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1 Introduction

Tannh&auser und der Sangerkrieg auf Warthigr&ichard Wagner’s only opera whose title
points the audience to a particular scene of thel¢ing drama’ and there can be little doubt
that the tournament of song in the last sceneeftludle act is the story’s linchpin. It is
Tannnh&user’s confessional outburst that sets tiomthe irresistible chain of events that,
ultimately, leads to his and Elisabeth’s deathsradeémption. At the same time some authors
have argued that Tannhauser’s behavior in thisesiseimconsistent (swinging as it does from
fervent praise of Venus to quiet acquiescencedg@bnishment) and that, thus, the opera’s
conception is fundamentally flawed. Here we ardna such a conclusion is not warranted if

one carefully analyses Tannh&auseh®ice problenonce the tournament is under way.

On the surface, Tannhéauser’s behaviour in the souamt appears indeed puzzling. Departing
from all courtly rules he interrupts the songs isffellow knights, harshly attacking their

views on the nature of love. As such this woul@adty be disturbing but Tannhauser goes

“We are deeply indebted to Tom Grey who has halgeshormously revising this article. In
particular, we owe to him much of the discussiothef musical material in Section 4. In
addition, his many questions and comments haveibatgd to improving virtually all parts
and aspects of this article. This paper has alseftied from helpful comments, discussions,
and suggestions from Dieter Borchmeyer, Steven Brdmrrel Carver, Steve Cerf, Jenny
Davidson, John Deathridge, John Dupre, Leah Gdreei| Healy, Malte Konig, Paisley
Livingston, Stephen Rowland, Martin Rihl, Rogerusen, and William Twining.
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1 Of course, the title also indicates the dual sewfcthe opera that draws on both, the
Tannhauser and the Wartburg legend (that receitardry treatments, for example, in
Ludwig Tieck’sDer getreue Eckart und der Tannenhéuaed E.T.A. Hoffman'©er Kampf
der Sangel



one step further: He praises Venus, the goddessotit love, and confesses to having spent
time at her grotto of sin, the Venus mountain, tpsgthe entire court and deeply hurting
Elisabeth. This apparently self-damaging behavi®attributed to Tannhauser’s high-rising
emotions, his inability to exert self-control. Yatfew minutes later this stir of emotions
seems to have subsided and Tannhauser falls iwithehe verdict of the court and, calmly
accepting his fate, decides to go on a pilgrimagedme. This sudden change of heart has
been viewed as inexplicable and some authors (ahalediscuss in more detail below) have
argued that Wagner’s libretto simply does not msdese.

In this article we introduce an approach that effedifferent perspectizean approach that
reveals that, after all, Tannhauser’s behaviourbsamiewed as fully consistent. Why does he
ruin his chances of winning the contest and thethbyhand of his beloved Elisabeth in
marriage? Because it is the only solution to a dilemma fee$eonce the Landgraf announces
the competition. Showing that there is such a dihenfiorms the core of our article.
Methodologically, this requires an analysis of usertvedcounterfactualsWhat would have
happened if Tannh&user had won or lost the tourngm&'e shall carefully examine the
libretto and its historical context to deal witlesie questions. Our answers suggest an
alternative view of the tournament of song accagdowhich there is neither anything crazy
in Tannh&auser’s outburst nor the slightest flawMagner’s libretto. On the contrary, in the
light of our arguments, Wagner’s construction & kibretto appears as rather subtle and
logically tight.

In the remainder of this article we proceed afedl. In Section 2 we discuss some general
aspects of our methodology—which is largely borravrem the social sciences—and argue
why we consider it useful for the analysis of #erand operatic plots. In Section 3 we carry
out the counterfactual analysis, carefully sheddigigt on Tannhauser's predicament in the
tournament scene. In Section 4 we discuss whetlreargument can be supported by the
opera’s genesis, Wagner’'s own reflections, andially, the opera’s music. In Section 5 we

conclude.

2 While the libretto makes no explicit mention ofzabeth’s hand as first prize there can be
little doubt that at least Tannh&auser and Wolfrapubd claim her hand in marriage if they
were to win the contest. What else would be “astgaed bold as can be conceived” to
paraphrase the Landgraf.



2 The Methodology

Our methodology is formally related to methods esypt in economics arrdtional choice
theory(RCT). The basic idea is to treat observed beha\as if taken through an individual
act of rational choice. Doing so we can attawaningto the observed behaviour, that is, we
caninterpretit. While, at first sight, this reference to ecamos and RCT may sound
surprising many common sense interpretations ofresl behaviour, be it in real life or in
stories, make use of the implicit assumptions RChased upon—that an observed choice is
the outcome of an individual rational act. Takedgample, Paris’ choice of awarding Eris’
golden apple to Aphrodite. How can we say thatc¢hisice reveals that Paris, in contrast to
Wagner’s Alberich, prefers love over power and wis@ Obviously, such an inference
requires the assumption that Paris’ choice candeed as an individual goal-oriented act. If
we alternatively assume that the decision was isdbitt rather driven by social forces, we
cannot infer anything about Paris himself (othantthat he is subject to such forces).
Similarly, if we assume that his choice was nabratlly goal-oriented but simply followed
from adhering, say, to the alphabetical order, amnot learn anything about what Paris really
prefers Thus, we can only say that Paris prefers love poerer and wisdom if we are

willing to view his action “as if” following from a individual rational act.

The “as if” is important here. Interpreting Pa@tion in the way above does not require the
assumption that he consciously carried out somamazation calculus or cost-benefit
analysis. This is similar to the physics of aviattbat provide a coherent framework for
modelling and understanding the flight of birdsherit positing that birds solve systems of
differential equations in the same way the physigtso models their flight doesThe
interpreter is never confined to the same restmstias the object of interpretation. This holds
as much for the physicist who interprets the flighbirds, the economist who interprets
purchasing behaviour or the literary critic wheenprets the actions of a deranged hero in a

Dostojevsky novel.

% Friedman (1953) tells the tale of expert billiptdyers who, mainly guided by intuition and
experience, behave as if they computed the trajestof billiard balls applying the principles
of Newtonian physics—which would provide an apprager framework for a scientific study

of billiards.



As an approach to the phenomenal realm, RCT impas@smensely tight structure. If what
we observe could stem from an optimal individualvee have to pay careful attention to
what the alternatives were from which the actorseh®e need to analyse the
counterfactuals-the unobserved consequences of the unchoserhatthé actor might have
chosen. This requires a recreation of the actoigral choice set—to think carefully about
what other opportunities the actor had and to whmisequences her other choices might
have led. In social science applications the difficof this task ranges from the almost trivial
but computationally laborious (a consumer in a smagket with £100 in his pockets to
spend) to the exceedingly complex (the US presideaiding about how to deal with a
‘rogue state’). In literature and opera, on thesotiand, the task is of a much more
circumscribed nature. First of all, the alternagiveight be explicitly mentioned in the text
(“He was at a crossroads—should he go left or @Qhar there may be many direct hints that
make it easy to reconstruct the relevant choic¢‘bethe morning while brushing his teeth
he thought about quitting his job”). In other caadsll recreation of the actor’s choice set
will require the search for implicit clues in thext. Often this will be aided by considering the
type ofgenrethe story or opera belongs to. As de Sousa (200(8)it: “Polygamous

marriage is a live option for biblical charactdyst not for the protagonists of Jane Austen
novels; by contrast, refusing to sacrifice Isagoaighaps not a live option for Abraham. Yet
one can imagine a postmodern, satirical or pancdgble in which Abraham makes God a
counteroffer he can’t refuse. Thus different geqmesuppose different ranges of

possibilities, and hence of rational action.”

Thus, on many levels, counterfactual analyses nighhore easily applicable in the context
of fiction or opera rather than in the contextexdlrlife decision making. Yet, while RCT has
gained a stronghold throughout the social sciengesthe last few decades—post-war

economics has been built entirely okt has been rarely applied to studies in the amts

“ Rational choice has also entered the mainstreaudiology and political science over the
last two and a half decades, for example througltytioal marxism (also sometimes referred
to as “no-bullshit marxism”) which has fruitfullyawn on rational choice and game theory;
see, in particular, Roemer (1986), Elster (19859l Rrzeworski (1985). Another field that
absorbed ideas from rational choice around the $aneeis education. Armstrong (1980) and
Rowland (1984) introduced it into a field that tlecades had been stressing the limitations of
children’s reasoning capabilities the notion that@per understanding of children’s

behaviour in the classroom does require the apgireniof children’s rationality—a
revolutionary move that had profound effects osslaom teaching.



humanities’ It is not entirely clear to us why this is the €aBerhaps a certain overly
aggressive and rather naive ‘economic imperialigrat in many instances has simply
produced tautological statements is to blame. Wihdeacknowledge the boundaries of
rational choice based approaches—there would thee gibint in applying such tools to
interpret works that investigate the absolute depfove and death and the mysteries of the
noumenal such as Wagner’s Schopenhaudiietan und Isolde-we do not think that the
acknowledgement of such boundaries implies a generaapplicability of the toolkit to the

humanities.

As the object of interest in our case is an opefayw more remarks on the methodology are
in order. While the ideal of classical drama asosetin Aristotle’sPoeticslends itself very
naturally to counterfactual analySispera libretti might suffer from small imperfeat®such
that the music can play a more integral part amsbigust mere accompaniment, a point
vigorously argued in the context of Wagner by Mag#1). Thus, a full analysis of an
opera’s drama will never be complete without anyams of its music as well.

From the perspective of our undertaking this waganfew comments. First, even if a purely
libretto-based analysis of counterfactuals can neaesal the full picture this does not imply
that such an analysis has nothing to contributiillAinderstanding of an opera might
necessitate a heterodox mixture of interpretatheést Second, any insights gained by a
counterfactual analysis of the libretto’s plot aanight have their counterparts in the music

itself, in particular, when musical ideas are ghtty linked to meaning as in Wagner’s operas

® A notable exception is Paisley Livingston's (2061nograph oiiterature and

Rationality. Livingston examines works by Theodore Dreiserjl&iola, and Stanislaw Lem
and offers a broad discussion of why and how tkaraption of rationality can advance
literary analysis. Roughly speaking, he pursuesethines of enquiry. Firstly, he shows how
the taking into account of characters’ (as wekathors’) intentions and rationality can
improve our understanding of literature. Seconké/argues that many rather ordinary
statements made in literary criticism do, in f@cesuppose intentions and rationality. And,
thirdly, he tries to illustrate how the analysiditdrature can contribute to the advancement of
concepts of rationality in philosophy or the sosi@lences.

® Aristotles’ ideas about the necessity and prokigitsf incidents are implicitly based on
there being alternatives in actions. In chaptefB&kker number 1461a] he explicitly
demands that actions should be judged by consglénancounterfactuals: “(vi) As for
whether someone’s saying or action is fine or dirgee, one must consider not only what
was said or done itself, to see whether it is gmodferior, but also the person saying or
doing it, and to whom, at what time, by what meand to what end, e.g. whether it is to
bring about a greater good, or to avert a greaiéf e



where leitmotifs are identified with non-musicapto. In other words, the richness of the
mixed-media realm of opera renders the art forniqudarly well-suited to our approach as
interpretations and lines of argument pertainintheoplot itself may be mirrored in the
musical and visual dimensions. In turn, this implieat studying opera may contribute to an
analysis of RCT itself, shedding light on the gismstvhether and how the “purely rational”

is connected to the emotional and visceral in sohtbe great tales of humanity.

3 Tannh&user’s Dilemma

The key scene illannh&usethat we investigate here is, as mentioned aboedgotirnament
of song towards the end of the act two. Tannh&uwkerhas just rejoined his fellow knights at
the Wartburg finds himself suddenly taking paraitournament the winner of which will get
to marry the Landgrave’s beautiful daughter Elisab€annhauser’s old and new loVe.
Wolfram and Walther go first, praising courtly Iouit are interrupted by outbursts from
Tannhauser who, almost in rage, finally confessdsat/ing spent time at the Venusberg, a
grave sin according to the laws of the medievaticasi well as the rules of the catholic
church. After his confession Tannhauser is quidsiracized and sent off to Rome, a verdict

he calmly accepts.

Tannhauser’s outburst and his subsequent acqueseea at the core of our analysis. The
literature so far takes a rather consensual viewhyf Tannhauser confesses: “Provoked to
the utmost by the arrogant impotence of the otbartgoets,” (Borchmeyer 2004, p.125)
Tannhauser “becomes more and more frenzied asgiéthing his present surroundings”
(Simpson 1948, p.259) and acts “faster than hdhiak” (Kohler 2004 p.226), “as if
possessed by a demon” (Newman 1949, p.88) sottiat/ery decision to sing appears in
him as a spontaeneous action bringing out thedraaha” (Stronm 1977, p.4) which would
not have unfolded had he not been “rash enougbdsthlihat he had known the unholy joys”
(Millar Craig 1939, p.18). Tannhauser’s praise ehus is seen as a deeply emotional,
irrational response to the others’ songs and, daegly, many are surprised that just a few
minutes later he quietly accepts the verdict ofdbwrt and goes off on his march to Rome to

do penance. Accordingly, Strohm (p.6) calls him“dy@tome of abruptness” and laconically

” See footnote 2.



adds that “his decisions seem to come to himsedfagprise.” Borchmeyer (p.145)

summarizes his concerns about the whole scendlaws$o

“Wagner had good reasons for drawing a veil over thotivation behind the
tournament in the librettp..], as it would have revealed all too clearly the
fundamental contradiction at the root of the opsrabnception. For how are
we to explain the fact that following his homag&/&mus, Tannhauser
suddenly falls in line with the values of Wartbsagiety and sets off, in a
spirit of penance, for Rome—the selfsame man whigaving Venus, had
sworn that he would face the world unflinchinglyaenus’s ‘valiant

champion’?”

This apparent inconsistency in Tannhauser’s belagan be resolved, we argue below, by
observing that his outburst, although highly emumdity charged, can, in fact, be seen as a
rational act solving a dilemma. In doing so, wendt posit that Tannh&user solves his
problem consciously (he clearly does not), ratherclaim that he acts ifhe were fully
rationally weighing his options, picking the bese8 The core of our argument is that a
proper understanding of Tannh&user’s choice ndaéssia proper analysis of the
counterfactuals. That is, we have to ask ourseies would have happened had Tannhauser
acted differently, for example, by, just as theeoshdo, singing a song praising courtly love

or, perhaps, his love to Elisabeth. This analysi®als Tannhauser’s dilemma and shows that
his only way out of it is t@abotagehe tournament which, in effect, he does very

successfully.

But before we get into the details of this argumbgitus go one step back to the end of the
first act and Tannhauser’s idea to become Venus’s ‘valiaaipion.” While his praise of

Venus later on in the tournament appears to béutfienent of this promisé&’

8 On a technical level, we shall basically procegd®aling with Tannhauser's actions as if
they were taken by a real person (and, of coussd,taken rationally) but this does not and
must not imply that we forget that Tannh&usercebaractein an opera—that what we
analyse is a piece of art that perhaps only ottexaly characters can rightfully claim as a
representation of their own destinyscar Wilde’sDorian Graybeing one of those who feel,
while listening to the overturia rapt pleasuresuch kinship.

 We will follow the Paris version, premiered in 186

19 Brinkmann (1970) argues how Tannh&user’s praideafis in act two is also the logical
musicalconclusion of the first three stanzas of his sibog act one.



“Stets soll nur dir, nur dir mein Lied ertonen/gesen laut sei nur dein Preis
von mir!”

[“For you alone my song shall always sound!/Youaige alone | shall loudly sing!*

it is important to notice that, when Tannhauseualty leaves Venus at the very end of the
second scene of act one, he does so in a ratherdif mood. First he tells Venus that he will

seek peace through penance and atonement

“Den Tod, das Grab hier im Herzen ich trag/durchfBund Sthne wohl find
ich Ruh flr mich!”

[My death, my grave | carry in my heart/through peoe and atonement will | find myself
repose!]

and when she replies that rest shall never beifior h

“Nie ist Ruh dir beschieden”

[Repose will never be for youl]

and that his only way to salvation will be in heturn to her

“Kehr wieder mir, suchst du dein Heil!”

[Come back to me if you ever seek salvation!]

Tannhauser’s last words before the scene change are

“Gottin der Wonn und Lust, Nein,/Ach, nicht in @imd ich Frieden und Ruh!
Mein Heil liegt in Maria!”

[Goddess of pleasure and delight, no!/Oh, not in gball | find peace and rest! My salvation
is in Our Lady Mary!]

Wagner himself leaves little doubt about the sigarice of this conclusion. In his
reminiscences of his work with the tenor Ludwig &air (who had given the first Tannhauser

Wagner was really happy with) Wagner calls the fahecisive” and then continues:

L Al translations from Wagner's libretto by Steffetuck.



“l told him the outcry »Marial« would have to com&h such force that the
miracle that is happening then and there, the dikantment of the Venusberg
and the transcendence to the ancestral vale, caimberstood as the
necessary fulfillment of an irrefutable claim mdxjea soul seeking an

ultimate decision.™?

Despite its Germanic convolutions, the statemeatyistal clear. Tannhauser’s decision is
ultimate his transformatiomecessarylt is in the same mood that Tannhauser watches th

older pilgrims in the ensuing scene, finally fadjito his knees, “as if sunk in fervent prayer:”

“Ach, schwer driickt mich der Stiinden Last,/kann &rsje nicht mehr
ertragen;/drum will ich auch nicht Ruh und Rast/wmdhle gern mir Mih und

Plagen.”

“Alas, heavy is the burden of my sins,/Endure thean no more;/l must not sleep nor

rest/shall gladly suffer toil and pain.”]

These are Tannh&user’s last words before his aigpaaions find him and, after mentioning
Elisabeth, persuade him to join them at the Waglagain. And in what follows, in

particular, in Tannhauser’s conversation with Eeth in the minstrels’ hall at the beginning
of the second act, there is not the slightest ataa that his repentant mood has changed
(and how could it, given the irreversible naturénisf earlier decision?). On the contrary, his
love to Elisabeth is renewed which, if anything,ststrengthen his newfound conviction that
the lust he experienced with Venus was sinful ancgly, nothing to boast about. Hence, the

shock the audience feels in the opera house wiseoultiburst comes just moments later.

So, is Tannh&user’s emotional outburst as irratiasd seems? And does the depth of his

emotions contradict the absence of any resistance the others have reached their verdict

12¢Ich sagte ihm, dieses »Marial« muisse mit solchen@lt eintreten, daR aus ihm das
sofort geschehende Wunder der Entzauberung desbhemes und der Entziickung in das
heimische Thal, als die nothwendige Erflullung emmesbweislichen Forderung des auf
aulRerste Entscheidung hingedréngten Gefiuhles, Bchcle verstandlich mache Meine
Erinnerungen an Ludwig Schnorr von Carolsfeld, Weag8amtliche Schriften und
Dichtungen, Vol. 8, Leipzig: Breitkopf & Hartel 191p.181.



over him just minutes later? As indicated abovepeleve the answer to be no on both

accounts.

What are Tannh&duser’s options once the tournananibégun? If he plays by the rules, he
simply has to put some effort in conjuring up agohnd since we who are in the audience
have reason to believe that Tannh&user is the talested of all the Wartburg poets, we can
be almost certain that, if he wants to win the nament, he cali Hencejf he plays by the
rules Tannh&user must simply make up his mind alwbether or not he wants to win the
tournament. The problem is that both options, wigrand losing, are bad options.
Tannhauser is confronted with a dilemma—a dilemmadn only solve by breaking out of
the boundaries set by the courtly rules, by salbagattpe contest—by an act of creative
destruction that exemplifies the true hero.

Losing the contest is a bad outcome for obviousaes Having just rediscovered his love for
Elisabeth the thought that somebody else mightrchar must be appalling. But winning the
contest is not a good idea either. As we have $aanhauser does understand that he has
gravely sinned and there is also no doubt thataseatkeen sense of Elisabeth’s purity.
Hence, if he were to win and marry Elisabeth withwaving been granted absolution first, he
would not only act against his own beliefs abousdteth’s nature he would also betray his
own decision to repent. Moreover, he would sigatfity aggravate his sins as according to
ecclestial law spouses must approach the sacrashpehance before getting married since
marriage is itself a sacrament; see, for examp&code of canon lavegdex iuris canonici
1983, 106582) or Hormann’s encyclopedia of Christiwrality (1976, 190-214}

So, what can Tannhauser do? Both possible outcofthse tournament have bad
consequences. And, of course, the whole tournamight,here and right now, was not
Tannhauser’s idea. In fact, given his predicamemtnust feel quite gulled by the sudden
announcement of the tournament shortly after higadrat the Wartburg.

13 While Tannhauseis, in contrast tdleistersingey not really concerned with the
representation of its hero’s artistic mastery andnhauser’s songs rather reflect on his
psychological predicament, his reprise of the RreosvVenus does raise the musical-
emotional temperature significantly, displayingetalthat clearly exceeds his fellow
minnesingers’.

4 Of course, before 1917 the laws of the Roman Qiatliturch were not codified in the
CIC. However, the church rules about marriage laglasacrament can be traced back to the
12" century.
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As with many dilemmas, the way out requires a creatinusual solution—requires not to
play by the rules. And this is what Tannh&user dbéesoutburst sabotages the tournament
and it does so very effectively. The first prizenesver awarded which is the best outcome
Tannhauser could have hoped for. Of course, it tighis emotions that make Tannh&auser
praise Venus after listening to the tame Wolfram ®ralther, but the point then is that his
emotions solve the dilemma for him—and in a rativdliant way. Not only does he not lose
Elisabeth, he also gains time to do penance andadms®lution. Further, if one is willing to
accept this view there is absolutely no surpris€annhéuser’s reaction once chaos has
broken out and the angry knights and singers, algtigthe Landgrave, turn on him and send
him away, off to Rome. This is precisely what, omg deeper level, he had wanted (and,
prior to his reunion with the Landgrave and hisgkits, had plannedy.By his seemingly
irrational outburst Tannhauser succeeds (a) intagbw the contest and postponing anyone’s
marital liaison with Elizabeth (his or another’@)) in forcing himself to seek absolution for
his previous sins so as (c) to make himself fuligilele to marry Elisabeth—a rather
impressive achievement given the dim outlook orpeispectives once the tournament starts.
The outburst is an immensely successful act oftieedestruction and as such a truly heroic
act—lighting, in Emily Dickinson’s wordghe Possible’s slow fusesolving the apparently
unsolvable. Heroes of all times and cultures con@alisuch acts or, rather perhaps, were
madethrough such acts: Heracles who captures Cerlbgrtreating it with kindness instead
of enmity; Alexander who severs the Gordian knstead of trying to untie it; Columbus

who breaks the egg’s shell to make it stand ugfB8ezl who does not mend Nothung but
pulverizes it before forging it anew; or Luke Skykex who triumphs over his father’s dark

side not by wounding him but by being wounded.

Tannhauser’s heroic act fulfills a double functi@nucially, it resolves his dilemma. It leaves
open a path to salvati@andto a union with Elisabeth. Of course, as thinga tut, he
achieves both only in (and through) death. Howeteeunderstand how his sabotage is

15 Of course, the whole scene also makes good, egaitama and some might be tempted to
argue that this is why what happens happens. Weyanpathetic with this point of view
inasmuch as it appears obvious that Wagner woulthanee set a dull and boring story to
music. But in the universe of exciting stories thare those that are consistent and those that
are not and what we show here is that the Tannh&hbsstto is indeed fully consistent.
Another question is then whether Wagner would tsetet to music had it not been? We

shall leave the answer to the reader.

11



interlinked with the opera’s further story it isafisl to re-examine Tannh&user’s option to lose
the contest. If he were to win, we have already $keat he would aggravate his sins which
would set him on a straight path to eternal heithdut doubt, this is the worst of his options.
But what about losing the tournament? While thisildomply the dreaded loss of Elisabeth

it would still leave him with the option to maral Rome and seek penance. Sacrificing his
love to pure Elisabeth he would still have a shaedemption. But would he really? As we
know his pilgrimage to Rome is unsuccessful. Indigagranting him unconditional

absolution the pope requires a miracle to occutamnhéauser’s salvation. While it appears
initially unlikely that the papal staff will brinfprth leaves again, we know that the miracle
eventually occurs and it occurs precisely at thenert when Elisabeth dies heartbroken,

suffering Tannhauser’s pains for him, pleadinghion at God'’s throne.

Crucially, the course for Elisabeth’s sacrificiglath is set at the tournament of song, through
Tannhauser’s outburst. It is when all others faibirage that Elisabeth makes her stand and

opens up the path to Tannh&auser’s salvation.

“Und gebt Gehor der reinen Jungfrau Wort!/Vernetdatch mich, was Gottes
Wille ist!/(...)Ich fleh fur ihn, ich flehe fur seireben;/reuvoll zur BulRe lenke
er den Schritt!/Der Mut des Glaubens sei ihm negegen,/dald auch fur ihn
einst der Erloser litt!”

[“Listen to a pure maid’s words!/Learn through méat is God’s will!/(...)I plead for him,
plead for his life/may he turn ruefully towards a¢émnent!/May he regain the courage to

believe /that for him, too, the Saviour sufferedesfj

Tannhé&user’s salvation requires Elisabeth’s saerifiSo, the last counterfactual question we
have to raise is whether she would have offeregitthhim had he simply sung a lame song
and lost the contest? The answer is: surely nomFall we know, Wolfram would probably

have won the contest and gladly taken Elisabethrgll. And Tannhauser would not have

16 Elisabeth’s sacrifice completes Tannhauser’s jeyito death and salvation and a full
appreciation of Wagner’s work is impossible withthihking about its symbolic and
metaphysical character. And Tannhauser’s complétisra male who wants, both, sexual
pleasureand renunciation) through the death of a girl invitescourse, also a dialectical as
well as a feminist reading. We should, thereforepleasize that we understand our analysis
as a complementary reading that, focussing on@pstt down plot, helps us to check the
inner consistency of its construction and sharpeagocus on the inner motives that drive the
characters’ actions.

12



received a different verdict from the pope. Forlge’s decision it does not matter what
song Tannhauser sang. So, had he decided to lseulmament on purpose and to seek
absolution afterwards, he would have returned ichrthe same way as he does in scene
three of the final act. But this time there woul/é been no Elisabeth waiting for him, let
alone dying a sacrificial death. In fact, witho@rihhauser’s outburst she would not have
even known about his predicament. Venus would heappeared and there would have been

nothing to hold Tannh&user back from falling inito &gain.

Thus, Tannh&auser’s salvation in the Virgin Magcessitatehis public praise of Venus—
seemingly a paradox but only seemingly. It is thrssion between the outward appearance

and the inner logic of the drama that makes thenaaent such a riveting scene.

4 Wagner's Intentions, the Opera's Genesis, Its Masid a Recent Production

So far, we have analysed Tannh&user's actiongwech in the same way as we could have
analysed the behaviour of a real person in real While we think that taking such a stance
can have its own merits (who is to tell that fio@b characters behave in a way entirely
different from real characters?) we will in whalldavs discuss additional evidence that in the
case of non-operatic characters is typically mgssoomments of the author/composer, the
story’s/opera’s characters’ genealogy, and—perhaps importantly when it comes to an
opera as opposed to a drama or novel—its musiellf e will briefly examine a recent
production of the opera that in its interpretatimes even one step further than wel diy

claiming that Tannh&auser’s outburst is not onljaice but also conscious and premeditated.

Tannhauser’'s Antecedents

Over a hundred years of Wagner scholarship theceswfTannhausehave been discussed
in great detalil (see, for example, Borchmeyer 2004& two key sources are Ludwig Tieck’s
short storyDer getreue Eckart und der Tannenhauaed ETA Hoffman'Der Kampf der
Sangerfrom hisSerapionsbriderit is the latter that is of interest here asravyides the

model for the tournament of song. In Hoffman'’s tddeinrich von Ofterdingen falls in love

with the Landgrave’s daughter—Matilda, the belowétlvolfram von Eschenbach. A song
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contest ensues and the contest ends in very macathe manner as the tournament in
Wagner’s opera does. Heinrich breaches the ruleswtly conduct and is vilified by his
peers. However, there is one key difference: infidafh’s tale there is no Venus and
Heinrich’s praise is simply for his one and onlig tiue love, Matilda. In this tale it is merely
the heathenish style he resorts to that provolsepéders. But there is no other woman. When
Heinrich sings, he sings to win the Landgrave’sgider. His genealogic successor, Wagner’'s

Tannhauser, does the same.

Wagner's Comments

In the previous main section we have already sunath®dagner himself as a witness to our
cause. In his reminiscence of Ludwig Schnorr heroents on the irreversible nature of
Tannhauser’s decision for purity once he leaved/grausberg. But there is more in Wagner’'s
writing that supports our theory—that Tannhausginigact, solving a dilemma when he has
his outburst in the contest. Wber die Auffiihrung des ‘Tannh&usée comments on his
hero’s heedlessness in the contest saying thatrget$ all his surrounding and looses all his
respect. Then Wagner adds: “Und doch kampft sefiiltbaur fur seine Liebe zu Elisabeth,
als er endlich hell und laut sich als Ritter den\fe bekennt (“And yet his feelings fight
only for his love for Elisabeth when he, finallyeadares himself loud and clear a champion
for Venus.”) This quote provides important evidefmeour argument for two reasons. First,
Wagner leaves little doubt that Tannhauser’s osthuttimately, serves his love for
Elisabeth. Second and perhaps even more importmtbur “as if” perspective, Wagner

seems to acknowledge the peculiar transmission &mtion to self-serving goals.

The Musié®

The crucial piece of music for our analysis is¢ofirse, Tannh&auser’s praise of Venus in the
contest. As is well known, his song in act 2 builgen his earlier praises in act 1. There his
praises consists of three 16-line strophes, eatimgyfrically organized, with a musical and
rhetorical contrast between the first and secoglteines. While in the first eight lines he
really does praise Venus, the second eight linesch ich, ...”) are, in each case, speaking of
his inability to stay in her cavern. These rhetalricrns are matched up in the music where

"Wagner, Schriften und Dichtungen, Vol.5., p.153.
18 We are extremely grateful to Tom Grey who helpgdviting this section.
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lines 9-16 are more varied in melodic, harmonic} archestral setting from one strophe to
the next than the first eight lines which retaiseggially the same musical content each time.
The important difference between these three attophes is, as has been often noted, that
each one is a semi-tone higher than the previoes strophe 1 is in D flat, strophe 2 is in D
natural, strophe 3 is in E flat. The vocal cadéritiemula is the same at the very end, but
each time a semi-tone higher. Then, in act 2, Tansér starts the song yet one more semi-
tone up: in E major—the key generally associatdti tie Venusberg but also, crucially, the
key in which the opera begins with the first soleappearance of the pilgrims’ chorus (that
only later is generally played in E flat major).ulh we witness the confluence of both, the
fulfilment of Tannhauser’s promise to Venus—to diveyg praise—and the sign of a (new)

beginning. As we have said earlier, at this stagergew beginningnecessitatethis praise.

There is one more rather minute but still notakleeat of the composition that is worthy of
note here. In act 2 there is no rhetorical switcthe song and the verses end after the original
eight lines. However, now the last line of Tannlgilsssong ends on the same basic vocal
cadence as the 16th (rhetorically reversing) linkei® earlier attempts. More specifically, the
final line 16 of the act 1 originals reads in eaale “O Koénigin, Gottin, lass mich ziehn!”

(“O Queen, o Goddess, set me free!”) while thelfiim@ eight in act 2 reads “zieht hin! Zieht
in den Berg der Venus ein!” (“away! Go away to Vehmountain!”). While the two vocal
lines are not identical it is interesting to ndtattthe three notes on “lass mich ziehn!” and
“...Venus ein” resemble each other closely. Ihis $ame basic vocal cadence: 5th degree
dropping to leading tone and resolving up to toMiet again, we have musical assurance that,
while on the surface Tannhauser seems to fall bmtke realm of sins he is, in fact, bound
towards repentance and salvation. The final ndtéssqraise for Venus are the notes of his
resolve to leave her and his sin behind. One nsghtthis is the moment when praise and
renunciation merge into one—the musical equivabésalvation necessitating the scandalous

song.

Robert Carsen’s 2007 Production

In a recent production for the Paris Opera and &ana’s Liceu, Robert Carsen remodels the
medieval minnesingers as early twenty-century pasnfThe tournament of song is
transformed to a competitive exhibition of painsnd@his allows Carsen a take on Tannhauser

that radically departs from the traditional readaighe opera and in a similar way as our
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analysis does, only that Carsen goes one stegefutthn we. While we argue one should
interpret Tannhauser’s outburst as a choice, Caisews it as such and, in fact, as coldly
planned, premeditated one. When the exhibitiomepgred Tannhausehooseshis ‘Praise of
Venus’, a large nude painting he started to worknaact 1. Thus, even before the tournament
begins Tannhauser knows what he is going to davillereate a scandal. In fact, as he can’t
replace the painting once the exhibition is opehedyas no choice but to unveil it. Once the

paintings are gathered, he is committed to sabagebie contest.

4 Conclusion

We have offered a reinterpretation of Tannhaudsetsaviour in the tournament of song in the
second act of Richard Wagner’'s eponymous operteddsf subscribing to the generally
held view that Tannh&user’s praise of Venus ig@ational emotional act that only does him
harm we have carefully analysed the counterfactifdlgat would have been Tannhauser’s
alternatives? We have shown that both alternatiwvesing or losing the contest—Ilead to
outcomes that are even worse. Tannhauser’s outinlvss a dilemma. We have also shown
how this interpretation preserves the librettogidal coherence that sometimes has been

criticized as flawed.

While the principles of our analysis are borroweshf the social sciences (closely related to
rational choice theory, predominant in economics)have also tried to argue that it could
prove more generally useful in the analysis of drafiction and opera. The method may be
particularly appealing when one is confronted wither apparently illogical plots. In his
PoeticsAristotle argues over and over again that incisiém@ plot have to happen in
accordance with “probability or necessity.” But wiatablishes such probability or
necessity? There may be many answers to this qaestirroring the full complexity of
human motivations and emotions and there is noooisvinierarchy in their different virtue.
But, clearly, the logic we have applied here, thred of pursuing one’s goals (be it in full
conscience, cunningly perhaps even, or in the ea$annhauser perhaps unwittingly) does

provide such Aristotelian inevitability.

We have also investigated how other material camsled to contrast or support our analysis,

the story’s sources, Wagner’s own writing, the afgemusic and production. This
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demonstrates how counterfactual analysis can beeaeol in a multifaceted,

interdisciplinary interpretative approach to draama opera.
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