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A THEATRICAL
IDEAL:
INVESTING
FESTSPIELHAUS
WAGNER'SBAYREUTH
NED

A. BOWMAN

At the risk of evoking a host of preconceptions about other matters Wagnerian, it would be difficult nevertheless
to overestimate the influence of Richard
on theatrical
Wagner's Festspielhaus
production during the three-quarters of
a century which followed its inauguration in August, 1876.
Wagner is popularly known for his
revolutionary concepts of opera production, and of the relation of music to
drama. When we examine the tangible
results of his own productions, however,
the pictorial evidence in extant stage
designers' renderings is liable to confirm Wagner's immersion in the main
stream of nineteenth-century illusionism.
Within the first quarter-century, theatre
critics were to recognize the great composer's inability to realize his operas in
more than pedestrian terms, visually:
Wagner made a desperate attempt to elaborate
the theatre's machinery so as to enable complete changes of scene to be made without stopping the performance and keeping the audience
staring idly for fifteen minutes at a dropped
curtain, or scrambling to and from their seats
to fill up the time by smoking cigarettes and
drinking. One of his devices was to envelop the
stage in mists produced by what was called a
steam curtain, which looked exactly like what it
really was, and made the theatre smell like a
One had to admit at Bayreuth that
laundry....
here was the utmost perfection of the pictorial
Mr. Bowman is Associate Professor of Theatre
Arts at the University of Pittsburgh, and Editor
of Theatre Design and Technology.

stage, and that its machinery
further.1

could go no

Wagner's Ring is in large measure robbed of its
effect if the water of the Rhine does not flow, if
the atmospheric illusion upon the stage does
not correspond exactly to the mood of the music. Music drama maintains much the same relationship to the scene as does the literary
drama, because it is also a mixture in which,
along with artistic elements, are mingled many
literary qualities which do not lend themselves
to physical interpretation unless certain detailed,
visual aids gave the eyes instruction and explanation. It is, however, superfluous to worry
about the music drama, since Wagner wrote
an exact description of the way he wanted it
produced, and people are only too eager to follow his directions.2

Instead, it is for his architectural innovations that Wagner deserves recogniion: for his contribution
to development of the space relationship which he
conceive(d for the dramatic event, and
not necessarily for advances in production technique which may or may not
have occurred as he envisioned them.
As the naturalistic drama produced the
nee(l for an isolation-both
of the spectator from the action, and of the spectator from his fellow audience members
-so Renaissance traditions offered the
1 Shaw, "The Perfect Wagnerite," in Selected
Prose (New York: Dodd, Mead and Company,
1952), p. 205.
2 Revolution in the Theatre, trans. Constance
Conner Kuhn (Ithaca: Cornell University Press,
1959), P. 131.
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physical solution in a highly-developed
system perfectly suited to a drama of
introspection.
It was the masterful integration of the
technology of illusion in the Bayreuth
Festspielhaus which was worthy of repetition in hundreds of succeeding theatre
'buildings throughout the Western World
--not the scenic illusions created within
its confines.
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And in constant extension of this principle, the main room first becomes visible in the framework of an ante-room."4

Now two important generalizations
may be made about a theatre based on
such a premise. First, the dramatic presentation was completely valid only for
a single spectator-a clear reflection of
the world view which preserved, on both
sitles of the proscenium, the sharply-delineated hierarchy which is Lovejoy's
"Great Chain of Being," meticulously
in
and humanity.5
The immediate objective of the fif- arrayed stone, canvas,
that
Second,
arrangement was disposed
teenth-century Florentine painters was
a horizontal axis between
to approach the sensation of roundness lineally along
two finitely-determined points-the obwhich, when represented in two dimen- servation
point at eye level above the
sions, would give the illusion of a third:
ideal
seat, and a central vanishsingle
The task of the painter is to represent with lines
ing point. Represented space quite logand color with pigments the visible surface of
ically takes the form of planes disposed
any object upon any given panel or wall in
perperndlicularlyalong that axis. The first
such a fashion that, at a certain distance and in
such plane represented has the partica certain position from the center of vision, it
ular function of delineating the actual
may appear as though in the round and will
closely resemble the object.3
point, on the axis, of the artist's creEach step of the new system's develop- ated "other world." The simplest posment involved a more accurate fixing of sible limiting plane would be a circular
the physical relationship between per- hole through whose center the horizonceiver and the perceived: between the tal or "optical" axis passes. Such is the
case in the
peep shows with
spectator and the work of art. Even the which Albertipinhole
and
experisubsequent
plan for a physical approach of the spec- menters in illusion worked. The rectilintator towards a work of art has always
ear framework of the proscenium arch
been a matter of deep concern to the
artist. The Egyptian pylon temple, the becomes a structurally logical limitation
to this "other" world. (The finite conapproach to the Acropolis, and the plan
of the space they wished to repception
of the Forum of Trajan are often-cited
resent demanded
such a limitation.)
architectural examples. But at no earlier
Further limitation of represented space
time in history was success of the work
so dependent upon a careful manipula- behind the frame is created by repetition
tion of the spectator as in his position- of identical or similar shapes along the
of each successive represented
ing before the illusory world of Renais- periphery
from the eye of the specreceding
sance art. Wolfflin notes a particular plane
tator.
characteristic of the Renaissance chapel
In the evolution of this picture-frame
form in "chancels which, the entrance
being narrowed, are from every point
4 Heinrich Wolfflin, Principles of Art History,
of view overlapped by this enframement. trans. M. D. Hottinger
(New York: Dover Pub3 Alberti, Della Pittura; Libri Tre, quoted in

Ivins, On the Rationalization, of Sight, p. 143.
Italics mine.

lications, Inc., [1932]), p. ll8.
5 Arthur O. Lovejoy, The Great Chain of
Being (Cambridge: The Harvard University
Pecss, 1936).
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theatre, the fundamental conflict between theory and practice rested in the
unity of the single-spectator concept and
the attendant system for representing apparent depth (linear perspective), with
the multiplicity of vantage points which
characterize a theatre auditorium. Contrast, for example, the charged atmosphere of a packed auditorium at one of
Piscator's Berlin performances in the
nineteen-twenties with the image of King
Ludwig II, sitting alone in the murky
Festspielhaus auditorium (which he financed) at Bayreuth's opening, under
the spell of The Ring of the Nibelungen
performed by royal edict.
Intimately related is the inescapable
negative effect of diverting elements,
mostly visual, which intercedes into the
very personal and introspective relationship between the ideal spectator and the
proceedings beyond the theatrical peephole. The solution of these problems
constitutes Wagner's contribution to the
Renaissance ideal; his plan embodies at
once its closest approximation and, for
succeeding generations, the seed of its
final decadence.
2

The most significant contribution to
the theatre by the nineteenth-century
architects Karl Friedrich Schinkel and
Gottfried Semper, through Otto Briickwald's ultimate realization of the building at Bayreuth, is the masterful articulation of the stage house with the auditorium. Semper, in his early planning
for the Festspielhaus before being dismissed from the project, postulated most
of his work on a semicircular amphitheatrical seating plan. He arrived at a partially satisfactory solution in only one of
two preliminary projects, executed a full
decade before the Festspielhaus was finally completed. (See the accompanying
plates.) But the realization of a theatre
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with a near-ideal relationship between
the architecturally-separated auditorium
and stage does not occur until Bayreuth.
This combination involved the following
elements: framing, extension of the
frame, the wedge-shaped seating block,
the darkened auditorium and the sunken
orchestra. While their interrelationship
in the Festspielhaus is the result of a
masterful combination, let us consider
them separately.
Framing. The Florentine painters began with a fixed limitation or frame,
disposing all elements of the "other
world" within the represented space
which receded from the picture plane.
On the Renaissance stage, the action of
the play transpired before rather than
within the scene painter's represented
space, since any movement by the actor
upstage or downstage near the canvas
wings or drop constituted an illogicality
with the painted environment based on a
finite system of single point perspective.
A single intent of the eighteenth-century court theatre which followed, it
would seem, is the consistent violation of
the boundary between the spectator's
"reference world" and the "other world"
on stage.
The stage becomes the mirror reflection of the
auditorium; in a swift change those who were
previously spectators became actors. The interior enclosed by firm walls opens up to let in
the wide and infinite outside world, into which
the spectator finds himself propelled as an actor.
But all the time he remains conscious that this
illusive reality owes its existence to the ingenuity
of the creator's mind, a momentary fulfillment
of wishes never to be obtained as a permanent
good.6

People of the baroque era desired deception.
While they retained the consciousness of being
deceived they always remained on the confines
of the magic world they had created; when this
world threatened to appear as if it existed of its
6 Peter Brieger, "The Baroque Equation;
Illusion and Reality," Gazette des Beaux Arts,
XXVII (March, 1945), 154.
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i. Festspielhaus Bayreuth Theatre Plan

0

..A

10
o20

I

'5

I I

2.

0

I

so
I

1

I

I

400

I

DAy

UNS

5
_

Festspielhaus Bayreuth Theatre Section

WAGNER'S BAYREUTH FESTSPIELHAUS

aw-~

433

"4.

I-17

t

1
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own accord, tle semblance of reality had to be
checked. Illusion thus carried the germ of disillusion within itself.7

In the nineteenth
century, framing
continued to be of particular concern,
with the apparent conflict between impressionists already seeking to capture
motion in space and the more traditional
painters influenced by the final stages
of a Renaissance tradition which held
repose within the framed space as its
ideal. Whistler spoke for the prevailing
conservative philosophy:
The one aim of the unsuspecting painter is to
make his man "stand out" from the framenever doubting that, on the contrary, he should
really, and in truth absolutely does, stand
within the frame-and at a depth behind it
equal to the distance at which the painter looks
at his model, and nothing could be more offensively inartistic than this brutal attempt to
thrust the model on the hitherside of this
window!8

L. Catel (1776-l189) suggested in 1802
that an inner proscenium arch located
immediately behind the main stage op7 Ibid., 148.
8 James McNeill Whistler, "Ten O'Clock"
(Portland: Thomas Bird Mosher, 1925), p. 39.

ening would serve as a means towards
better relation of the playing area with
the amphitheatrical seating he recommended.9 Schinkel projected such an
arrangement for the Schauspielhaus in
Berlin a few years later, as an attempt
towards better unification of the two
architectural spaces.10Wagner, from the
earliest stages of planning for a Festspielhaus, was concerned with the specific necessity for representing characters
of super-human scale through actors of
very ordinary dimensions.1 Wlhether
Semper or Wagner knew of the earlier
suggestions by Catel and Schinkel is
not known. The solution at Bayreuth
may be most directly attributed to
Semper's formal memorandum on a
never-realized Munich Festival Theatre
which projected "a second, higher and
9 Vorschlage zur Verbesserung der Schauspielhiiuser (Berlin: 1802), cited in Franz B. Biermann, Die Plane fur Reform des Theaterbates
bei Karl Friedrich Schinkel und Gottfried
Semper (Schriften der Gesellschaft fiir Theatergeschichte, Band 38; Berlin: Gesellschaft fiir
Theatergeschichte, 1928), p. 26.
0 Biermann, P1. 25.
11 Alfred Newman. The Life of Richard Wagner (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1933-46), III,
4'7?
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broader proscenium, to be placed fifteen
feet in front of the actual stage-proscenium, making a huge frame, a recess, behind which sideways and above, are concealed the gas-jets for the lighting of the
real stage. 2
The two frames were to be identical,
except that the forward one would create
a perspective illusion, since the eye will be unable to distinguish the actual differences in dimensions from the differences due to perspective.
. . In this way will be achieved the desired
annihilation of the scale of distances, and along
with it the separation of the ideal world of the
stage from the reality of the world of the spectators. There will be the further weighty advantage that when the actors come right forward to the front line of the stage they will
appear to be of more than life-size, because the
eye will be led to measure them according not
to the actual scale but to the diminished scale of
the smaller proscenium.13

Helmholz

(1821-94) explained

the re-

lationship between known heights and
apparent distance, or conversely between
known distance and apparent height, in
terms of optics:
The same object seen at different distances
will be depicted on the retina by images ot
different sizes and will subtend different visual
angles. The further it is away the less its apparent size will be (on the retina). Thus just as
astronomers can compute the variations of the
distances of the sun and moon from the changes
in the apparent sizes of these bodies, so knowing
the size of the object, a human being for instance, we can estimate the distance from us
by means of the visual angle subtended or, what
amounts to the same thing, by means of the size
of the image on the retina.14

There is little doubt of the success
achieved by Wagner's deceptive double
proscenium, since accounts by spectators
in attendance at the 1876 performance
almost invariably mention the resulting
increase in apparent size as actors portraying gods in the extreme downstage
12 Ibid.
'3 Ibid.
14 Herman von Helmholz, quoted in Kepes,
The Language of Vision (Chicago: Paul Theobald, 1944), p. 86.

area are contrasted with the framed environment and its worldly inhabitants
behind.
Extensionz of the Frame. As I have al-

ready noted, it has been a matter of common knowledge that the most effective
device for achieving the illusion of added
depth behind the picture plane is the
multiplication of similar forms which
diminish in actual size according to a
regular inverse proportion to the distance
from the picture plane. George Kernodle
has attempted to trace the idea from the
Hellenistic "single arcade screen" and
finds it a frequent practice at the beginning of Gothic art.15 The created effect
has appeared as a regular feature of public buildings since at least as early as
the Egyptian funerary complexes and
was enhanced by medieval architects who
made the church nave sides actually
converge towards the choir. In addition,
the columnar spacing was regularly decreased as the shafts increase in distance
from the approaching worshipper's
view.16 The idea recurs in Schinkel's
"Project for a Theatre Building with
a Semicircular Protruding Auditorium."
Here are employed lateral columns
in multiple repetition, continued far into the
auditorium. The proscenium thus gains as a
"powerful enclosing frame for the view of the
whole theatrical appearance" a somewhat unsuspected significance. The most prominent optical effects of such a plan were therein to be
seen, that by the divergence of side walls built
out as an expanded proscenium, the view of
the assembled spectators was ever directed awav
from themselves to the stage picture.17

The historian's panoramic treatment
of the seventeenth and eighteenth-century architecture is likely to note a similarity between the buildings of the high
13 George Kernodle, From Art to Theatre
(Cllicago: University of Chicago Press, 1944), p.
30.

16 Rudolph Arnheim, Art and Visual Perception (Berkeley: University of California Press,
1957), p. 211.
17 Biermann, pp. 44-45.
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baroque and the theatrical world of illusion. Nikolaus Pevsner has made an especially compelling case for the relationship between the two.18 He cites the
closest similarity to Bayreuth's converging bulkhead effect in Bernini's treatment of the royal staircase, the Scata
Regia, in the Vatical Palace (c. 16b5),
whose collonade not only diminishes in
height as it rises, but whose width is
actually diminished to produce the compelling tunnel effect.19
But it remained for Wagner to first
realize the optical effect in a theatre
building. A reviewer attending the original cycle at Bayreuth aptly describes
the resulting effect as "very much like
that of looking into the mouth of a tunnel; and the illusion of distance in all
objects seen upon the stage is greatly
heightened."20 Others refer to the "suction" which the spectator experiences
when the festival curtain rises.21 It is
virtually impossible to escape the dependence of the Wagner theatre on a
complete appreciation of the Baroque
illusionary techniques for obscuring the
boundary between two worlds. For,
while the actual demarcation is sharply
drawn at Bayreuth, and the floor space
between is halted abruptly by the "mystic abyss," the apparent boundary is totally confounded through a deliberate
perceptual confusion of the line of demarcation by means of the two techniques just mentioned, and concealment
of the orchestra pit.
The Wedge-shaped Seating Block. The
conflict between a horseshoe-shaped auditorium and the inherent narrowness of
18 Nicolaus Pevsner, An Outline of European
Architecture (New York: Charles Scribner's
Sons, 1948), p. 128, et. seq.
19 Ibid., p. 128.
20 "Bayreuth Before the Festival," The Nation
(September 7, 1876), 149.
21 Helmut Schael, "Idee und Form im Theaterbau des 19. und 20. Jahrhunderts," Unpublished Doctoral dissertation, Universitat 71
Koln, 1958, p. 122.
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a favorable seating area in front of the
deep stage was apparently first faced by
Frederich Gilly.22 While hardly bearing
consideration as a simple amphitheatre,
the wedge-shape in Gilly's "Project for
a Playhouse," dated shortly before 18o0,
is unmistakable.23 Again, it was Schinkel
who projected the innovation essentially
as it was to be finally realized at Bayreuth, in a plan for reconstruction of the
Berlin Nationaltheater

about

i818-20.24

Why Semper did not elect to use the
segmental seating space idea of Gilly and
Schinkel has perplexed scholars ever
since. Briickwald, however, either remembered or re-discovered the wedge
shape (along with Wagner), and the resulting form has survived as the most
common auditorium shape in use today
by the Western WVorld.25
Thus a century of reform efforts went
into the reshaping of the auditorium
plan from one which ranged seats around
the outside of one-half to two-thirds of
an ellipse, to a segment representing onesixth to one-eighth of a circle-a "democratic" compromise with the older theatre plan which still allowed in theory
but one perfect seat. The blunt wedge
yields more good seats, but markedly
fewer total places than previous plans,
unless rows are added at the back of
the auditorium beyond an arbitrary limit
of about seventy feet from the geographical center of the playing area. The most
significant technological improvement in
the Wagnerian theatre-auditorium plan
in the present century has been the use
of structural steel in the repetition of the
rear portion of the wedge as a cantilevered balcony.
As the picture-frame theatre has an
ideal seat fixed in its plan along the
22 1772-1880; Gilly was Schinkel's teacher.
Schael sees Gilly's reform idea as the turning
point on which all of the 19th-centurybuilding
reform depended.
23 Biermann, P1. 21.
24 Ibid., P1. 20.

25Schael, p. 119.
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longitudinal axis, so the raked seating
locates only one seat at the point level
with a selected horizon line on which all
vanishing points of any painted perspective scenery lie. That this is a constant
determined by the building may be affirmed by consulting any text on mechanical rendition of linear perspective for
stage settings. One of the earliest says:
You will have to choose a location (for the
prince's seat) as near as possible to the point of
distance, and elevated sufficientlyfrom the floor
of the hall so that when seated his eye will be
as high as the vanishing point, for all the objects in the scene appear better from that position than from any other place.26

At Bayreuth, one critic has determined
that the best places for seeing and hearing are in the center of the fourth
through the eighth of thirty rows, near
the point where the optical axis intercepts the raked seating bank, instead
of at the eye level of the King's private
box.27
The Darkened Auditorium.28 Catel
was again evidently the first of the ninereformers to suggest a
teenth-century
(lark auditorium as a means towards increasing the effectiveness of illusion.29
Wagner had the idea from a theatre in
Riga where he had been employed, but
here the priority, if any need be established, is a matter of degree.30 For Waagner himself wrote two years after the
initial production at Bayreuth that his
intention was a darkened house, pre-
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sumably one in which low light levels
would be maintained. Even lowering the
auditorium lights constituted a major
innovation.
The gas controls at Bayreuth had been hastily installed and
failed in the auditorium at the first performance, plunging the audience into
darkness. A certain degree of ambient
"emergency" light was provided on all
subsequent evenings, but the precedent
was established. Wagner's own account
is written more as an apology than as
a claim for success of the innovation,
but the darkening of the "reference
world" was an immediate success.31
Pevsner has pointed also to the architectural precedent for a darkened foreground in the common treatment during
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries
of illuminated cross-aisles, which interrupt or terminate the baroque colonnade.
Such an interruption is present in the
Scala Regia at an intermediate landing
and at its termination. But the most
"dramatic" example occurs in the Trasparente effect like the one built into the
vaulted roof of the Spanish cathedral at
Toledo, beyond the darkness of the typically obscure Spanish nave:

Catholic orthodoxy objected to people walking along the ambulatory behind the Blessed
Sacrament. So an ingenius plan was worked
out by which the Sacrament could be seen and
would be respected from the ambulatory as well.
It was placed in a glass-fronted receptaclehence the name Trasparente-and
an altar
scenery was built up around it of unheard-of
pomp. . . . Attention was focused onto the
26 Nicola Sabbattini, Pratica di Fabricar Scene
Sacrament by richly decorated columns. They
e Machine ne' Teatri, trans. John H. McDowell
are linked up with large outer columns by corin The Renaissance Stage, ed. Barnard Hewitt
(Coral Gables: University of Miami Press, 1958), nices curved upwards. These curves and the repp. 87-88. Italics mine.
lief scenes in perspective on the panels below
27A. L. Lavignac, The Music Dramas of
same way as Bernini's
Richard Wagner (New York: Dodd, Mead and give the illusion-in the
Scala
in
the
colonnade
Regia-as
though the
Company,n.d.), p. 63.
28"Night is the kingdom and home of all distance from front to back of the altar was far
romanticism, its own discovery, always it has deeper than it really is. Moreover, the glassplayed it off against the vanities of the day, as fronted opening is surrounded by angels to
the kingdom of the sensibilities against reason."
cover all structural props. By the clouds of
Thomas Mann, Freud, Goethe, Wagner (New

York: A. A. Knopf, 1937), p. 166.
31 Richard Wagner, "Riickblick auf die
29Catel, Vorschldge.. ., cited in Biermanln,
Biihnenfestspiele des Jahre 1876," Bayreuther
p. 25.
30 Schael, pp. 123-24.

Bldtter, I (1878), 347.
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angels our eyes are led up to where the Last
figSupper is acted-at a fantastic height-by
ures of polychrome marble. Higher up still is
the Virgin soaring up to Heaven. To enhance
the effect of a miraculous apparition, the whole
scene is floodlit from behind where we stare at
it, lit that is in the way special stage lighting
is operated to-day.32

How perfectly an application of the
suited
technique
eighteenth-century
Wagnerian needs in the nineteenth. The
trasparente effect behind the outer proscenium produced, for virtually identical
reasons, "a concentus of the terrestrial
and celestial."33
Complementary to the increase of visual emphasis on the area behind the
proscenium is the reduction of visual
stimuli within the auditorium itself. In
contrast to the prevailing taste for gilt,
high color values, and intense hues in
the decoration of public interiors,
Andre E. M. Gretry wrote an essay published in 1789 to protest against the frescoed walls and ornate decoration surrounding the proscenium.34 Most significantly, he would paint the whole auditorium brown and restrict the amount
of light in the room. This Wagner did,
employing a front curtain of brown and
grey stripes and repeating the same dull
brown tones throughout the auditorium,
which filled the spectator of 1876 with
"a sober and expectant spirit, from which
it is impossible to escape."35
Wolfflin explains the particular illusory possibilities of the dark foreground
as a situation in which the eye seeks the
distant light, yet is only able to perceive
the illuminated form beyond in its relation to the masking form in front. The
32 Pevsner, p. 131. The effect was created by
Narciso Tome in 1732.
33 John Harvey, The Cathedrals of Spain
(London: B. T. Batsford, Ltd., 1957), p. 34.
34 Andre E. M. Gretry, Memoires ou Essai sur
la Musique, 2d ed. (Paris: 1791), p. 30. Cited in
Biermann, p. 20.
35 Gustave L. Stockel, "The Wagner Festival
at Bayreuth," New Englander, XXXVI (April,
1877), 358-93-
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illuminated surface must thus appear set
back, and at a greater apparent distance
than it is in actuality.36
The Sunken Orchestra. Banishment of
the visual distractions caused by musicians accompanying the dramatic performance had preoccupied architects and
planners, as well as stage directors and
spectators, for over two centuries. Samuel
Pepys returned home from the opening
of the first Theatre Royal in 1663 and
wrote in his diary of "the music being
below, and most of it sounding under
the very stage, there is no hearing of the
bases at all, nor very well of the trebles,
which sure must be mended."37 Andreas
Streit reports that Johann Georg von
Sachsen's Komodienhaus of 1667 had the
orchestra lowered to such an extent that
it was invisible to the "greatest part" of
the audience.38 However, the completely
submerged functional orchestra was still
but an ideal in 1789, when Gretry complained of the light reflected from musicians and instruments in the conventional arrangement.39 Biermann reproduces a drawing credited to one deMaretti, dated 1775, which makes use of ex-

actly the idea employed at Bayreuth, including the dished sounding board behind the orchestra.40 Both Catel (in
1802)

and Schinkel

(in 1835) projected

similar arrangements.41 In 1841, Count
C. diBenevello published a plan for a
sunken orchestra completely below the
stage.42 He would "diminish at least in
part, the comical effect of the bobbing
36Wolfflin, pp. 85-86.
37 Samuel Pepys, The Diary of Samuel Pepys,
ed. Henry B. Wheatley, III, Pt. 1 (New York:
Groscup & Sterling Company, 1893), io8.
38Andreas Streit, Das Theater (Wein: Lehman und Wentzel [P. Krebs], 1903), p. 185.
39 Gretry, Memoires, ist ed. (1789), p. 360.
40 Biermann, p. 15 and P1. 14.
41 Ibid., p. 26, 48 and PI. 42.
42 C. di Benevello, Azione Coreographiche coll'
Illustrazione delle Principali Scene che vi Correspondono, Precedute d'alla Proposta d'Aleune
Riforme ne i Moderni Teatri (Torino: 1841).
Reproduced in Kipke, Bayreuther Blatter, pp.
337-38. Kipke's is a most exhaustive study of the
problem of the invisible orchestra.
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pate of the conductor," by having him
use a mirror. The placement of the conductor and this mirror are not settled by
the accompanying drawing.
The earliest known achievement of the
completely invisible orchestra was effected in 1871, a fact almost universally
undiscovered by Bayreuth partisans.
The (New) Varieties Theatre in New
Orleans, (lesigned by B. M. Harrod,
was inaugurated December 4, 1871, and
contained a fully-sunken pit with overhanging apron and a dished rear wall
with its cross-section based on desired
acoustical reflection.43 Wagner himself
had experienced a concert performance
at Paris in the Conservatoire de Musique
in the Rue Bergere, where an acoustical
sounding board or Schallwand was employed.44 There can be little doubt that
the effects of mixed instrumentation and
the long reverberation period which
characterize the "Bayreuther Klang"
were anticipated and as carefully planned as the state of acoustical engineering
would allow at the time. The effect is
to some no less impressive than it was
to audiences in 1876:
Sitting there, one cannot believe one's ears. The
sound of the orchestra is purified through the
medium of the building, which seems to move
in harmlony as a gigantic ideal sounding board,
and at the same time merged to such incredible
unifoi mit) as if all the instruments were
crowded together at one infinitely small point.
The spatial sense of hearing is almost abolished.
The
You can no longer localize the sounds....
magic of such acoustics enchants and teases you.
No wonder it obeys the demands of the most
sensitive performance.45
43 B. M. Harrod, "Herr Wagner's Theatre,"
The Builder, XXX (August 31, 1872), 689,
and Civil Records of N. B. Trist, dated March
8 and 28, April 28, and May io, 1871; see also
John R. Kendell, Golden Age of the New Orleans Theatre (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State
University Press, 1952).
44Glasenapp, Das Leben Richard Wagners,
I, 288 and 355.
45 Alexander
Berrsche, "Conversations in
Bayreuth," Bayreuth 1955; Richard Wagner
Festspiele (Bayreuth: Verlag der Festspielleitung,
1955), no pagination.
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During the nineteenth century there
may be seen an increasing awareness of
the relation between good seeing and
good hearing. And perhaps nowhere is
the relationship more clearly demonstrated than in a solution to the orchestra problem. The diffusion of the music
is based on an illusion: on confusion of
the specific clarity of the individual instruments to benefit the greater clarity of
the total dramatic experience.
The orchestra is no longer analyzed by the
hearer, in spite of himself, into its component
elements, but its sound sweeps along during the
ever-changing flow of incident with the steady
strength of an under-current. The difference is
great. One can withstand the hits of a thousand
pieces of iron, providing they be small enough;
but there is no resisting them when cast into a
cannon-ball.46

Depression of the orchestra into the
masked void between action and audience proved an ideal solution worthy of
repetition, as modern treatises on opera
house or multiple-purpose theatre design still affirm. But its enforced separation of actor and spectator was eventually to prove unsuitable to experimenters in legitimate theatre production.
3
Today, as theatre architects and their
clients strive desperately to shoehorn a
round dozen separate and distinct public assembly functions into a single structure, it should prove beneficial to note
how infrequently in the past great theatre buildings have resulted accidently
or without a strongly-developed sense of
unity of purpose. Conversely, Wagner's
theatre at Bayieuth may have provided
history's best example to date of the
centuries-long evolution of a dramatic
and spatial ideal: an ideal which would
not be compromised.
46"Bayreuth Before the Festival," Nation,
XXIII (September 7, 1876), 148-49.

