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WALTER FELSENSTEIN
1901: born Vienna; worked at Burgtheater.

1923-32: theatre actor in various provincial German 
towns.

Opera director in Cologne (32-34),  Frankfurt (34-
36), & Zurich (38-40).

1940: moved to Berlin: Schillertheater (40-44)

Hebbeltheater (45-47)

Guest director in various German towns and at the 
Salzburg Festival

1947: created the Komische Oper and worked there 
as director until his death in 1975

Famous productions: Die Zauberflöte(54);           
LesContes dô Hoffman(58); Otello (59);      
Barbe-bleue(61); Cunning Little Vixen(56)
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THE FELSENSTEIN METHOD

ÂAccount of method by  Felsensteinôs dramaturg 
(Fuchs, 1991, foreword)

Â Teamwork

Â The composer: ñthe first and most important stage 
director is the composer.ò

Â The chorus: distinct individuals, each  with her/his 
own personality ; ñchorus soloistsò.

Â Function of set/costumes/lighting: a cradle for the 
action ïnot necessarily naturalistic

ÂThe ñsinging actorò
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THE SINGING ACTOR
ÂñSinging human beingsò: the heart of music 

theatre is to turn music-making and singing on the 
stage into a communication that is convincing, 
truthful, and utterly essential. Music theatre exists 
when a musical action with singing human beings 
becomes a theatrical reality that is unreservedly 
believable.ò Felsenstein, 1963.

ÂLearning a role: ñthe longer a singer does this 
without a precise dramatic conception,the more 
the vocal preparation of a role, through force of 
habit, will turn into a vocal exercise; singing and 
acting become two separated functions which 
hinder each other.ò
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The Singing Actor (contin.)

ÂNo ñstaròguest-singer appearances.

ÂNo substitution of singers who have not 

participated in the original production 

process.                                                            

ïthe Traviatastory                                                           

ïmy 1972 Aida?                                                                     

ïc.f. the casting of Siegfried at Bayreuth in 

1977
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PREPARING AN OPERA
ÂñThe real music theatre experienceécan be 

transmitted only by the music-making and acting 
human being. The experience takes place only 
when the dramatic function of music and singing 
is correctly defined and properly applied. This 
function is clear: to transform an action through 
music and singing into a theatrical reality that is 
unconditionally plausible.ò Felsenstein, 1957.

ÂThe ñPreliminary Plotò: supplying the ñmissing 
dataò from the text.

ÂThe ñInitial Situationò: making clear every detail 
of the relationships as they exist at the beginning 
of the opera.


