WESLEYAN OPEN BOOKS IN DANCE AND THEATER

ADOLPHE APPIA
PROPHET OF THE MODERN THEATER, A PROFILE

WALTER R. VOLBACH

FUNDED BY THE HUMANITIES OPEN BOOK PROGRAM, A JOINT INITIATIVE OF THE NATIONAL
ENDOWMENT FOR THE HUMANITIES AND THE ANDREW W. MELLON FOUNDATION




ADOLPHE APPIA, Prophet of the Modern Theatre: A Profile



Figure 1. Adolphe Appia, ca. 1890. Jean Mercier.



ADOLPHE APPIA

Prophet of the Modern Theatre:
A Profile

By WALTHER R. VOLBACH

WESLEYAN UNIVERSITY PRESS, Middletown, Connecticut



Copyright © 1968 by Wesleyan University

Music and the Art of the Theatre, by Adolphe Appia, translated by Robert W. Cor-
rigan and Mary Douglas Dirks, copyright © 1962 by the University of Miami Press;
quoted herein by permission of the publisher.

The Work of Living Art, by Adolphe Appia, translated by H. D. Albright, copyright
© 1960 by the University of Miami Press; quoted herein by permission of the publisher.

Library of Congress Catalog Card Number: 68-27547

FIRST EDITION

Adolphe Appia, Prophet of the Modern Theatre: A Profile, by Walter R. Volbach, is licensed
under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 International License
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/legalcode.

Publication of this title is funded by the Humanities Open Book program, a joint initiative of
The National Endowment for the Humanities and The Andrew W. Mellon Foundation.


https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.O/legalcode

To my wife Claire
and
Edmond Appia

To be what we are, and to become what we are capable of becoming, is the
1 d of life.
onlyen ! —RoOBERT LOUIS STEVENSON

When you come in contact with a man . . . fix your attention upon his suf-
fering, needs, anxieties, pains. Then you will always feel kinship with him.

—ARTHUR SCHOPENHAUER
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PREFACE

MY deep interest in Adolphe Appia and his prophetic ideas reaches back to my
student days in Munich. In late fall, 1918, I, a neophyte actor, was privileged to
observe the rehearsals of Dietrich Christian Grabbe’s Hannibal in the Bavarian
National Theater. Albert Steinrueck, who played Hannibal, directed the produc-
tion; Emil Pirchan, then an almost unknown young artist, designed the settings.
When these were mounted for the first time, an older colleague sitting next to me
in the house analyzed the spatial picture and concluded that it looked as if it were
devised by Appia. I had never heard his name before, but my tutor told me where
I could discover more about this unique artist. Soon I had read Die Musik und die
Inscenierung and La Mise en scéne du drame wagnérien; they were a revelation,
and I must add that I was even more absorbed in Appia’s strange theories and
dreams about staging in general than in his magnificent sketches, notwithstanding
the spell they had on me and still have. I have never ceased to be fascinated with
Appia’s artistic concept; reading one of his essays or visiting an exhibition of his
most impressive designs has always been a thrilling experience. When I became a
stage director I noticed that unconsciously I tried to apply his principles in both
play and opera productions.

It was not until the middle fifties that I was given the chance to do something
worthwhile for this Swiss genius. As chairman of the Rare Books Project, American
Educational Theatre Association, I had the task to set up a list of books that were
to be translated and published. Appia’s writings were indeed included in my selec-
tion which was enthusiastically approved by my colleagues. I had a fair knowledge
of his writings, but I did not know their scope until Donald Oenslager, the dis-
tinguished designer, showed me his treasure of unknown Appia essays. Through
him I got in touch with Edmond Appia, a distant cousin of Adolphe and the director
of the Fondation Adolphe Appia in Geneva. Monsieur Appia, an internationally
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known musician and conductor, was agreeable to my project and authorized me to
publish all of Appia’s writings in English and French.

The present book is an outgrowth of my contact with Edmond Appia. During
a visit to his home in 1959, he showed me not only many of Adolphe’s manuscripts
and sketches but also interesting mementoes, such as letters written to Appia by
Edward Gordon Craig and Emile Jaques-Dalcroze. The great number of Dalcroze
letters led to a discussion about the possibility of making them the centerpiece of
a book about Appia and Dalcroze. This idea was later expanded into the plan of a
full biography of Adolphe. Iurged M. Appia to write this biography, and promised
that I would help with the research and writing of some chapters, particularly the
Prologue and the Epilogue, as they were to be called. He, on the other hand, sug-
gested that I take on this demanding task, and offered his full collaboration which
would include making available the entire material of the foundation. M. Appia’s
persuasive power was stronger than mine, and I agreed to start work on the biogra-
phy. An admirable collaborator, Edmond Appia never tired of answering my many
inquiries and of doing the spade work for me in Europe. His untimely death early
in 1961 was a dreadful shock to me, for I lost a friend, whose confidence I highly
valued, and an irreplaceable collaborator. After several months of soul searching,
I vowed to finish the task alone.

As this book was to be the first full-fledged study devoted to Adolphe Appia,
I eliminated, from the beginning, the thought of a complete biography. No attempt
was made to follow the artist from city to city from day to day, not even from year
to year, since such a purely chronological method can contribute little to our under-
standing of his genius; nor are all data known at present sufficient to close many
gaps; much material has been lost or is unavailable as yet. My intention was, there-
fore, to sketch a profile of the eminent designer, the philosopher, and the complex
man. It seemed important to destroy some of the prevailing notions about him and
to delineate the depth and variety of his prophetic ideas, few of which he was able
to materialize during his life. The over-all organization did not offer any particular
problems; on the contrary, the book developed in a natural manner, each chapter
dealing with a major period of his work; only one, Chapter IV, devoted to his com-
plicated personality.

In my research I pursued every hint, every clue, and of course some led to a
dead end. My experience during these years taught me that most people are willing,
even anxious, to help in such a venture. Very few of those I approached did not
answer or declined to give any information. In several cases I received the same
facts and opinions about Appia from two or three of his friends and relatives.
Rarely was it necessary to choose between somewhat contradictory data. The infor-
mation from his friends and relatives has been inserted without footnotes; the con-
text of a passage makes my source or sources clear. No specific references have been
added to quotations from Appia’s writings; they can be found in the articles I wrote
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about his art and life.

It is rather easy to make mistakes. Unconsciously I might have misunderstood
or misinterpreted explanations given me or data I discovered myself. As Appia
rarely talked about his past or his work, not even those closest to him were positive
that they always had the right answer. They all emphasized his utter truthfulness,
but this does not mean that he revealed his innermost thoughts. Consequently, the
conclusions drawn are my responsibility alone; I am prepared that, in later years,
another writer will consider some of my statements untenable and correct them,
although I hopefully expect my errors to be of a minor nature. I shall be satisfied
if this labor of love will help create a better and more comprehensive knowledge
and understanding of one of the great theatre artists.
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PROLOGUE

DURING the decades prior to Adolphe Appia’s entrance into the world of the
theatre, Western civilization was in a rare state of serene tranquillity; no signs of
sudden political, economic, or social upheavals threatened to disturb the peace,
and a seemingly carefree society in most European countries lived in affluence. It
was the time when in the British Empire, the Victorian period reached its zenith.
In France another belle époque flowered during the Republic which followed the
fall of Emperor Napoleon III. In Central Europe, Makart, a painter of huge over-
loaded canvases, put his name and stamp on that period.

Victorian period, Makart style, la belle époque immediately evoke an atmo-
sphere of superficiality, of abundance; a title, a high position, and money were the
dominant factors in those circles which, under the effect of industrial expansion,
played an all-important role in the cultural life of the day. Toward the end of the
nineteenth century the imprint of this culture became increasingly noticeable.
Theatre flourished particularly when it consisted of light entertainment or sump-
tuous productions of grand operas, operettas, drawing-room comedies, or shallow
dramas. The new upper class of merchants and industrialists, joined by many mem-
bers of nobility, were fascinated by the merry-go-round of diversions in which this
kind of theatre fitted very well. To meet at performances, to dabble in the arts, to
arrange artistic events in their spacious salons was a pleasant pastime. Theatre
managers who wished to succeed without taking any risk had to cater to the taste
of this society.

Among the favorite playwrights were Eugéne Scribe, Victorien Sardou, and
later Oscar Wilde, who for many years drew crowds into the theatres in Central
and Western Europe. True, Henrik Ibsen’s greatness was recognized by a small
group of the intelligentsia, but he was certainly not appreciated by the public at
large; nor were his disciples the naturalists very popular. The darling of the operetta
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audiences was Jacques Offenbach; the protagonist of grand opera, Giacomo Meyer-
beer. Richard Wagner was as yet a rather controversial composer, more the idol
of the young generation than a success among the ruling class. Not even Bizet was
then generally acclaimed, and Claude Debussy was a name known only to a com-
paratively few cognoscenti. Among the painters, Karl von Piloty, Jacques Louis
David, Eugéne Delacroix, and their followers were still in vogue although the lead-
ers of a new movement—Claude Monet, Pierre Auguste Renoir, Edouard Manet,
Vincent van Gogh, and others—began to challenge their predominance. The style
of both the historical and later the impressionistic artists was, to a high degree,
reflected in the designs of stage settings.

Historic Realism

TecuN1carLy, the décorateurs merely elaborated on a style they inherited from
the great masters of the eighteenth century. They adhered to the perspective
designs developed to an admirable climax by the Bibienas and Burnacinis. The only
real change, made early in the nineteenth century, was that, for interior settings,
legs were replaced by flats on both sides of the acting area with the rear still often
masked by a backdrop; doors and windows were not yet three-dimensional, and
borders masked the fly system. Later, when a ceiling was placed on the setting,
and doors as well as windows acquired plasticity, the way was open for complete
realism. The first stage director who consistently followed this new style was André
Antoine. Outdoor settings passed through a similar transition, though at a slower
pace. For a long time arches remained essential; backdrops provided the forest,
the hill, the seashore, or whatever the text called for. Since most stages were ade-
quately equipped with fly galleries, slits, traps, and grooves, all these legs and
backdrops could easily be shifted even before the eyes of the audience.

After the middle of the century a new method of treating the upstage area
came into use by means of a blue skydrop in front of which ground-row pieces
were placed to indicate the required location. However, the development of plas-
ticity had to overcome two distinctive obstacles. One was the realistic painting
applied to the “romantic” scenery; the other was expense: money was spent rather
lavishly on musical works which were usually produced according to tradition with
no desire for, or even thought of, innovation. As operas and plays were, as a rule,
performed in the same theatre, the directors of the spoken drama had to use what-
ever was available in the scene docks. Thus many theatres were slow to introduce
new technical media.

A word must be said about lighting. Gaslight had been installed in all leading
theatres in the middle of the nineteenth century, while a new invention, the arc
light, offered interesting opportunities to create special effects, such as sun rays
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or moonlight, thrown from a fly gallery. Before the end of the century the transi-
tion to electric light brought about an incisive change in the technique of scene
painting. Under the stronger illumination it became customary to apply ever more
subtle details to the setting.

Platforms and set pieces had been known for decades; in dozens of produc-
tions pillars and columns, even trees were being executed three-dimensionally;
they were placed in front of painted backdrops and juxtaposed with painted legs
in halls, churches, and forests. Eventually platforms were employed to indicate a
corridor in the rear of a hall, the entrance to a castle or a church, the upstage part
of a hill or a forest; and naturally stairs or ramps connecting the different levels
were also available. Some theatres made wider use of dollies and wagons wherever
feasible in order to shorten the time for shifting between acts and scenes. Others
added revolving and elevator stages to handle the increasingly more complicated
settings. All these innovations, however, remained purely technical; they were not
based on any artistic conception. Possibly in one or another case there was an aim
toward greater verisimilitude, but in general, the plastic pieces were separate units
haphazardly lumped together by the head carpenter or the stage director. Indeed
the new techniques were rarely applied for the purpose of achieving an integrated
picture devised by a designer. Some felicitous exceptions occurred in Paris where
the Opéra offered impressive settings as, for instance, in Meyerbeer’s L’ Africaine,
and in London where equally splendid pictures were designed particularly for some
Christmas pantomimes.

Gradually the wider use of three-dimensional pieces seemed to endanger the
powerful position of the scene painter. An argument was in the offing: should the
setting be painted more realistically with little emphasis on practical pieces, or, vice
versa, should it consist of more practical pieces with less concern about painting?
This problem had already arisen with Count Moritz von Bruehl in Berlin early in
the century. He might be called the godfather of historic realism on the stage. The
movement became more pronounced in the productions of Franz von Dingelstedt
between 1850 and 1870 and culminated in those of George, Duke of Meiningen,
whose production style prevailed beyond the turn of the century. This great show-
man and director transferred the style of historic painting onto the flats and back-
drops of his settings. The use of platforms and their different levels was limited
to a minimum. His conception being aped and emulated, especially in its weak
aspects, gave the scenic painter a new lease on life, one could almost say with
greater influence than before.

In connection with the revived stress on painting, a particular development
contributed to the uniformity found on so many stages. Formerly, a designer had
his own studio or was engaged by a leading theatre for a production or a longer
term. Now in the wake of industrialization and commercialism, his place was taken
over by business managers rather than by artists. The entire situation changed
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from that of a personal artistic endeavor to a rather large-scale commercial enter-
prise. This new type of studio would accept orders to design and make settings for
a theatre; in addition, it executed settings from sketches submitted by a theatre.
The principal result of the system was that a setting devised for one theatre could,
with slight changes, be readily duplicated for another; sometimes no changes were
needed at all. Thus a regrettable trend away from individual artistry developed.
German theatres were, in a large measure, subjected to that system; the French
less so. Whatever was devised by firms like Hartwig in Berlin, Kautzky in Vienna,
especially Brueckner in Koburg, and Rublé et Chaperon in Paris became standard
not alone in the theatre which gave the original order but in many others as well.
The “creations” were seen and admired in dozens of cities. An entire “package”
could be delivered within a brief period of time; all that any of those firms basically
expected to know was the measurements of the stage, possibly some sketches, and
of course the amount a theatre was willing to spend. Consequently, a production
of Faust, Aida, Oberon, Tannhdiuser, and all the other standard works in one of the
leading opera houses was essentially like its production in a middling provincial
theatre; the difference was only in size and splendor, not in style which although
positively romantic was realistically executed.

These conditions prevailed for about a generation, and if they are viewed
somewhat disparagingly, criticism should be concentrated on the inartistic attitude
in general, which in turn can be understood only against its historical background.
Besides, it must be emphasized that, technically, many of these settings were
usually excellent. Many facets of staging widely accepted today were introduced
and developed during this period.

Attempts at a Reform

TurouGHOUT the nineteenth century, currents of production style ran in opposite
directions. The main stream moved toward ever more realism in scenery, costumes,
properties, and acting in spite of a romantic foundation. This style left little free-
dom for variations; these concerned almost exclusively details of the setting which
was sometimes more realistic, sometimes less so. The argument of whether orna-
mental pieces were to be painted on flats and backdrop or whether real ones were
to be hung on the walls became more important and more significant than the over-
all conception. This exaggerated realism actually dominated the stage. Yet, sporadic
attempts were made to simplify the scenic picture while adhering to the romantic
school of acting; other currents, submerged rather than in the open, drifted in
toward a modernized version of the Renaissance or the Elizabethan stage. Common
to all reformers was their opposition to the realistic trend, to the resplendence and
extravagance of the traditional Baroque staging. Some limited their reform plans
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Figure 2. The Valkyrie, Act 111, as staged by Richard Wagner in Bayreuth in 1876. Richard
Wagner Gedenkstaette, Bayreuth.



to the scenic picture, others extended their experiments to the field of acting, but
none of them thought of a new approach to the production as a whole.

True, Wolfgang von Goethe advanced principles of modern staging even
before any realistic trend could be noticed. As the Intendant of the Court Theatre
in Weimar for twenty-five years, Goethe did not try to alter the neo-classic style
he favored nor the budding romanticism which invaded many theatres early in the
nineteenth century; but in his writings he set forth ideas which were to bear fruit
later. In his Wilhelm Meister Goethe discussed the art of the theatre in several
chapters indicating he could win an audience with the most primitive stage, simply
boards laid across some barrels, provided he had Shakespeare as playwright. In
the same work he delineated the common roots of acting and dancing. Thus, al-
though Goethe himself did not put these ideas into practice, they found response
in the proclamations and experiments of the succeeding reformers, all of whom
concentrated, however, on a single aspect; not one of them tried to understand
the entire esthetics of a new theatre.

Karl Friedrich Schinkel, an excellent architect and designer in Berlin, was the
first scenic artist of the century anxious to develop a simplified scenery. Just as he
stressed “usefulness” in buildings," so he searched for a more functional stage. He
was in favor of a large forestage and a neutral proscenium. Some of his plans reveal
that he also kept the wings in a neutral color thus leaving only the backdrop to be
painted and to indicate the location. Yet he was not averse to set pieces placed in
front of that backdrop or to an arch with painted trees simulating a forest. Since
Schinkel’s backdrops were often executed in the prevailing romantic style—an
excursion into neo-classicism notwithstanding—and since he never arrived at a
definite solution for his reform dreams, his attempts have been of minor conse-
quence. The honor to be called a real reformer is due Karl Leberecht Immermann
who threw out the conventional arrangement and instead devised a unit setting
based on ideas propagated during the Renaissance. The downstage area of his
setting jutted into the auditorium like a wide apron; the upstage was raised to form
a special acting area. On this wide platform he erected a wall with a large center
opening, two entrances left and right of it and one each left and right in the false
proscenium. Set pieces were used particularly behind the large center opening.
This type of setting was primarily devised for the dramas of Shakespeare and the
German classics. But in the 1830’s the citizens of Diisseldorf did not appreciate
his new way of staging, and Immermann found little artistic encouragement and
even less financial success. After a few years he had to give up the management
of his theatre.

In 1843 an interesting experiment was prepared by Ludwig Tieck, one of the
most sensitive and cultured romanticists. He was as acquainted with the English
theatre and the Elizabethan stage as any German of that time could be. His concept
of areform was definitely influenced by Goethe whose plans he elaborated. Coun-
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seled by the architect Gottfried Semper, he devised a spatial arrangement showing,
stage center, a rather high platform to which a set of stairs led from left and right;
underneath the platform a door was located. Tieck’s production of A Midsummer
Night’s Dream at the Royal Palace in Potsdam was, however, not performed in
this simple setting; he added backdrops and set pieces, designed by J. C. J. Gerst,
and thus destroyed the basic simplicity of the scenery. Several years later he made
plans for a production of Henry V on a stylized stage, but the revolutionary ten-
sions of 1848 prevented their realization.

Gottfried Semper, the architect of the new Opera House in Dresden, devel-
oped further the staging principles he had discussed with Tieck. While Schinkel
somehow accepted the Greek ideal itself, Semper followed the Greek arrangement
as the Renaissance had interpreted it, and consequently his designs emphasized
the width rather than the depth of the stage. His wish was to simplify the oppres-
sive proscenium frame and the complex romantic scenery. Recognizing the actor’s
need for a light source independent of the one which illuminates the setting, Semper
also intended to install special lighting effects for the performer downstage.

In England the first break in the growing realistic trend came in the 1840’s
when Benjamin Webster staged, in London’s Haymarket Theatre, The Taming of
the Shrew, against drapes arranged between screens. This nonrealistic mise en
scéne remained an isolated venture. England, under the impact of Kean’s produc-
tions, was already leading in complicated scenic effects and strove toward ever
greater perfection in this field. No other attempt to modify the scenery was made
until 1881 when William Poel also used only drapes for his production of Hamlet
in Oxford’s St. George’s Hall. Like other admirers of Shakespeare he sought to
take advantage of the growing knowledge of Elizabethan customs and to produce
the great plays as they were presented by the author himself. Twelve years later
he built an Elizabethan stage in a conventional theatre for Measure for Measure.
During the following twenty years Poel produced at least twelve more plays by
Shakespeare in a similar manner. These experiments earned high praise even from
the sharp pen of George Bernard Shaw. Indeed, in spite of their “scholarly dryness”
they had some effect on the next generation. Poel proved that simplified scenery
benefits the Shakespearean drama and that a faster pace of delivery can be used
for it.2 At the turn of the nineteenth century Ben Greet followed the same concept
but with little artistic success, as his purpose was too deeply involved in “educa-
tion.””® Across the Atlantic Ocean this trend was taken up, not in the professional
field, of course, but in a university. At Harvard, Ben Johnson’s The Silent Woman
(Epicoene) was presented on a kind of Elizabethan stage in 1895, and nine years
later, a further experiment was made with Hamlet. These few examples remained
the exceptions as only a small number ventured against the prevailing realistic
movement which had its climax in the productions of Henry Irving.

To include Franz Dingelstedt among the reformers is somewhat daring since
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Figure 3. Elevation and floorplan of A Midsummer Night’s Dream in Tieck’s production.

Institut fuer Theaterwissenschaft, Cologne.



he is usually termed a predecessor of the Duke of Meiningen. An excellent manager
and showman, he was responsible for several innovations, though not always for-
tunate ones. His treatment of supernumeraries was expanded in Meiningen and his
Mustervorstellungen (model performances), as he called the special performances
of classic dramas with a galaxy of stars, were the precursers of the modern festivals.
In connection with this study it is vital to remember Dingelstedt’s production of
Schiller’s The Bride of Messina in the Bavarian Court Theatre in the early fifties,
for it demonstrated an adherence to a classical style of staging out of fashion at
that time. For his unit setting Dingelstedt foreswore all traditional trappings;
instead, he confined himself to an elaborate arrangement of platforms and stairs
surrounded by neutral flats and doors. However critically we may today view the
Meiningers’ historic realism we must acknowledge that the Duke had an amazing
sense of space and, a few times, made excellent use of levels in the upstage area.
His unique arrangement of a leading character placed on a platform in the rear,
with the extras—their backs to the audience—scattered in front of him, left a tre-
mendous impact on succeeding stage directors.

A production of King Lear in Munich on June 1, 1889, was mounted with a
simplified setting which became known as the Shakespeare Stage and remained in
use for almost thirty years; it even affected the designs of some new theatres.
Actually this stage form had little in common with the original Elizabethan type
and the name given to it probably refers more to the fact that it served the presenta-
tion of Shakespearean tragedies, although several demanding German classical
dramas were also performed on it. It consisted of three parts: (1) the wide apron
filling half of the orchestra pit, a broad staircase leading down into the pit and
footlights installed in the outer rim (years later spotlights installed in a box illumi-
nated the forestage); (2) the rather shallow middle area framed by a false prosce-
nium with doors left and right; (3) the raised upstage area which was fairly deep
but only about half as wide as the proscenium opening. Curtains could be drawn
between the areas which made it possible to play either on the apron, in the middle
area, in the upstage area, or in any combination desired. Set pieces were at first
limited to the third area; behind the upstage platform, backdrops and even a
diorama were used.* Jocza Savits, the stage director, had suggested the new ar-
rangement and Karl Lautenschlaeger, the technical director, solved its manifold
problems; Karl von Perfall, the general manager of the Court and National Theatre,
supervised the venture which was consciously based on the spade work done by
Immermann and Tieck.

Before this chapter on stage reform in the nineteenth century can be closed,
one more dreamer must be mentioned. His deeds include no productions, merely
three books; but some of the ideas expressed by George Fuchs were fruitful indeed
and, interesting to note, a few resemble those brought forth by Adolphe Appia
before and during the same period. In 1891 Fuchs published his treatise Von der
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stilistischen Belebung der Schaubuehne (Stimulating the Style of Staging) which
was followed by Die Schaubuehne der Zukunft (The Stage of the Future) (1904)
and then Die Revolution des Theaters (1909). In his books Fuchs did not recom-
mend radical surgery on the existing theatre; like some of his predecessors he was
in favor of a wide apron flanked by two permanent towers behind the proscenium
frame; like others before him, he was dissatisfied with the bad effects of the foot-
lights. Footlights had been damned by several sensitive artists before, among them
August Strindberg who in his Preface to Miss Julie (1888) took a sharp position
against their adverse effect. Fuchs advised that their role be cut down and that they
never be used at full volume. In his opinion strong light from above and the rear
should strike the actor in order to throw him into focus. Equally remarkable is his
principle that “dramatic art is . . . dancing, that is, rhythmic movement of the
human body in space.”?

With George Fuchs ends this brief survey of nonrealistic theories and experi-
ments in Central Europe. In France, which had contributed so much to the develop-
ment of theatre arts, no true reformer, alas, arose to preach against the ever-grow-
ing scenic realism. For all the bitter complaints about the conventionality of the
theatre uttered by several outstanding authors beginning with J. J. Rousseau, a
researcher must go far to discover a genuine reform. After 1860 Théophile Gautier
pondered how the mise en scéne could be reformed. Before the end of the century
the only artistic experiment was initiated by Paul Fort and Aurélien-Marie Lugné-
Poé who in 1891 opened the Théatre d’Art, where a helping hand was extended to
the young symbolists. After Fort left, Lugné-Poé showed more interest in experi-
menting with a new approach away from the realistic staging method of André
Artoine. This was particularly noticeable when he founded the Théatre de I'Oeuvre
in 1893, yet he did not become completely imbued with the nonrealistic style until
several years later. Particularly interesting was his production of Measure for
Measure in 1898 less because of the simplified shallow setting than because of the
facts that the audience surrounded the forestage on three sides and that steps con-
nected the acting area with the auditorium. In general, opposition to the predomi-
nant staging concept was restricted to a few authors of whom Stephen Mallarmé
and Louis Becq de Fouquiéres were the outstanding representatives.

In evaluating these sundry experiments we come to the conclusion that they
all served the same purpose: to eliminate the exaggerations of scenic realism, to do
away with the many faked trappings, to de-emphasize historic details, and to return
to a fundamental concept of dramatic art derived from the classic Greek theatre
in its renaissance in the sixteenth century, or from the Elizabethan stage. Some
reformers shared the impression that the theatre had lost contact with the audi-
ence; hence they experimented with arrangements that would bring the performer
closer to the theatregoer seated in front of him. A few were puzzled by the oppor-
tunities offered by the newly invented electric light; others even considered a
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change in the acting style.

Unfortunately, though by no means surprisingly, all these sincere attempts
to bring that powerful realistic movement to a halt had no immediate practical
result. Except for the Shakespeare Stage in Munich, not a single experiment lasted
to gain many followers; the public at large remained unmoved, and thus the vari-
ous experiments made hardly a ripple in the main stream of events. As often hap-
pens, though, in the long run none of the endeavors was made in vain. In general,
reformers are well acquainted with the work of their predecessors and contem-
poraries, and they draw upon that knowledge to bring their own ideas to fruition.
Eventually the timid voices become stronger and are heard more widely until the
time is ripe for a change.

This favorable condition, the climax of realism, occurred between 1880 and
1890 when the pendulum had reached an extreme point and was ready to swing in
the opposite direction. Realism could push no further. A new style appeared, away
from exaggerated illusion, accurateness, and verisimilitude. The avant-garde of
symbolism aspired to poetic transformation, and the leaders of impressionism dis-
carded the style of yesteryear. Light received a new role; it began to create new
dimensions in painting. Chiaroscuro became a term applicable to poems and dramas,
to paintings and compositions. It was inevitable that some day this trend would
affect the theatre too. Even the average theatre patron eventually grew tired of the
traditional staging. Anselm Feuerbach expressed this mood: “I hate the modern
theatre because my sharp eye always sees through the cardboard. . . . The true work
of art has enough power within itself to make its situations visible and real without
unworthy artificial means, which violate all the canons of art. Unobtrusive sug-
gestion is what is needed, not bewildering effects.”® About the time when this
statement was made, Adolphe Appia, then a young musician in his formative years,
studied and observed the theatre in several countries. Toward the end of the 1880’s
he decided to advance a new revolutionary concept of the art of the theatre.
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Figure 4. Adolphe Appia, 16 years old. Blanche Bingham.



Geneva, 1881

O NEevening in 1881 Adolphe Appia, nineteen years old, went to the new Grand
Théatre in Geneva to attend a performance of Gounod’s Faust. The young man
was excited, full of expectations. He had dreamed about performances from the
days of his childhood; he had imagined what the scenic picture had looked like—
or should look like. Now at last, thanks to an invitation from his mother’s sister,
Mademoiselle Emilie Lasserre, his parents were allowing him to hear and see an
opera for the first time. Theatre and everything related to it was fundamentally
against their religious belief, but since it was agreed he was to study music, they
had finally given their consent. They could not suspect that their younger son was
obsessed by theatre; that his primary wish was to choose a theatrical career, that
it was thus less the music than the opera—the lyric drama on a stage—that had
such a hold on his imagination.

A few hours after the final curtain had fallen Adolphe was disenchanted and
depressed. The performance of Faust was by no means what he had expected. He
had paid scant attention to the orchestra, the singing, or the music in general,
rather he had concentrated on the acting of the singers and on the settings in which
they moved. What he witnessed had nothing in common with his vision of this
opera. He had thought the stage settings would be three-dimensional, with plat-
forms to add to the positions and movements of the characters. Instead there were
merely a flat stage floor and flimsy painted wings and backdrops bearing no relation
to the singers. So disappointing was this experience that the young Appia suffered
“a moral and artistic let-down,” as he confessed many years later.

To find it incredible that a young man so preoccupied with the theatre did not
attend any performance until he was nearly twenty years old is to overlook the
compelling influences of staid Geneva and the Victorian era. In Appia’s youth, life
in his native city was quiet and well regulated, offering few opportunities, at least
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officially, to enjoy the good and merry things of life. Geneva was then a city of
about 50,000 or, including a few suburbs, 70,000. Its disciplined citizens were
proud of Geneva’s historical background and all its traditions and personalities.
Jean Calvin, the great religious reformer, was especially held in esteem; in opposite
regard was another native son, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, whose valuable writings
were never enough of an excuse for his having been a libertine.

In the 1880’s Geneva had none of its present-day international flavor. Despite
the facts that its center is just a few miles from the French border and that it is
surrounded on three sides by foreign territory, strangers had no part in its civic
life a hundred years ago. Even then the city was a center for education, business,
and tourism, but the outsiders, lured by its attractions, had little opportunity to
meet the natives who, considering themselves morally above the crowds, preferred
to remain among their own kind. Provincialism was so extreme that when Geneva
finally joined the Swiss Federation in 1814—more than six hundred years after its
founding—it did not do so as a canton like all the other regions, but as the Republic
of Geneva. Its old leading families, culturally oriented toward France, were slow
in accepting their German and Italian compatriots despite their numerous business
connections with them. Outsiders, including Geneva’s own middle class, rarely
succeeded in breaking into that upper circle, which was probably the most impene-
trable in Europe. Marriages as a rule were exclusively among members of the elite;
few ventured elsewhere to find a spouse.

In such an atmosphere new ideas, reforms, let alone adventures, were not
welcome. Good citizens were expected to conform and to execute a traditional job
in a reliable manner. To be good and well behaved was more than a slogan—it was
a way of life; almost a law.

Appia’s Family

Dr. Louis Paul Amédée Appia, Adolphe’s father, was highly respected in Geneva,
although the Appias were not one of the old native families. As their name indi-
cates they are of Italian stock. In the Vallées Vaudoises of Piedmont the Appia tree
can be retraced several hundred years, definitely to the fifteenth century, vaguely
as far back as the seventh. Appias were known as nonconformists when, in a
Catholic country, some of them joined the fundamentalist movement of the Vaudois
which based its faith exclusively on the teachings of the Bible. It thus came as no
surprise that people in Piedmont, located in the Southwestern part of the Alps,
were strongly attracted by Calvin’s doctrines; a good many crossed the mountains
to hear Calvin and later to study the new theology in Geneva more thoroughly.
Even in modern times contact was quite lively between Geneva and Piedmont
where some families still speak French.
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Figure 5. The Appia coat of arms. It shows three silver magpies above two hatchets. Mrs.
Blacher, the unofficial historian of the family, copied it from a seal of the year
1751. Béatrice Appia Blacher.
The name Appia likely derives from the word hdppia; in modern French it
appears as hidche (hatchet). The h of happia disappeared in the Italian (or
Italianized) name Appia.




Paul Joseph Appia (1782-1849) decided to leave that Protestant enclave, and
in 1811 accepted a pastorate in Hanau near Frankfurt am Main, moving, a few
years later, to the French Church in Frankfurt proper. With his wife, née Caroline
Develay (1786—-1867), he had six children: Pauline (1815-1872), married to Louis
Vallette (1800—18y72); Marie (1816-1886), married to Jacques Claparéde (1809—
1879); Louis (1818-1896), married to Anna Caroline Lasserre (1824-1886); Cécile
(1822-1858), married to Gabriel Bouthillier Beaumont (1811-1887); Louise (1825—
1904; and George (1827-1910), married to Héléne Sturge (1831-1928).

Pastor Paul Appia intended to retire to Switzerland in his later years but he
passed away before he was able to carry out his plan. His son Louis went to school
and college in Frankfurt. For two years he stayed with some cousins in Geneva,
then in 1838 moved to Heidelberg to study medicine. At the university Louis
devoted considerable time to the humanities, acquiring a good knowledge of the
authors and composers of the German classic era. At the age of twenty-five he
passed his medical examination and several years later he obtained a second doc-
torate from the University of Paris. Louis” first years as a physician were divided
between Geneva and Paris. After his father’s death in 1849 he made his home in
Geneva where his sisters Marie and Louise were living. The doctor practiced first
in Jussy; later in Geneva itself. He and his wife Anna, whom he married in 1853,
lived at 5, Rue Calvin, an old street close to the famous Cathédrale de Saint-Pierre.
He was soon known as an excellent surgeon and his good standing among his col-
leagues led to his nomination and election as president of the Medical Society in
1861. In the preceding year he had been accepted as citizen of the Republic of
Geneva, an honor not easily conferred upon an immigrant.

In 1863 he was the driving power behind the founding of the Red Cross.
Joined by four other physicians he initiated the original association, Commission
des Cing, with the aim of alleviating the suffering of the wounded in any war. His
talent for organization, his untiring energy, and his idealism won him numerous
admirers in many countries. One of these was Clara Barton, often referred to as

77

“the American Nightingale,” who collaborated with him through many years.
Dr. Appia also made a name for himself as the author of several essays and books.
Success, however, did not spoil him. On the contrary, he remained a modest man,
a true follower of his faith who coveted no glory in this world; typically, he re-
quested that his burial place have no stone.

These facts provide the public image of Adolphe’s father. In the privacy of
his home Dr. Appia created a different impression, especially to his children. It
may already be guessed that his religious background and zeal, his drive and
capacity for work, his perfectionism made him a stern disciplinarian, strict even
by the rigid standards of the day. The severe rules he made for himself were like-
wise applied to his children’s upbringing and education—making him greatly
respected but little loved. Life in the Appia home was never relaxed nor happy.
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The doctor was seldom communicative except when annoyed. He tried to control
his frequent outbursts of irritation, but often could do so only by leaving the room
abruptly. His unpredictable behavior created tensions within the family circle;
because it seemed safer to avoid close contact with their father, the children
learned to live their own lives separately, to form no close relationships even with
their brothers and sisters. This apartness seemed to have worried Dr. Louis for he
talked to outsiders about it, even to strangers. His unhappiness grew with the
knowledge that he made his family suffer.

There is one clue to how the doctor’s extreme puritanism shaped his character
and eroded his emotions to a point that he was unable even to express simple
parental love. Calvinistic dogma had created within him an overwhelming fear of
damnation. When the anxiety seized him, he had to flee to one of his sisters who
alone could console and reassure him.

Apart from his religion and his profession he had few interests. In his spare
hours he would read in his large library at home, and he would occasionally go
to a concert, but theatre and all that was connected with it was banned: in his
presence the word “theatre” was not to be uttered. Adolphe may have had his
father in mind when he stated in an essay that “persons who despise the theatre
satisfy their taste through reading.” In his so-called memoirs he included a charac-
teristic quote of his father’s: “Men have written quite interesting things, they have
created sublime pieces of art . . . but getting out of bed and into my slippers is of
greater interest to me.” And, in his son’s words, another example of his practicality:
“When Dr. Louis was asked one day why he took an interest in the Salvation Army
he laconically answered, ‘If you want to know the camel, go to Africa.””” In spite of
his suspicion of the arts, he liked to draw. Those who saw sketches Dr. Appia
brought from his many trips had high praise for their artistic conception and
technical execution.

Dr. Louis was a handsome and impressive man; even at a ripe age he was
beautiful, according to his son. He had a magnificent head; his piercing eyes now
and then showed irony or a suppressed tenderness. Some relatives thought he
resembled Friedrich Nietzsche; they wondered if, under the extreme severity, there
did not lurk a very human being with interests and passions suppressed with all
energy. After the death of his wife he was a very lonely man. His daughter Héléne,
who occupied an apartment above his, looked after him, but only his work and
his church provided him with social contacts; in his apartment he was alone. At his
death bed in 1898 his children assembled dutifully, but he left this world without
being missed by any of them.

Although Adolphe was twenty-four when his mother died, she seemed to have
left no imprint on his life. After her early death little remained of her memory; no
visible mementoes such as photographs and the like were to be seen in the home.
She was kind, insignificant perhaps, and unable to mitigate the disturbing influ-
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ences of her dominant husband, but she was a loyal wife who did her duty as she
interpreted it. Like her husband she enjoyed traveling and she also helped him in
his work for the Red Cross. She loved Switzerland, particularly the wonderful
countryside. In all of his writings Adolphe referred to her only in a brief passage:
“she raised her children for heaven, not for this world. . . . Religious compassion
dominated her life.”

The couple had four children: Paul (1856—1925), who married Olympe Laugt
(1852-1916); Héléne (1858-1944); Marie (1860-1914); and Adolphe Frangois
(1862-1928).

Marie, never conspicuous, was a pious child who decided at an early age to
devote her life to her church and eventually to missionary work. In her twenties
she became a kind of evangelist, spending many years in Syria teaching school
and attempting to read the Scriptures in the houses of the Arabian population.
Adolphe had no contact with her and never mentioned her even to friends.

Paul was a banker engrossed in his business; his only other interest was his
church. An aunt of his called him ““a man of one dimension.” A greater contrast
than that between the two brothers can hardly be imagined, and it is easy to under-
stand why they ignored each other as much as possible. Once in a while Adolphe
chatted with Geneviéve, Paul’s only child, or told her exciting tales. She would
then run to her father and ask whether all that was true. Paul would merely answer,
““We know nothing about it. We know for sure only what is found in the Bible.”
Genevieve was, mildly speaking, retarded; although sweet, gentle, and harmless,
she was apt to run away from home. Several times police found her in other cities
and her parents had to fetch her back to Geneva. Paul’s wife, Olympe, was un-
stable, particularly after reaching middle age, and at times had to be sent to an
asylum. This sad situation surely added much to the fact that Paul, like his father,
was uncommunicative. He had neither friends nor friendly relations with col-
leagues or other people in the city.

Héléne, a remarkable woman, gave Adolphe moral and financial support
throughout his adult life. Although she was attractive when young, she never mar-
ried. For reasons of her own, she decided to take care of her father—Dr. Appia in
his egocentricity may even have requested this care—and she always made her
home at 5, Rue Calvin, where she was born. Her main occupation was her lifelong
interest in and work for the Red Cross. Héléne was a cultured woman, a fine
musician, well versed in literature, an able translator; she and Adolphe were thor-
oughly congenial. Of all the family members she alone had close contact with her
artistic brother whom she admired and adored. With deep sympathy she tried to
understand him and his work and was always ready to help. A few times the two
made arrangements to live together but, outspoken individualists and strong-
willed as were many of the Appias, they found it more convenient to separate again.

It is significant for the Appias that in addition to Adolphe’s grandfather, four
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uncles and several cousins were pastors of Calvinist and Lutheran churches; one
of them had some artistic talent and loved to draw, but his sketches are considered
academic next to those by Adolphe’s father. Adolphe paid little attention to his
numerous relatives with the exception of his mother’s sister Emilie and some dis-
tant cousins who also shared a spiritual kinship with him.

Young Adolphe

THe salient elements of Adolphe’s environment were exaggerated piety, strict dis-
cipline, monotony, and contempt for what most interested the boy. His father had
apparently no inkling of his son’s great sensitivity nor his curiosity about the arts—
in particular, the theatre—traits which Adolphe showed at an early age. Thus his
interests and latent talents received no encouragement, and the “frustration” of
which Appia later wrote began when he was quite small. Evidently there was never
an open clash between father and son; the father dictated and the son withdrew,
becoming more and more an introvert. Repeatedly Adolphe tried, consciously or
unconsciously, to protest and fight against everything his parents stood for. He
succeeded in concentrating on his innate gifts in spite of the atmosphere that
depressed and intimidated him, but his childhood experience left its mark. The
stress so affected the boy that he began to stutter; nobody seemed to know how
to take corrective steps or even to care about it, and the defect grew worse with
the years. In fact, this impediment compelled him to change his theatrical ambi-
tions. As a young man he dreamed of productions under his direction. When he
first studied music seriously he may have aspired to be a conductor, but his later
aim was definitely to become a director and designer. However, his stuttering made
him so self-conscious—he even withdrew from the presence of strangers—that the
eminently sensitive artist had to turn theorist and use writing to expound his
visions of a new approach to the theatre.

A youth so different from other boys that he shared none of the interests and
activities common to childhood, and so little understood by his parents had to seek
his own way to pursue his intense interests. His father’s large library provided
young Adolphe with some means to satisfy his passion for the theatre. He was
barely able to read when he began to spend hours and hours scanning the volumes
of dramatic works. At about ten years of age he was completely absorbed in read-
ing the great plays of the past, and the term “theatre” began to exercise an ever-
growing fascination which it never lost. Among his father’s books he found the
classic French and German authors like Corneille, Racine, Moliére, Hugo, Lessing,
Goethe, and Schiller, most of whom he admired the rest of his life. Probably many
of these editions were illustrated as was often the case in that period. This then
could give a clue to the origin of his peculiar interest in stage scenery. As young
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Adolphe started, so he proceeded later on, namely to seek knowledge and to train
himself. He would have readily agreed with Oscar Wilde’s ironic remark, “Educa-
tion is an admirable thing, but it is well to remember from time to time that nothing
that is worth knowing can be taught.”

When we look for impressions of a dramatic nature which might have stimu-
lated Adolphe’s imagination we should consider the popular pageants he surely
witnessed as a boy. For all his parents’ opposition to the theatre, they could have
hardly objected to his watching some of the traditional festivities seen in the streets
of Geneva. Two of them in particular are still held annually—Escalade on Decem-
ber 12, celebrating the repulse of an unexpected attack on Geneva by the Duke of
Savoie in 1602, has groups of people in seventeenth-century costumes wandering
and “performing” in the streets. In the Feuille, a spring festival, winter is chased
off and its last vestiges are driven away; this event takes place on a large open
square close to the lake. Both pageants demonstrate the intimate contact between
performers and spectators, a feature recurring again and againin Appia’s esthetics.
It is further not impossible that Adolphe had as a schoolboy attended one of the
large regional or national folk festivals, for instance La Féte des Vignerons at
Vevey, which combine dancing, singing, and sometimes acrobatics. In these pre-
sentations staged outdoors or in simple auditoriums he would have noticed the
same intimacy between audience and performers. He himself does not mention
any of those events until in his later years.

Altogether Appia tells us very little about his boyhood; indeed with the years
he grew increasingly reluctant to talk about it even to friends and relatives. In his
writings he scarcely refers to observations and experiences at home, in school, or
with young friends. In dealing with the topic “theatre” as it relates to children he
tells only one personal anecdote. Yet as his writings contain much autobiographical
material, the conclusion may be drawn that he wrote about his own experience in
Notes sur le théitre when he described the attitude of adults toward a boy attend-
ing a performance for the first time. To be sure his story cannot be literally true—he
himself was no longer a boy when he saw Faust, and certainly the ladies” conver-
sation is exaggerated; nevertheless, a core of truth remains. The story goes like
this: Two ladies taking a boy along to an opera try to explain everything to the
child. “You see, this is the curtain! Actually it is not a curtain but a painted canvas.
This is the forestage, there are the boxes,” and so on and so forth. All this chatter
disturbs the young fellow who is really excited. When the house darkens and the
orchestra plays he has to hear that “this is the overture,” while he simply wants
to listen to music. When the curtain opens he is told, “ . . . you see the scenery!
There, on both sides are the wings; the backdrop is painted. It is night because the
lights are blue. This is the tenor. Now comes the duet of Act One.” And so on and
on it went. Appia despised the idleness and superficiality of adults who would
destroy child’s illusion. The boy suffered throughout the evening; he could not
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understand how adults could remain so indifferent when confronted with the won-
ders of the stage. There was the real world, not in the house; it was the audience
that appeared unreal to him. Theatre meant beautiful and amazing things to live
through. Appia then concluded that the ladies should have explained to the boy
the workings of a production in a different vein and well before the performance
proper. His empathy would then not have been crudely interrupted “and it is only
in the tumult of intense excitement that the child must try to find himself.”

In two articles written in the early 1920’s Appia returned to the problem of
the child’s relation to the theatre. One (L’Enfant et I'art dramatique) deals with a
child’s born talent and inclination for acting “in the sense that for him imitating
is inseparable from learning” although for such imitations no audience is needed.
Indeed as soon as the child knows he is imitating he wants to be alone or at least
unobserved. Children performing among themselves do not consider other chil-
dren spectators. With the growing awareness of life around him the child turns
to make-believe; fiction becomes more precious than reality. In Appia’s opinion
this propensity for fiction must be respected; it should neither be approved nor
disapproved, stimulated nor repressed. He stipulates that, in order to keep the
child’s “feelings pure,” he should never be exposed to an audience, not even to
that of his parents. Consequently, arranged performances, especially in costume,
should be excluded from the child’s activities. He recommends introducing boys
and girls to the teaching of dramatics as late as possible.

The other article, similarly entitled, is the only one in which Appia inserts
a personal experience to prove his point. It is significant in that it reveals how
impressionable he was as a very young boy and also where his aversion to cos-
tuming children originated. Young Appia and some other boys—probably in their
preschool days or during their first school year—were left for several afternoons
a week in the care of a somewhat elderly woman. The lady, an exceptionally gifted
educator, understood the great importance of fiction in a child’s life, but at the
same time was painfully aware of the dilemma in which the child, vacillating
between dream and reality, finds himself. She strove to take the sting out of this
difficulty. She let the boys have a marvelous time indulging in their fantasies, but
although they also passionately loved to masquerade, they were not allowed to
do so. Of course they were only too eager to taste what is forbidden and once,
when the lady left the room for a while, they hastily dressed up with all the odd
pieces they could grab. Catching them by surprise, the lady gave them a sobering
look and in a few words asked them to examine their actions realistically. “She
made us feel individually that we had defiled divine fiction,” continued Appia,
and he emphatically demanded that children not use costumes no matter whether
their fictional activities take place with or without an audience, with or without a
curtain.

Young Adolphe went to grade school in Geneva until he was eleven years old.
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He was then sent to a boarding school, Collége de Vevey, where he remained from
fall, 1873, until spring, 1879. So little is preserved about his life and studies at this
school that no valid conclusion can be drawn. Friends report that he showed more
interest in art and music than in the so-called academic courses. But under the
stern system then prevailing it is unlikely that the headmaster gave special con-
sideration to a pupil who demonstrated an interest in subjects of minor importance
to the school program. One or another teacher may have counseled Adolphe and
stimulated his still-dormant talents. Outside the school he was initiated in great
music when at the age of fifteen, he heard J. S. Bach’s The Passion According to
St. Matthew which made an everlasting impression upon him. Shortly thereafter
he was similarly affected in a concert at which Beethoven’s Symphony No. g was
played; its last movement seemed to express the “heart of the human drama.”?

The taboo on theatre at home only increased Adolphe’s attention to it. At the
boarding school he did not experience this totally negative attitude. The boys were
permitted, for instance, to build small cardboard stages, and Appia described a
significant experience he had when he was fourteen. With a friend he constructed
amodel stage, but the two had very different views about the type of scenery they
wished to mount. His friend wanted to crowd the small space with conventional
painted flat pieces while Appia insisted on plastic set pieces so vehemently that a
sharp argument ensued. The hot controversy ended in a joint decision to burn the
model stage. Even then Appia’s vision of three-dimensional settings was manifest.
He was also definite about his conception that in staging, the performer is the
decisive factor. When he talked to a friend who had seen a performance of Tann-
hiuser, Appia pressed for a description of the setting; he insisted above all on
knowing what the stage floor looked like. When his friend failed to grasp his ques-
tions he finally exclaimed, “Where were the singers’ feet?” Indeed a strange ques-
tion for a boy who had never witnessed a production. What induced him to require
three-dimensional pieces for a model stage and to ask a pertinent question about
platforms on a real stage? Pictures in those drama editions in his father’s library
might well have stirred him to envision three-dimensional settings, virtually non-
existing in the theatre of the day. And perhaps with his interest in art he had
become acquainted with good paintings and with the stage architecture of Greek
and Renaissance theatres. But what could have caused Appia at such an early age
to decide that in the theatre the actor is the first and foremost element to be con-
sidered? Maybe in reading books related to some course he learned about the
predominance of the star actor or about the principles of the Classic period includ-
ing a delineation of the importance given the human body by ancient philosophers.
Of one thing we are sure—whatever the influence, it was a spark that lit a fire. His
inquisitive mind was already examining everything that aroused his interest.

In his Expériences de théitre et recherches personnelles (Theatrical Experi-
ences and Personal Investigations) Appia writes that he “felt a passionate curiosity
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for anything connected with the theatre, with the presentation of every kind of
drama,” before he began to study music in earnest. His timid attempts at home to
indicate his deep concern for dramatic art naturally found no echo, but there was
little objection to his interest in music. Dr. Louis Appia may have preferred to see
his younger son choose a career of a pastor, lawyer, physician, or businessman,
but he probably realized that Adolphe would not succeed in any of these fields.
Thus there was no serious argument. Adolphe knowing only too well that one did
not raise an issue with his father who would simply ignore any suggestion he dis-
liked, compromised with music. A musical career was tolerable, if not very wel-
come. Teaching music was at least an acceptable profession. Adolphe’s first known
instructor was Hugo von Senger, a native of Germany, who gained a good name
as conductor and composer and who for several years directed the orchestra in
Geneva.

With the choice of a musical career the problem of attending an opera became
acute. Music played in concerts was an enjoyment approved by his father; yet
opera was theatre. Nevertheless, finally with his parents’ consent, he saw Faust in
the new opera house which had been opened two years before. As we already know,
it was his first opportunity to see a real production, rather than dream about one.
To have that dream ruthlessly destroyed by a spiritless, conventional performance
was a great shock. In one brief lesson he realized the emptiness of the contemporary
theatre. In the following years whenever he attended operatic presentations he
often listened to the music alone ignoring the stage as much as possible. Not until
he witnessed some productions which somehow approached his own conception,
did he change this attitude.

The Formative Years

UNLIKE other professionals Appia did not pass years in systematic training or
apprenticeship. His manner of learning and acquiring know-how in the theatre
was sporadic, atypical. His formative years may best be termed the period away
from Geneva between 1881 and 18go. Officially he had left his native city to con-
tinue his studies in music, but he did not make much progress. A dreamer more
than a doer, he never concentrated for long on technical tasks or regular work; he
neither practiced the piano, or studied theory and harmony, his main subjects,
with the necessary perseverance. His heart was in the theatre and only on some-
thing he liked to do would he work hard and long. From Geneva he went to Paris
for the winter season. A year later he settled in Leipzig where he was registered
for almost two years as a student at the famous Konservatorium. Virtually the
only detail Appia tells about these years is that in Leipzig he was on good terms
with his compatriot Willy Rehberg and with Felix von Weingartner, who also took
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music lessons there and, in addition, was enrolled at the university until he moved
to Weimar in 1883 to study with the old master Franz Liszt.

The lack of information about Appia’s musical studies is quite characteristic
of his attitude. We know far more about his theatrical experiences in those years
as he elaborated on them in his writings and also talked about them to friends.
The series of important impressions began at a production in the Festival House
of Bayreuth where he had the good fortune to see Richard Wagner, the admired
master. He repeatedly related with awe how he happened to see the great genius
walking with hat and cane through the street just like an average human being.
The tremendous devotion he had for Wagner’s music dramas did not extend to the
performance of Parsifal. Though the music moved him profoundly, he was dread-
fully disappointed in the staging of this music drama. The pictorial impression he
obtained in the festival house was hardly less of a shock than the one he had
received in Faust two years earlier. All he could detect was the “unusual luxury”
of the Bayreuth settings whose scenic style he basically detested. The singers’
thorough training in acting under Wagner’s guidance aroused his interest, yet he
found cause for sharp criticism because of a “lack of harmony between scenery
and acting except in the Temple of the Grail.” Appia never changed his negative
opinion about the festival productions although he returned almost every summer
to see, first of all, The Ring of the Nibelung and Tristan and Isolde. The more he
recognized what a production must project and the more he clarified for himself
his vision of a scenic reform, the greater was his confidence in his first judgment.
For all its marvels of technical perfection, Bayreuth represented for him an example
of theatrical superficiality.

It is somehow strange that Appia never referred to the productions of the
Meininger Court Theatre; he certainly must have had the opportunity to attend
one of the performances as the principality of Meiningen was near Leipzig and
quite easy to reach. Moreover, at that time the company of the Duke was touring
several German cities every year. Since Appia was often driven by curiosity to see
and hear something of interest to him, one can hardly believe that he passed up
one of these productions. Or did he dislike the Duke’s historical style and exag-
geration of details so much that he never mentioned them? Yet the new conception
of the Meininger regarding the arrangement of groups in depth often by means
of platforms, or the use of levels in general, should have caught his attention, as
such arrangements came close to his own Raumgefuehl. It is unfortunate indeed
that we have no comment by Appia on that style.

He did approve of other productions which followed the predominant realistic
style, yet made good use of platforms—that is to say, space. Of the many perform-
ances he witnessed during those years, the few whose principles of staging he
accepted were those of A Midsummer Night's Dream, Carmen, and chiefly Goethe’s
Faust, all of which are discussed in the lengthy treatise, Expériences de théitre et
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recherches personelles. In spring, 1882, he spent some days in Brunswick attend-
ing a few performances. The stage director of the Shakespearean masque, Anton
Hiltl, “a fine cultured artist,” as Appia reports, had been an excellent leading man
(bonvivant) before he turned to directing; he was clever, imaginative and, in con-
trast to most of his colleagues, he cultivated the ensemble spirit as the Meiningen
company showed it, and he worked hard to mold his actors into a good group.?
The programs of the Court Theatre still to be read in the Brunswick Library give
a clue to Appia’s favorable reaction, for Hiltl based his new staging of A Mid-
summer Night's Dream on the scenic arrangement devised by Ludwig Tieck, as
delineated in the Prologue. In this presentation Appia found some of his own ideas
materialized: a variety of levels and platforms, a spatial setting with unconven-
tional use of lighting effects, and a minimum of painted flats. Here everything was
planned to support the actors instead of obstructing them. As Appia describes it,
“the director obtained a vision of superior reality, a dream for the eye to behold.”
In Brunswick he also saw Carmen, but he gave no particulars about it except com-
mending the setting of Act Il in which several levels were employed to serve group-
ings effectively.

His most instructive analysis is that of the Faust performance. One learns
more from his description in minutiae than from any contemporary reviews and
pictures of the production, which was staged by Otto Devrient, son of the re-
nowned actor, director, and author, Eduard Devrient. Appia attended Faust, Part
One in Leipzig in May, 1883, in the version first tried out by Devrient in Weimar
seven years previously. The analysis of the production, which Appia saw at least
twice, was written forty years later, between 1922 and 1924. Seven typewritten
pages were filled with the most detailed delineation of the setting, the part it played
in each scene, of particularly impressive groupings, of lighting effects, and of the
treatment of incidental music. To recall so much so clearly after such a long time
bespeaks indeed a superior memory even if the author relied upon an old diary.

In addition to directing, Otto Devrient prepared the dramaturgical adaption
and played the part of Mephistopheles. Influenced by his father, he experimented
with a revival of the medieval Passion stage, as he defined it; thus he devised a
simultaneous setting in which most of the scenes could be performed without
lowering the curtain between scenes. It is difficult to believe that Appia accepted
the over-all romantic flavor of the scenery; he certainly could not have been pleased
with the prodigious use of set pieces and the nearly realistic painting of the entire
setting. In his memoirs he concentrated on the aspects which were of prime interest
to him: the actor, spatial setting, lighting, and music. His description of the scenic
arrangement provides an eloquent picture of the performance.

The cathedral, built on top of a wide, high platform, dominated the entire
stage; stairs, interrupted by a small landing, led to the stage floor proper where,
left and right, the houses of Gretchen and Marthe and other essential acting areas
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’s staging of Faust. An artist made this draw-

Figure 7. The death of Valentin in Devrient

ing for a periodical. Institut fuer Theaterwissenschaft, Berlin.



were located. For Appia this kind of Faust arrangement must have been a thrilling
experience, proving as it did that it is not necessary to devise an elaborate setting
for every scene. The continuous flow of action permitted the characters to walk
easily from one area to another thus taking the spectator along as though he were
accompanying them. The future stage reformer was particularly delighted with
the movements and groups across the platforms and stairs, such as in the scenes
in front of the cathedral and that of Valentin’s death, when townspeople filled most
of the stage. This splendid impression must have made up for the nightmare of
Gounod’s Faust in Geneva.

There were still some solutions which Appia considered ill conceived, and he
did not suppress his misgivings. Thus he strongly objected to the shifting of the
scene in the cathedral to the area in front of it. For the sake of a good picture, he
concluded, Goethe’s drama was violated; it weakened the impact of Gretchen’s
situation, for the church is essential to create the suitable atmosphere. Appia fur-
thermore pointed to the incongruity which arose in the relationship between the
leading lady and the incidental music resounding from the church. But he liked
the lighting effect in this scene when darkness covered the stage while the cathedral
windows were dimly illuminated from within. His criticism was directed also
against the meeting of Marthe and Mephistopheles in her garden; here Devrient
gained a good blocking for Mephistopheles” entrance at the expense of the over-all
mood since this scene should not be played close to the street where people pass
by. Appia questioned, moreover, the arrangement of Gretchen’s room because its
window opening was so small that many patrons were unable to witness the action
inside unless the actress stood close to the window; but again he was pleased with
the light effect created by a candle in the room. With his deep musical understand-
ing he analyzed Devrient’s insertion of incidental music for Gretchen’s entrance
into her room. The very moment when the music stopped, he emphasized, Gretchen
must not only be clearly seen but also distinctly understood. He was fully aware
of the modification in timing and thus in space brought about by music, and was
convinced that Devrient too recognized the problem involved; in the second per-
formance he attended, the window was left wide open and, consequently, every-
thing became clear but, as Appia added, this “nullified the scenic effect without
adequate compensation.” Lack of a satisfactory transition tremendously curtailed
“the power of suggestive expression.”

The elaborate account of this Faust production attests not only to Appia’s
astounding memory, but also bears witness to his deep understanding of the stag-
ing problem. It demonstrates, furthermore, that he was not merely interested in
the art and technique of designing but equally, or even more so, in the art of
staging. Obviously he considered himself the director in charge of the entire pro-
duction. From both the strengths and the weaknesses of the Faust performance
the young artist drew many conclusions which, before long, were to help him
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formulate his own vision of a mise en scéne. His years in Leipzig were truly the
first of his formative years.

The Friendship with Chamberlain

WitH his move from Leipzig to Dresden Appia entered the second phase of this
period. In Leipzig he obviously did not concentrate wholeheartedly on his music
studies; instead he spent much of his time observing productions, although theatre
was still but a hobby. In Dresden his aim and outlook were unchanged; he went
on studying music, specifically theory, and even won a first prize with a fugue he
wrote for his course at the conservatory.? At that time his great urge to learn more
about theatre and culture in general received a strong impetus which affected his
development for years to come. Houston Stewart Chamberlain (1855-1927), who
became his mentor, gave his life the new direction. It is not definitely known when
and where the two men met for the first time, but statements made by Appia to
others allows us to place this meeting in the year 1884. Chamberlain was then
studying at the University of Geneva when Appia was home vacationing for a
few weeks.

When Appia and Chamberlain are mentioned together, the spirit of Richard
Wagner must be conjured at once, for only with the master of Bayreuth as a link
is it possible to explain and to understand the long-lasting friendship of these two
men. Yet it ought to be added that the genius had a different meaning for each of
his two disciples. While Chamberlain was through-and-through Wagnerian and
Bayreuthian, Appia sharply criticized the festival productions despite his infinite
love for the master’s music dramas themselves, or perhaps because of it. His chief
concern was to present these great works in a form worthy of their true value.
Chamberlain, on the other hand, considered Wagner not only the greatest of all
composers and authors but also infallible as a producer.

Aside from Wagner, not many interests could possibly have united in close
friendship, for about thirty years, two men fundamentally so dissimilar in their
outlook on most human and cultural affairs. Chamberlain’s extreme position on
racism and politics struck no responsive chord in his friend. Appia’s great admira-
tion for German culture did not induce him to negate his Swiss Romande heritage;
as a follower of Chamberlain he looked down on Latin culture, but no trace of
any nationalistic inclination can be detected in the mature artist—he was in truth
a citizen of the world.

Their temperaments were more alike. Both were nervous—Chamberlain more
than Appia—sensitive and quick to react strongly to ideas and principles opposed
to their own. This could have spelled conflict rather than harmony but it was
coupled with gentlemanly deportment that prevented them from being tactless,
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let alone aggressive. Throughout a period of over twenty years they moved in the
same circle of friends, musicians, and music lovers, all disciples of Wagner. Yet
they also cultivated groups diametrically opposed. Chamberlain, a brilliant though
somewhat vain conversationalist, liked to be with famed personages and members
of high society; Appia had an inveterate dislike for high living and sought instead
the company of simple folk. He was almost invariably dressed in a very individual
but unfashionable style whereas Chamberlain attached great importance to being
well dressed. Early in the 1900’s when Chamberlain communicated almost exclu-
sively with the great and near great his friend increasingly withdrew from social
activities and, primarily because of his grave stutter, lived more and more in
seclusion.

It was indeed a strange and extraordinary friendship. Chamberlain, seven
years Appia’s senior, was the son of a British admiral; he received his schooling
in three countries. The decisive influence on his development was exercised by Otto
Kunze, a Prussian disciplinarian, who became his tutor when he was fifteen and
continued in that capacity for four years. He imbued his young pupil with a love
for German classicism and Prussian militarism. As a student Chamberlain majored
in biology and botany and in due time obtained his doctorate degree. In addition
he acquired a comprehensive knowledge of literature, music, philosophy, history,
religion, and politics. Even when young he could converse fluently in French and
German besides his native English, and he learned to write well in these languages.
In comparison Appia would seem to be uneducated, but his inexhaustible thirst for
knowledge made up for his lack of formal learning. He knew some German, learned
more during his years of study, but never obtained a perfect command of this
language. Later on he picked up some Italian. However, in addition to his trying
speech defect, Appia sometimes had great trouble expressing his ideas even in his
native French. An artist preoccupied with a vision and groping for a way to realize
it, he found it difficult to state in clear sentences what absorbed his mind. Cham-
berlain on the other hand could discuss with great ease and in beautiful phraseology
many complex questions and personalities. His universal knowledge and readable
style of writing were the main reasons for his success in popularizing not only
Wagner but also Goethe and Kant. Analyzing himself very cleverly he termed
himself “not a scientist or philosopher but an onlooker of the world.”* This inci-
sively different background and development made Appia dependent on Cham-
berlain for a good number of years. Their relationship can be called that of teacher
and pupil, or, as one of Appia’s relatives put it, Chamberlain was Appia’s substitute
for Wagner.

The two men were rather quickly attracted to one another. Yet even after
they became close friends they did not use the intimate fu in French or du in Ger-
man as they did with some other friends. In the presence of French-speaking per-
sons they too used that language, but they were said to have spoken German when
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by themselves. Their formality in addressing each other did not interfere with their
otherwise informal manner of writing. From the mid-nineties, Appia signed his
letters to Chamberlain with “Romeo”’; Hermann Keyserling, a mutual friend, was
the first to publicize this intimacy.” Mrs. Chamberlain is believed to have given
Appia this nickname in keeping with his classic features and Latin temperament.
Chamberlain was addressed as “Wotan,” which may be explained by Appia’s high
regard for his omniscient friend on one hand and to the role assigned to the Teu-
tonic god in The Ring on the other. Their mutual admiration for Wagner might
have also led Appia to call Mrs. Chamberlain “Wala”; this could be an abbreviation
of Urwala (roughly, “Mother Earth”), a term used by Wagner. Anna Chamberlain
was about ten years older than her husband. When Appia met her, Chamberlain
was kind and devoted to her, but she did not play an important part in his life.
Giving her a nickname proves that Appia was on very good terms with her; indeed
he respected and liked her very much.

The Chamberlains lived in Dresden for about four years; Appia arrived there
probably in 1886 and remained for three years. Though he had not yet given up
his music studies, he was now devoting more time to analyzing productions and
familiarizing himself with the technical aspects of the theatre. At one time he also
took lessons in sketching or painting, but not for long. Altogether he was a self-
made man as a designer. Through Chamberlain, who had good connections every-
where, he was able to attend rehearsals at the Royal Opera House and to observe
its technical installations. In Vienna too, where Chamberlain resided after 188g,
he helped his young friend in a similar manner when Appia came to visit him for
weeks or months. And again in Bayreuth. Thus Appia became well acquainted with
the technical apparatus of the Festival House.® Returning from Dresden to Switzer-
land Appia did not take a permanent domicile for a long time; later when living
in Biére, Canton de Vaud, he made prolonged visits to Munich, Paris, and with the
Chamberlains. When separated, the friends kept close through a frequent exchange
of letters. Occasionally they met not only in Vienna but also in Munich and Swit-
zerland where the Chamberlains spent some summer vacations. Both men were
nature lovers and took hikes where and whenever they were together. Enjoying
the beauty of mountains and woods, they did not overlook the many interesting
houses and churches of artistic value they passed on their countless walks.

Very few of Chamberlain’s letters to Appia are known. Fortunately hundreds
of Appia’s letters to his friend are available and they are indeed instructive and
informative. In these letters Appia gives free rein to his feelings and thoughts;
every idea, observation, or experience seems to be mirrored in them. His full trust
in Chamberlain let him write frankly and with an immediacy that gives those
letters the appearance of talks with a friend. Sometimes notes were sent every day.
Before an answer could arrive, which at that time took about four days, another
letter from Appia would be in the mail with new observations and new questions.
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Depending on what and how much Appia had on his mind, a letter turned out brief
or long, occasionally extremely long, up to twenty handwritten pages. As in a con-
versation, Appia shifted from one theme to another, returning to the first later on.
In the same nonchalant manner he added a postscript or started anew in case a
letter remained on his desk over night. He wrote in French but every so often
inserted German words and entire German sentences.

So extended and intensive a correspondence necessarily had some effect on
the two parties—less on Chamberlain, the accomplished author with definite opin-
ions, than on Appia, the young artist still in his formative years, who knew his
goal but not the road to reach it. To a slight degree, Appia persuaded his friend
to believe in his revolutionary ideas, at least in their possibilities. It may be doubt-
ful though that Chamberlain really understood and approved of Appia’s scenic
reform. Some statements in his Richard Wagner” were obviously influenced by his
friend; for instance, a reference about the role of the performer related to music,
which can be found in Appia’s first publication. In the same chapter Chamberlain
emphasized in a footnote that the next great progress in operatic productions
would not be musical but scenic. Later he referred to Appia’s intention to reduce
the scenic picture in Tristan to a minimum. Granted that Chamberlain was pri-
marily anxious to do his friend a favor, the references make it clear, nevertheless,
that those strange ideas actually impressed him. Many years later when their
friendship had cooled he acknowledged his indebtedness to Appia for explaining
to him “the diverse technical secrets” of the Bayreuth Festival House.®

Appia owed much to his older, more experienced friend—a good part of his
higher education, his deep understanding of Wagner’s principles, of esthetics,
literature, and culture in general. The “higher education” consisted of advice about
what to read, and of many conversations on manifold topics. As a consequence
one could expect Appia to have fallen under his friend’s influence so deeply that
in his writings Chamberlainian thoughts and quotations might frequently appear
literally or indirectly. However, this is by no means the case. The only sentence
ever quoted was “Apollo was not only the god of songs but also of light”*—not
very original and not too typical of Chamberlain. Appia was fond of quoting it
since it expressed so tellingly his own conception. In his first booklet Appia inserted
the strange term “Word-Tone Drama,” coined by Chamberlain, and also “Word-
Tone Poet,” which the latter applied, for instance, to E. Th. A. Hoffmann, the
German romanticist. Here again Chamberlain was not entirely original for, as he
himself admitted, he found similar expressions in Goethe, Novalis, and the French
encyclopedists like J. J. Rousseau.'® In a letter to Cosima Wagner, Chamberlain
writes, “He [Appia] has the term ‘“drame Wagnérien’ from me and employs it in
my own manner, defining it as the Word-Tone Drama. . . . He takes up (without
realizing it) an idea which already occupied Goethe . . . how music, through its
cooperation with drama, determines not merely time but implicitly space as well.”'*
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Indeed the relationship of time and space intrigued Appia throughout his life, and
it is very likely that Goethe spelled out this vexing problem for him. The term
“Word-Tone Drama” evidently pleased the artist so much that he simply inserted
“WTD” in his French manuscript, just as he used Word-Tone Poet several times
in his first publications. One sometimes gains the impression that Appia, in reading
philosophers or other authors for that matter, hit upon passages which suddenly
made his own hitherto vague conceptions clear to him. He would store such state-
ments in his mind to quote them again and again whenever he felt he needed sup-
port in expounding his own principles. Therefore, one should not jump to the
conclusion that, because Appia adopted some of his friend’s terminology, he was
decisively affected by him as far as Wagner’s music dramas were concerned. It is
true that Chamberlain contributed much to Appia’s love for, and understanding
of, Wagner’s work, by conveying to his friend what he in turn had culled from
Wagner, Goethe, and other intellectual leaders; in addition he called Appia’s atten-
tion to the works of these authors, but there the influence ends. Although they
relied on the same sources, the two men differed fundamentally in the interpreta-
tion of the great composer and in their approach, which revealed, as did all their
principal opinions, the basic dissimilarity of their natures.

Their mutual high regard did not include mutual flattery. On the contrary
there was no lack of critical remarks back and forth, for evidently it was not only
Chamberlain who criticized Appia’s writings, but strange as it may seem, vice
versa—Appia examined Chamberlain’s. Questions of content were seldom touched
upon. Appia, for example, was mainly blamed for not expressing an idea clearly;
his defense then was that he was fully aware of being a designer and director by
talent, but a writer only by necessity. Nevertheless, he listened to his friend, and
although he tried to find better wording for many passages, his style remained
involved in most of his writings. Realizing that his conception of scenic art was
entirely new at the time and hence difficult to grasp, he elucidated it from all angles
and in so doing frequently overextended sentences and paragraphs; this, in addi-
tion to his bent for metaphors, left certain passages obscure. On the other hand,
Appia did not hesitate to give his frank opinion about Chamberlain’s manuscripts.
When he recommended changes his suggestions were quite specific. To get his point
across he even used German words and sentences he considered more suitable. Most
amazing in this mutual exchange of corrections and suggestions is that Chamber-
lain—otherwise touchy and excitable—took his friend’s advice seriously and with-
out any sign of irritation.

Appia admired Chamberlain’s book Richard Wagner which he thought ex-
cellent except for the passages dealing with production problems. In spite of his
high praise he was rather unhappy about the pictorial material. If one is tempted
to inquire why the author did not honor his friend with some of his fascinating
designs for the music dramas instead of including the conventional ones by Brueck-
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ner, Joukowsky, et al., the explanation may be that in his aim to publish a popular
book he could not afford to display controversial settings; moreover he was quite
conscious of Cosima Wagner’s antipathy to any change in the Bayreuth tradition.

His volume of three dramas—it is hardly known that Chamberlain wrote plays
and was anxious to be taken seriously as a dramatist—do contain two sketches by
Appia; they are for Der Weinbauer (The Winegrower) and were executed accord-
ing to the author’s final wishes after a discussion of the scenic problems involved.
The slightly sketched pictures do not allow any judgment about Appia’s revolu-
tionary art. Obviously he did not put his heart into working on this rather super-
ficial play and doubtless had some secret misgivings about it. He could not have
cherished this task for the play was written in a realistic style not at all in keeping
with his art, and possibly he himself requested the omission of his name in the book
form of the plays. In the preface Chamberlain expressed his thanks in general
terms without giving the designer’s name.?

In April, 1896, Der Weinbauer appeared on the stage of the Municipal Theatre
in Zurich, and Appia went there to attend the so-called dress rehearsal and pre-
miére. Cautiously he informed his friend who was unable to come to Zurich that the
drama contained fine ideas but was ruined by the actors. For all the restraint he
exercized in his criticism, the over-all tone of his message was still crushing. The
upshot was that the play would have to be rewritten to create any impressive mood.
A local critic was less polite in about the briefest review given any premiére. In
some fifty words inserted under local news he expressed the hope that this “non-
entity” had seen its first and last performance.'® Chamberlain evidently hinted at
this production when he spoke of “the execution” of his play for which he held the
dramaturgist and the stage director responsible.

Appia also made sketches for Der Tod der Antigone, another drama included
in this volume, but Chamberlain declined them with the explanation that the empty
setting of the design failed to give an adequate impression of the essential role
assigned to the grouping and the lighting in this drama.’* A strange excuse indeed,
since Appia demonstrated in several designs he made in those years, particularly
those for the second act of Tristan and the third act of The Valkyrie, how the full
force of lighting could be indicated.

The incidental music for Der Weinbauer was composed by Friedrich Klose
who in 1902 obtained an artistic success with his ““dramatic symphony” Ilsebill.
He was one of the many young composers, conductors, and writers whom Appia
met in Chamberlain’s circle in Vienna and above all, in Bayreuth. Several were
introduced by him to Chamberlain; for example, the gifted Robert Godet, who in
collaboration with Ernest Guy Claparéde translated Chamberlain’s Grundlagen des
XIX. Jahrhunderts (Foundations of the 19th Century), and Agénor Boissier, son of a
noble Genevese family, who in those years counseled Appia. There were also Felix
von Weingartner, the internationally renowned musician, and Hugo Reichen-
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Figure g. Sketch for Acts I and III of Chamberlain’s The Winegrower. F. Bruckmann,
Munich.

Figure 10. Sketch for Act II of Chamberlain’s The Winegrower. F. Bruckmann, Munich.



berger, later a highly esteemed conductor at the Court Theatre in Munich. Hans
von Wolzogen must be mentioned too. One of the most faithful disciples of Bay-
reuth, he wrote, regardless of Cosima’s opposition to Appia’s reform, a lengthy
piece generally praising the artist’s La Mise en scéne du drame wagnérien. Wolzo-
gen delineated clearly the main points; then he added hesitantly that the author was
not quite right in his too symbolic interpretation of the master’s precise scenic-
dramatic requirements. Oddly enough this review appeared in the Bayreuther
Blaetter (1895, n. IV/V).

One of the most brilliant personalities in this group was Hermann Count
Keyserling who in 1901 as a student in Vienna had met Chamberlain. In no way
did he share the political fanaticism of Chamberlain, he admitted however in his
memoirs that he learned immensely from him, his “best possible guide and
beacon.”*® The two men had some irritating traits in common: both became easily
exuberant, took extreme positions, and liked to hear themselves talk. Thus it is
amazing to observe how long they remained on good terms. In 1903 Appia met the
young Count again in Paris and introduced him to his large group of friends. He
must have shown great patience in tolerating Keyserling’s arrogance in not merely
directing every conversation but informing others, “I do not judge values, I create
them.” Later Appia somewhat ironically confessed to a cousin, “One must listen
and be silent as though one would listen to the good Lord.”

The queen among all the luminaries whom Chamberlain managed to assemble
around himself was of course Madame Cosima Wagner; in fact, it is more accurate
to say he belonged to her court to which he, the loyal Bayreuthian, had already
been admitted in the late eighties.

Although Appia knew the other members of the House Wahnfried, it is doubt-
ful that he ever met Cosima. His failure to do so depressed him greatly but did not
disturb his relations to Chamberlain. When in 1904 tensions arose in his friend’s
marriage, Appia tried everything to be of help in this precarious situation. After
Chamberlain’s decision to dissolve the bond, Appia succeeded to remain a friend to
both. Naturally Chamberlain meant more to him, yet he kept in touch with Anna,
exchanging letters with her for several years. In 1908 Chamberlain married Eva
Wagner, the master’s daughter, and moved to Bayreuth. During the festivals, and
Appia attended them almost every summer until 1914, he usually stayed at his
friend’s home; but somehow the relationship was no longer the same. In Vienna
Chamberlain had still appeared to be an independent personality—to some degree,
but after he became an official member of the House Wahnfried he necessarily
succumbed to that atmosphere. This may have contributed to a slacking of the avid
exchange of views with his old friend although Appia was hardly conscious of less
cordial feelings; yet a slight shift in the latter’s inner attitude must have begun by
1906 when he met Emile Jaques-Dalcroze whose rhythmic exercises opened a new
vista for him. His collaboration with Dalcroze in the development of eurythmics
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made him intellectually independent of Chamberlain, and this too caused their
strong ties to weaken.

In two important statements Appia expressed his deep admiration for
Chamberlain. In spite of their waning friendship he continued to acknowledge his
debt to his former close friend for everything he had learned from him. A clear
reference to such appreciation may be found in Expériences de théitre et recherches
personnelles in which he describes how Chamberlain gave him “a pregnant and
documented image of Wagner’s personality, transfigured through the enthusiasm
and adoration of a thoroughly informed artistic disciple.” He emphasizes moreover
that he could not have acquired this profound knowledge through any other
method. A hidden but rather easily deciphered reference to Appia’s relation to
Chamberlain occurs in another essay in which Appia an