was so preoccupied with Wagner. A sense of being a kindred spirit? Fate? A particularly subtle set of circumstances? I have now been conducting Wagner for 30 years, and the wish to plunge head first into his scores may have become purified and refined, but it has never gone away. I do things differently today (that is to say, in organizing my time in general); I know how to husband my physical and emotional powers better. As I grow older, my tempi have become more fluid, and musically I am much more concerned than I used to be with transparency, in order to achieve the clarity so tellingly conjured up by Wagner. Some works, like Tristan, I have to put aside from time to time in order to recover from them – they take too much out of me. It is like a trip on drugs: you don’t know whether you will ever find your way back again (an experience that I have spared myself). It is as if the membrane between art and life, between this world and the next, were getting thinner and thinner. An addictive element is part of the music of Richard Wagner, which is what makes him so much like a dangerous drug to me.


My official Wagnerian debut was in Italy in 1983, at a concert on the hundredth anniversary of Wagner’s death at the Teatro La Fenice in Venice. The evening was attractively entitled A Love Potion For Ever, and I was to conduct the Siegfried Idyll and the Symphony in C major before the Swiss conductor Peter Maag took over on the podium for the Wesendonck Lieder and Isolde’s Liebestod, with Katia Ricciarelli. Venice evokes many emotions in Wagnerians; after all, the Master died here in the Palazzo Vendramin-Calergi, and he conducted his last concert at La Fenice two months earlier for his wife Cosima’s 45th birthday (with the same C major Symphony, a work of his youth). I had met Maag at the German Opera House in Berlin, and we understood each other at once: he as Furtwängler’s former assistant, and I as a novice but with all sorts of ideas in my head. It was also Maag who soon after this, in 1981, brought me from Venice to be his assistant in a new production of Tristan. He sometimes left me in charge of the rehearsals; for instance, I conducted Brangäne’s song as she keeps watch, and the Prelude. That morning at La Fenice I had the Prelude played three times running, and after that I was in a state of such agitation, drenched with sweat, that I had to break off and take refuge in the hotel. As I couldn’t stand it there either, I spent the rest of the day staggering through the city as if in delirium, under the steely blue winter sky of Venice, entirely enraptured and blissfully happy because I had conducted the Prelude to Tristan.


My full Wagnerian debut was in 1985, with a concert performance of Rienzi at the Lower Saxony State Theatre in Hanover. Then it was more or less one thing after another. In the 1988/9 season, when I was 29, I was appointed general music director at Nuremberg, where I conducted Lohengrin and Tannhäuser for the first time, as well as Pfitzner’s Palestrina, Schumann’s Genoveva and Weber’s Euryanthe; I was to return to La Fenice in 1990 to conduct Lohengrin there. Inwardly, however, I could hardly wait to conduct Tristan for the first time. My opportunity came unexpectedly; in the autumn of 1988 Peter Ruzicka got in touch with me. He had just taken over from Rolf Liebermann as artistic director at the Hamburg State Opera House. He had obviously remembered the Karajan competition, and was calling to ask if I would like to take on some of the performances of Tristan in Ruth Berghaus’s production, which had been something of a scandal. Would I! I knew that I could, scandal or not, but I also knew, of course, that it was a great risk. If I failed in Hamburg I could say goodbye to my career as a conductor of Wagner, and the danger of failing as a beginner with only two rehearsals behind me seemed high. Two rehearsals at the State Opera House of North Rhine-Westphalia on the Rothenbaum in Hamburg were to decide my fate.


I don’t know what I would have done if it had gone wrong. Would I have gone on conducting, but not the works of Wagner? Would I have admitted that I was not yet mature enough to tackle Tristan? Would I have embarked on a different career with the Prussian Foundation for Castles and Gardens? A flop would certainly have left me in a state of deep crisis. Conducting for the sake of conducting has never interested me. Many have accused me of not being a musician who seeks his fortune in diversity, conducting works from early music to Stockhausen. It is true that I am more inclined to move in concentric circles. I have to proceed from a central point, my own central point, which means that I have never thought of my career, only and always of Wagner. If I had been woken at four in the morning and asked: what do you want to conduct? I would have cried: Wagner! And Tristan. So in a way I have staked everything on a single card, because of my obsession.


How did the Hamburg Tristan turn out? Today I would rather not hear it again. To be honest, I have only vague memories of it. Somehow or other it was all right. In spite of my nerves and hysteria, I gained confidence from somewhere, and in the end it was a success. Afterwards I couldn’t sleep all night, I was in such a state of excitement and relief. At the time I didn’t really notice the images of Berghaus’s production: the notorious turbine in the first act, the stranded planet in the third act. But I was to return to Hamburg in 1993 for a revival of the production, when Berghaus herself was in charge of the set rehearsals, and they were a real revelation, my idea, so to speak, of an operatic Big Bang. She was a director who thought only of the music and nothing but the music in the design of the sets, addressing the score, not extraneous ideas or coincidences or dramatic whims. Of the other directors with whom I have worked so far, only Jean-Pierre Ponnelle and Götz Friedrich could do that.


In Hamburg I noticed how much the musicians in the pit depend on what is happening on stage. As long as the dramatic tension holds, the aesthetics of the set do not mean much to me, and I can conduct a performance of Tristan featuring deckchairs, or a turbine, or the Daedalus crater on the Moon. But there must be alchemy in the relationship between the stage and the pit, and Ruth Berghaus was able to conjure that up. She also said the musicians must light a fire down below in the pit, while the ice age reigns on the stage above. I think we made a good team – just because the difference between us could not have been greater: the critical East German and the epicurean West German, the convinced adherent of the Social Unity Party of the GDR and the apolitical Wessi, she a functionary, I probably boorish, she a Brechtian and I a pupil of Karajan – the list of labels and clichés could go on and on. For the rest, Ruth Berghaus could have been my mother.


She had me asking not only how Wagner was doing what he did, but also why. What does it mean when he makes the sun in the last act of Tristan flicker, so that you think he is still composing the black dots that you see when you have looked into the light for too long? What does it mean that love, every love, is an impossibility, magnificent excess, pure anarchy? That Tristan must die if Utopia is to live? In Heiner Müller’s 1994 production of Tristan at Bayreuth, the set designer Erich Wonder made a tiny golden square appear behind Isolde, growing larger and brighter until the light filled the entire auditorium and only her outline could be seen. What a fabulous image! The consuming emotion of this conclusion, of all conclusions, the extinction of the individual, the power of music, the consolation of beauty, timelessness – it is all expressed in that image. I would have liked to express it like that myself.


The Hamburg Tristan gave a powerful impetus to my career as a Wagnerian conductor, and indeed my career as a whole. It was followed by engagements in Geneva, Rome, Bologna and the United States, and I accompanied the German Opera House in Berlin, which I had joined in 1991 with my Lohengrin, on tour to Japan. But I never heard anything from one small town in Upper Franconia, and it irritated me. I left my post as general music director at Nuremberg amidst some bad feeling, after a production of Tristan that won recognition beyond the local area; I was said to have been dancing at too many other weddings, which anyone could see was not the case. But Bayreuth lies at the gates of Nuremberg (or rather, to Wagnerians, Nuremberg lies at the gates of Bayreuth) – shouldn’t Wolfgang Wagner, director of the Festival, and his wife Gudrun have come to one or other of the performances I conducted?


This question is one of the few blind spots in my relationship with the Wagner family. I have never found out whether they came to hear me or not, and I always felt embarrassed to ask. One way or another, I had to wait a long time for an invitation to Bayreuth. Nothing changed even when I became general music director at the German Opera House in Berlin in 1997, and Wagner was on the programme again, as he should be in such a great theatre. Had I lost my chance during my time as an assistant on the Green Hill? I was very precise and rigorous in my work, and I am sure not always as ingratiating as I might have been. Was there no call for any conductors other than Daniel Barenboim, James Levine and Giuseppe Sinopoli? Did I lack influential friends to back me? In retrospect, I will say that in the years when I was waiting for a sign from Bayreuth, I learned a useful lesson: never wait for anything, never want anything too much. Whether in the case of the Bayreuth Festival, or the Vienna Philharmonic, or the Semper Opera House in Dresden, such things always happen when you are not thinking of them. However, that assumes that when they do happen you will be well prepared.


And it happened exactly like that. In 1999 I was conducting a new production of The Mastersingers at the Lyric Opera in Chicago (with Jan-Hendrik Rootering as Hans Sachs, René Pape as Pogner, Nancy Gustafson as Eva and Gösta Winbergh as Stolzing). I was staying in a skyscraper on the 78th or 88th floor, or that was what it felt like, and could look out of the windows at Lake Michigan and down at the Magnificent Mile. It was snowing outside, the place was very comfortable, and I was just coming through my door with a plastic bottle of Coca-Cola and nachos or tacos of some kind, anyway something very unhealthy, when the phone rang. It was Reiner Barchmann, the double bass player from Dresden, who was orchestral director at Bayreuth at the time. ‘Hello, I’m calling on behalf of Wolfgang Wagner – he’d like to talk to you. But I might as well say straight away that Herr Wagner will ask whether you’d like to conduct The Mastersingers for us.’ I almost fell off my chair, nachos or tacos and all. Somehow or other I managed to stammer yes, and then hung up.


Next day Wolfgang Wagner called in person. He and Gudrun happened to be in the States, and we agreed to meet over a meal in Chicago. That first evening was entertaining and entirely uncomplicated, with stories about Knappertsbusch and Tietjen, and Wolfgang’s brother Wieland. Once again I said yes to The Mastersingers, but meanwhile I had worked out that that was not enough for me. Naturally I was happy to step in as a replacement for Daniel Barenboim, who had other commitments, but a new production . . . And because the mood of the gathering was so good, and so was the wine, a moment came when I ventured to suggest it. Old Wagner just looked at me and said: ‘Tannhäuser, 2002, hmm,’ (there was hardly a sentence that he didn’t end with a little throwaway sound like that), ‘yes, that would be the thing for you.’ I was astonished. He had only been waiting for me to ask.


At one of the next Mastersingers performances in Chicago the Wagners were ensconced in the front row, right behind me. That is to say, the monitors (set up for the benefit of the singers and the stage manager) always showed Gudrun and Wolfgang as well. The backstage staff at the theatre were beside themselves: ‘He looks exactly like his grandfather!’ And they were right. Sometimes, when he was making his way through the front rows of the Festival Theatre during a rehearsal in Bayreuth, so that you saw him in profile, with his rippling white hair and that nose, you instinctively thought: there goes Richard Wagner himself, listening to his own music.


So from 2000 to 2002 I conducted The Mastersingers in Bayreuth, as well as Parsifal in 2001 (stepping in for Christoph Eschenbach) and Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony; from 2005 Tannhäuser; and after 2006, as it soon turned out, also the new Ring. I had achieved my aim. Or had I? Does one ever?


In a certain way, yes, there is a Wagnerian aim to be achieved. For all who sense the aura of the opera house in Bayreuth and accept, even love its acoustic idiosyncrasies, conducting Wagner in his own theatre is the apex. There is nowhere higher to aim, and so far as my own need for expression and for beauty is concerned there is nothing more satisfying (although the individual works take effect in very different ways in the Bayreuth Festival Theatre). With success, however, my doubts have also grown. The more you know and can do, the more you find how much more there still is to know and to do. Then I think of the great figures of the past, Knappertsbusch in his white shirt and braces with his long baton, old Karajan, old Günter Wand, conductors who had no more to achieve on the podium, and I know that I am still light years away from that point. Music had become second nature to them, as my teacher Helmut Roloff always used to say. Richard Wagner confronts his conductors with such complex problems of technique and skill, such musical, mental, emotional, physical and intellectual difficulties, that any form of self-satisfaction or pride is misplaced. However high you climb on the Wagnerian ladder, there will still always be air above you.


Perhaps I don’t show it these days, but in the last minutes before a performance I often feel, and not only in Bayreuth, that I would like to run away or drop dead. Say: goodbye, sorry, I can’t do it, I’ve just this moment died. My stomach churns, my whole body rebels, and there is not just one weaker self protesting inside me but a whole troop of them. There are many stories about Carlos Kleiber, who suffered from this kind of stage fright. Apparently he once had to be brought from Munich to Bayreuth in a police car, because Wolfgang Wagner managed to persuade him to conduct a performance of Tristan after all when he had already declined to do it. Or there was the legendary note that Kleiber left for the Vienna Philharmonic after a bungled rehearsal of Beethoven’s Fourth: ‘Gone off into the wide blue yonder.’ These are amusing anecdotes; we laugh at them, particularly as they are typical of Kleiber’s other quirks. But I ask myself what state his mind was in. How great must his fear have been, and how enormously high his standards.


I couldn’t react in that way; I am too down-to-earth, too aware of my obligations, and then again too frightened. At the moments when my weaker self protests, I say: all the same, I will do it. I will overcome myself. It’s not a good idea to stand on the ten-metre diving board and refuse to jump.


Or as the late Beethoven implies in a late canon of 1825, with a text that runs: Doktor sperrt das Tor dem Tod, Note hilft auch aus den Not.1 Yes, music helps us in our need. It always does.


 


[image: images]


1 Translator’s footnote: the German translates as: ‘The doctor won’t let death through the door, music helps us in our need.’ There is a pun on Note (musical note) and Not (need).




 


II


Wagner’s Cosmos
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I WOULDN’T WANT TO MEET Richard Wagner in person. I think I would be afraid of him. If he were to come through the doorway, all 1.66 metres of him, maybe with unwashed hair under that velvet cap, talking away in his Saxon accent about the weather, his night’s sleep, his dogs Russ and Putz and Molly, about satin trousers, dental ulcers, methods of administering enemas, his favourite women singers – it would be too much for me. I would be disillusioned. Not because I have such a strictly romantic image of him, but because I would have to face the ease with which the Wagnerian world disintegrates into the real and the possible. I would have to distinguish between the court Kapellmeister (the position as conductor that he achieved in Dresden), and the amateurish musician as which he liked to describe himself, and much more as well.


I suppose a conductor is assumed to know everything, but it can always be forgotten again. The older I grow, the less interest I take in the biographies of composers. After all, I have the scores, and it’s all in there. Including, indeed in particular, the ambivalent and contradictory aspects of a composer.


How do I think of Wagner the man? As domineering, irascible, foolish and intensely aware of his mission. As a driven, crazed demagogue. Hans Neuenfels once wrote, when he felt that he had met him in Bayreuth (he was fantasizing, of course), that at the sight of the Master, it was ‘as if he were pinned down like a moth in a collection’. I can well imagine it: eyes like daggers, seeing everything only too clearly! On the other hand, Wagner did indeed see a great many things very clearly, and his longing for totality in art, a kind of art that signifies everything, is quite familiar to me. Perhaps we are not so very different in our passions after all, although I myself find it easier to keep my feet on the ground. Wagner, on the other hand, liked to conjure up another Neuschwanstein in his imagination. In 1865, the year of Tristan and after his first meeting with King Ludwig II in Munich, he notes: ‘I can and must live only in a kind of cloud. As I am entirely an artist, I can lead only an artificial life. That means hardly mingling with other people, not talking to them, or only in jest, never seriously, for then what I have to say always becomes passionate and useless. [. . .] I set up a complete court for myself. [. . .] At once I have not a care in the world. [. . .] and then it is like being in Versailles at the court of Louis XIV, living amidst the most rigid etiquette, like a puppet on a string.’


No doubt reality looked different. Wagner was in fact down-to-earth and practical, and at the same time ‘amazingly hot-headed’ – it is in the family to this day. He did not really float on clouds (or he would not have had to dream of it), but was to be found crawling around on the Bayreuth stage down below, furious because all was not exactly as he wanted it. ‘The architect of the Festival Theatre, that man Brückwald from Leipzig, is an idiot! The wood creaks at every step! And where’s the neck of my dragon that was made in London? Why has the machinery for the Rhine maidens gone wrong again? And who the devil ordered those tasteless provincial Red Indian costumes?’ Ultimately Wagner’s struggles are not so far from the everyday life of the theatre as it still is. True, these days Siegfried no longer wears a bearskin on stage, but if the director doesn’t envisage a cliché-ridden version of the Rhine maidens, they are still apt to present problems.


That is another reason why, as a conductor, I don’t feel that I have to know everything about Wagner’s life, although what I really would ask him if he unexpectedly walked in through the door is: my dear Wagner, how can a man of your character and your skill have been so wrong in his judgement of Felix Mendelssohn-Bartholdy? And there’s another thing, too: why, as a gifted practitioner of music, do you have so much forte in the orchestra in the first scene of The Mastersingers? Who can ever hope to sing against it?
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