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The Wagner Festival at the Sopot Forest Opera (“Ostseebad 
Zoppot Städtische Waldoper”)

The musical life of the pre-war II Free City of Gdańsk is an area essentially 
absent in the post-war polish musicology. Strong social polarization based 

on nationality in the interwar period and the events of World War II caused 

a justified reluctance of the Polish population to the German cultural heritage 

during the first post-war years. Gradually, but effectively, the remaining 

traces of memory were erased in the following years. This phenomenon also 

applies to the most important cyclical music event that took place in today's 

Tri-City: ‘Richard Wagner Festspiele’. The strength of the event and its

unique character is evidenced by, for example, how the post-war polish au-

thorities tried to restore the festival's power, although, it was of course cut 

off from the Wagnerian sign. 

   Already at the turn of June and July 1945, under the somewhat exaggerated name of the ‘Polish Music Festival’, two concerts were held at the Forest

Opera as part of the celebration of the Sea Festival.1 The advertised grand 

festival was a de facto chamber song concert with piano accompaniment per-formed by native artists (including Władysław Walentynowicz, Kazimierz Czekotowski, Jan Gorbaty, Stanisław Bielicki, Maria Bojar-Przemieniecka

and others), music was interweaving with the recitation of patriotic poetry. 

However, the audience thirsty for culture was extremely impressive, so it 

was decided for the concert to be repeated. This event in Dziennik Bałtycki
[Baltic Journal] was commented as follows: 

For the first time after chasing away of the German occupant at the Forest Opera from 

the former Wagnerian stage, tones of Polish music resounded, we heard songs [of 

Chopin, Moniuszko, Niewiadomski, Paderewski and Nowowiejski] performed by 

Polish artists. (...) 2 

The ethos of the open-air festival on a forest glade was attempted to restore 

in the following years to the best of possibilities in that time. In 1946, the 

Forest Opera hosted three symphonic concerts of polish music organized by 

the Baltic Philharmonic and they had a greater significance: on July 28th there were performed pieces of Mieczysław Karłowicz,  Ignacy Jan Paderewski and 
Karol Szymanowski, the Baltic Philharmonic was conducted by Zygmunt Latoszewski, Henryk Sztompka − piano and Maurycy Janowski – singing; on

August 4th the same orchestra played pieces of Stanisław Moniuszko, Henryk 
1 „Festival muzyki polskiej”[Polish music festival], in: Dziennik Bałtycki [Baltic Journal] 1945, No 

41, p. 4. 
2 Ibid., p.4. 



96 Joanna Schiller-Rydzewska Opieński, Mieczysław Karłowicz and Roman Palester, Zdzisław Górzyński − conducted, Tadeusz Wroński was soloist; on August 11th there were per-formed pieces of Feliks Nowowiejski, Ludomir Różycki, Antoni Szałowski, 
the Baltic Philharmonic orchestra was conducted by Bohdan Wodiczko, and 

Irena Dubiska performed as a soloist.3 Roman Heising, future rector of the Gdańsk State High School of Music,4 in

a review of this event did not hide his admiration for the location and pre-

served facilities of the Sopot stage:  

Everyone will  hurry to this charming corner, the only one in Poland and the only one 

in Europe forest scene by the sea. It was founded in 1909, taking on a beautiful valley 

between the hills, from which effuses a view on the sea and Gdańsk. A wide ring of 
deciduous-coniferous trees surrounds the auditorium with 4000 seats, and if the 

standing places are included, the number of guests may reach from 8 to 10 thousand. 

A wire curtain, interspersed with greenery, 12 meters high and 38 meters wide, sep-

arates the stage from the audience. In front of the ramp there is a large depression for 

the orchestra. The stage reaches several dozen meters in depth, depending on the 

current requirements of the situation. Humongous rocks and life-sized structures are 

moved on train rails. By turning the hydrants, you can create fabulous waterspouts, 

which create a symphony of colors in the spotlight. The forest that surpasses this en-

tire space is a natural resource. In the evening silence the acoustics are so perfect, 

that the lightest piano of the singer or an orchestra can be heard within a great dis-

tance. Behind the stage there are situated numerous administrative buildings, props, 

artistic wardrobes, forest houses, etc. There is a small town hidden there."5 In the 

conclusion of this text Heising expressed hope: "We have no doubt that these concerts 

will become festivals of the polish music on the Coast and will initiate the annual art 

festivals that we have talked about.6 Roman Heising’s wish was fulfilled quite perversely. Later there were nu-

merous attempts to restore Sopot to a significant position of the high music 

scene. Many operas were performed, for example Halka by Stanisław Moni-
uszko on July 7, 1964, after renovating and building a roof above the audi-

ence. In the 1980s, there was even an attempt to resuscitate the Wagner Fes-

tival with Die Walküre in 1984. However, this did not succeed, and nowadays the Sopot’s forest scene is rather a place marked by popular culture, that oc-

casionally hosts high music, but on a massive scale (e.g. as part of the so-called ‘SopotClassic Concert’, ‘Roberto Alagna Concert’, or ‘Vienna Concert’).

   Originally, the nature of the Sopot stage was quite different, and the Wag-

ner Festival created here turned the pre-war Sopot into a place often aptly 

called Bayreuth of the North. The history of the Sopot Forest Opera dates 

back, to the early 20th century. The originator of the construction of the forest 

3 Roman Heising, “Koncert symfoniczny w Operze Leśnej w Sopocie” [Symphony concert in the 

Forest Opera in Sopot], in: Dziennik Bałtycki [Baltic Journal] 1946, No 206, p. 6.
4 Państwowa Wyższa Szkoła Muzyczna. 
5 Heising (see note 3), p. 6.  
6 Ibid. 
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theater in 1908 was the new mayor of the city, Max Woldmann, who, accord-

ing to the words repeatedly cited in later programs,7 was enchanted by the 

outdoor staging of Wagner's Siegfried in one of the towns located in the Pyr-

enees. Woldmann chose the perfect place for his theater − a wide forest clear-

ing with natural acoustics with an appropriate distance from the beach. His 

vision infected Paul Walther-Schäffer, director of the Gdańsk City Theater 
[Staatstheater Danzig] and the conductor Erich Schwarz. The influence of the mayor's wife − the recognized opera singer Gertrude Woldmann − was also 
significant. Thanks to these votes, the city council supported the project, 

which was part of the city's policy as an attractive seaside resort.  

   During Woldmann's time numerous other investments, that were im-

portant for Sopot were undertaken, which served the development of the 

town's health resort character. In 1908, the design of a new, third, modern 

Cure House with a large Theater Hall, also called the Red Hall, was approved, 

and works were completed in 1912. New tennis courts were built, and a luge 

track was opened.8 All these facilities, together with the hippodrome, where 

races were held regularly, were the city's showcase and a magnet for the rich 

and entertainment-demanding clientele. Among the visiting elites in the city 

was, for example, the successor to the Prussian throne Prince Frederick Wil-helm with Princess Cecylia (1912−1914).9 This image of an elegant and at-

tractive place to relax was perfectly supported by the offer of the Forest 

Opera.  

   On August 11th of 1909 the first performance took place here. The choice of music director Paul Walther Schäffer, Gdańsk’s bandleader of the Municipal 
Theater, supported by the authority of Gertrude Woldmann, fell on the two-

act opera Nachtlager in Granada by Conradin Kreutzer. Few premises were 

taken into the account − reasonable cost of the undertaking, quite easy im-

plementation, e.g. lack of heroic tenor parties and natural, forest background. 

   Consequently, the presence of the forest in the libretto content was a basic 

requirement for the works performed in Sopot – it was being taken care of,

that the operas somehow harmonized with the forest scenery. The first 

premiere was a success and thanks to that it was possible to plan the next ones. In 1910, as part of ‘Festspiele’, next to Wagner's Tannhäuser, the work

of Ignaz Brüll Das goldene Kreuz was staged (the composer with Jewish roots 

7 Wojciech Fułek, Od Huzarów Śmierci do Eltona Johna, 100 lat Opery Leśnej w Sopocie [From 

Leib-Husaren-Regiment to Elton John, 100 years of the Forest Opera in Sopot], Gdańsk: Gdański Kantor Wydawniczy, 2009, p. 27; Cf. festival programs from 1922−1942, in the collection of  the 
Archival and Historical Laboratory of the Municipal Public Library in Sopot. 
8 Marcin Biedermann, Sopot, Moje podróże do…, [Sopot, my travelling to…], Sopot: Wydawnictwo 

Perseusz, 2001; Cf. Fułek (see note 7).
9 Ibid. 
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soon found himself on the black-

list). In 1911 the repertoire was 

expanded by Lobetanz by Ludwig 

Thuille, and in 1912 Prodaná 

nevěsta [The Bartered Bride] ofBedřich Smetana and Hänsel und

Gretel by  Engelbert Humper-

dinck were performed.10  

   Until the outbreak of the World 

War I, the stage had the character 

of a local health resort theater, in 

which various opera works, 

mainly German ones, were pre-

sented. Sometimes due to the 

modest resources and the lack of 

artists of the appropriate rank, 

operas were performed in frag-

ments. 

   At that time, Sopot's theater 

was not the only facility of this 

kind in the region. At the begin-

ning of the 20th century scenes 

built in the open space gained 

considerable popularity. Origi-

nally, two other outdoor facilities 

competed with in West Prussia in the Gdańsk region with the one in Sopot. They were ‚Oper im VogelsangerWald‘ in Elbląg and ‚Festspiele im Jäschkenthaler Wald‘ in Gdańsk-Wrzes-

zcz.11 For a short time, this kind of theater was also in Ahlbeck resort, located 

on the Baltic island of Usedom. However, they all ended their lives in step 

with the outbreak of World War I and were never restored. 

   The socio-political situation changed completely after World War I, which 

ended with the resolutions of the Treaty of Versailles. A modest, local health 

resort theater became an institution of a special strategic importance. In the officially encountered nomenclature, the Sopot’s stage gained the status of"an important cultural institution of the German East.”12 From the historical

10 Cf. Fułek (see note 7); festival programs (see note 7), op. cit.
11 Cf. Fułek (see note 7).
12 Marek Andrzejewski, „Sopocka opera leśna w okresie międzywojennym i jej ówczesna rola propagandowa” [The Sopot forest opera in the interwar period and its then propaganda role], 

in: Rocznik Sopocki [Sopot Yearbook] 1980−81, Sopot: Towarzystwo Przyjaciół Sopotu, 1981, pp. 77−82. 

Poster of the first performance on the Sopot 

forest scene, Conradin Kreutzer’s Nachtlager 
in Granada, in the collection of the Archival 

and Historical Laboratory of the Municipal 

Public Library in Sopot.
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point of view, the turning point was 1933, when the new Nazi authorities 

took care of the forest scene. However, even before that happened, Sopot was 

already functioning in the public awareness as a place marked by a German 

national atmosphere. 

   The social situation at that time is well illustrated by the words of a German 

historian, Golo Mann, the son of Thomas Mann, who comments on the Treaty 

resolutions contained in Versailles:  

By setting political boundaries based on questionable plebiscites and to the detriment 

of Germany, a dangerous precedent was created. But it never occurred to anyone that 

Germany could someday use this principle for its own purposes and what would it 

bring Central and Eastern Europe.13 At first, the particular position of the Gdańsk lands filled the German inhab-

itants of the region with resentment and frustration. However, it soon turned 

out, that the League of Nations supervising the Free City (which also included 

Sopot as a county town) was only a formal authority. Succeeding High Com-

missioners favored the will of the majority, rather than extending protection over the minority. They respected the Treaty’s rules, but de facto turned a 
13 Golo Mann, Niemieckie dzieje w XIX i XX wieku [Deutsche Geschichte des 19. und 20. Jahrhun-

derts], trans. Andrzej Kopacki, Olsztyn: Borussia, 2007, p. 373. 

A postcard presenting the stage and the audience of the festival in 1911, in the collection of 

the Polish Academy of Sciences Library in Gdańsk. 
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blind eye to the dominant German influence in the Free City. Radicalization 

of attitudes after Hitler's rise to the power, demonstrations of Nazi force re-

mained indifferent by the city-state commission authorities.14 

   The community of the Second Free City, which was represented in about 80%−90% by the German element against the Treaty’s resolutions, obvi-
ously felt a growing, though in fact illusory, threat from the Polish country. 

Therefore, social attitudes favored radicalization. The executive Senate of Gdańsk deliberately and consistently pursued a unilateral propaganda policy 
that fueled such moods.15 The growing conflict with Polish citizens formed 

into an extreme antagonism over time. The internal social situation as well as the external role that Berlin attributed to Gdańsk became one of the most 
important politically played hot spots. 

In view of these moods, the interwar fate of the Forest Opera takes on a spe-

cial meaning. The behind-the-scenes theater that accompanied actual com-

mitment and the noble idea of the festival is an indisputable fact. On the other 

hand, there is no doubt that the artistic values of Sopot's performances were 

at the highest possible level. 

   As already said, the beginnings of the festival were abjectly modest. Until 

1921, the director of forest performances was Paul Walther-Schäffer, and 

during his time the ancient idea of the unity of time and place was a priority. 

Therefore, the stage decorations were unsophisticated, and the operatic 

works selected for implementation had to meet this overarching postulate. 

This rather orthodox approach precluded making changes to the scenery 

during the performance. Therefore, Schäffer selected such works, which 

were suitable for the adopted realization assumptions and in which, if nec-

essary, appropriate corrections could be made.16 This catalog of works 

14 Cf. Peter Oliver Loew, Gdańsk i jego przeszłość. Kultura historyczna miasta od końca XVIII wieku 
do dzisiaj [Danzig und seine Vergangenheit, 1793 bis 1997. Die Geschichtskultur einer Stadt 

zwischen Deutschland und Polen], trans. Janusz Mosakowski, Gdańsk: Wydawnictwo słowo/ 
obraz terytoria, 2012; Edmund Cieślak (ed.), Historia Gdańska [History of Gdańsk], vol. 4, part. II,

Sopot: LEX, 1999; Roczniki Gdańskie [Gdańsk Yearbooks], vol. 1−12, Gdańsk: Towarzystwo Przyjaciół Nauki i Sztuki, 1927−1938, in the collection of the Polish Academy of Sciences Library in Gdańsk; Zwarra Brunon, Wspomnienia gdańskiego bówki [Memories of Gdańsk Bowke], vol. 1, Wydawnictwo Marpress, 3rd edition, Gdańsk 2013; Stępniak Henryk, Ludność polska w Wolnym 
Mieście Gdańsku 1920−1939 [Polish population in the Free City of Gdańsk], Gdańsk: Wydawnictwo Diecezji Gdańskiej „Stella Maris”, 1991. 
15 Cf. Gemeindelexikon für die Freie Stadt Danzig. Auf Grund der Ergebnisse der Volkszählungen 

vom 1. November 1923 und 31. August 1924 und anderer amtlichen Quellen, bearbeitet und her-

ausgegeben vom Statistischen Landesamt der Freien Stadt Danzig, Danzig 1925; Tadeusz Kijeński, „Ilu jest Polaków na terenie Wolnego Miasta Gdańska“ [How many Poles are there in the Free City of Gdańsk], in: Rocznik Gdański [Gdańsk Yearbook] 1928/1929, vol. II/III,  pp. 113−122. 
16 In 1910, for example, Tannhäuser was staged for the first time by removing the entire second act − the singers' tournament at Wartburg Castle. Among these productions there were very 
different works, but always somehow related to the forest character of the scene, they were 

already mentioned above: Das goldene Kreutz by Ignaz Brüll (1910, 1911), Lobetanz by Ludwig 
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proves that the main creator of the Sopot stage, still struggling with financial 

difficulties, had to take into the account the voice of different tastes of the 

health resort audience. Balancing between his artistic beliefs and the expec-tations of viewers, he chose varied works − modern and old, from different

cultural backgrounds, both those from the headlines and less popular ones.  

Schäffer also took into the account the capabilities of local performers, on 

which he mainly based when preparing performances. The ensemble was 

created by artists from the Municipal Theater in Gdańsk and its orchestra, 
the choir consisted of amateurs, most often members of many singing socie-ties active in the Second Free City of Gdańsk. Sources consequently give the number of about 200 people from Sopot and Gdańsk.17

   The new era of the Forest Opera began when Hermann Merz was involved 

in 1922. In the city after the unexpected death of the current mayor Wold-

mann, the new ruler Erich Laue took over the reins. Both gentlemen under-

stood each other perfectly and what is more, approached the legacy of the 

newly created Forest Opera brand with respect. Laue treated it as one of the 

most important magnets attracting patients to the city. Hermann Merz came 

to Sopot with a clear vision of the opera scene. After all, his arrival was not a coincidence. Merz's earlier achievements − many opera performances in 
German cities: Berlin, Lübeck and Augsburg, as well as outside of Germany 

in Russia and England, point to the great directing and organizing experience of the new director of the scene. In an interview quoted by Wojciech Fułek, 
which was done by Friedrich Albert Meyer, Merz states: "When in 1922 I was 

called to take the artistic direction of the Forest Opera, I immediately ap-

proached my task with the intention of expanding the cultural institute I was entrusted with, to the significance of the place of Wagner festival.”18 Merz's

task was simplified by a coincidence. The last performance planned by 

Schäeffer was Siegfried's staging in 1922. Merz has picked up these plans 

consequently making the Sopot stage one composer's theater. After 1922, 

there were only three exceptions to this rule.19 

Thuille (1911), Bedřich Smetana's Prodaná nevěsta (1912 ), Hänsel und Gretel Engelbert 

Humperdinck (1912); and also performed in the following years: Die Maienkönigin by Christoph 

Wilibald Gluck (1913), Der Zigeunerbaron by Johann Strauß (1913), Der Freischütz by Carl Maria 

Weber (1914), Jedermann by Hugo von Hofmannsthal (1915) − the only performance presented 

as a drama without music, because of the war savings. After the war, Schäffer produced three 

more performances: Der Kreutzelschreiber by Ludwig Anzengruber (1919) − comedy with music 
in three acts, I Pagliacci by Ruggero Leoncavallo (1920) and Fidelio by Ludwig van Beethoven (1921); Cf. Fułek (see note 7); festival programs (see note 7), op. cit.
17 Ibid. 
18 Cf. Friedrich Albert Meyer, Die Zoppoter Waldoper – ein Weg zum neuen deutschen Theater, 

Berlin: Schlieffen Verlag, 1934; quotation after Fułek (see note 7), p. 48. 
19 In addition to Wagner's works, three other operas appear in the festival programs during 

Hermann Merz: in 1930, Der Freischütz by Carl Maria von Weber, in 1932, Eugen d'Albert's 

Tiefland and in 1933, Ludwig van Beethoven’s Fidelio. 
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   Coming to Sopot with a precisely defined vision, Merz first focused on mod-

ernizing the stage. Until now the so-called Zoppoter Waldbühne was simply a forest glade with exceptional acoustic qualities. Merz’s main interest was 
to subdue and subordinate this surrounding to his plans. The City Council 

obtained money for this purpose through the mayor of Laue mainly due to 

the income from the newly opened Sopot Casino. Thanks to these funds, par-

tial deforestation was financed, the stage was expanded, the equipment and 

all technical facilities at the stage were built. Among the decorations for Sieg-

fried, for example, a real smithy appeared. Lighting was also of great staging 

importance, which when appropriately selected and in various colors, cre-

ated the atmosphere and supported the dramaturgy of the staging.  

   Singers from Dresden and the Berlin Opera were invited to participate in 

this first Siegfried performance. It was not yet the momentum that Merz was 

hoping for, but this first performance was a huge success. Merz perfectly un-

derstood German social expectations and lived up to them. The statement of 

Hans Knappertsbusch, quoted many times in the festival programs, who, as 

a promising young but already recognized conductor, led the performance, 

is significant in this respect: 

Performance of the Siegfried in the 1922, in the collection of the Polish Academy of Sciences 

Library in Gdańsk. 
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Performances at night bathed in the moon had such poetic power that I rarely expe-

rienced such intense emotions in art temples. I had the unusual and poignant impres-

sion that nature does not succumb to fashion and style changes. The majestic chords 

of Wagner's creativity combined with the charm and majesty of nature made it pos-

sible to focus, concentrate and meditate, leaving in our feelings the mark of lofty de-

light. And because nature worked in favor for the mysteries of acoustics, there was 

also no room for any reservations about the benefits of outdoor performances. When 

in Siegfried the orchestral murmurs of the forest, when the singing of the instruments 

rose and on the stage illuminated by powerful spotlights, the sleeper woke up in the 

world of birds, the effect was so subtle and touching that our art lovers' eyes filled 

with tears. To enumerate all the unforgettable moments, we would have to list out 

every one of the scenes of the works presented in turn. I am sure that these wonderful 

nights will become a fascinating memory that will remain permanent throughout life − not only for me and an excellent group of artists, but for each of thousands of par-

ticipants.20 

The size of the success of this first performance was measured by the eu-

phoric reaction of the German press. Critics spared no words of delight, em-

phasizing the national character of the scene. Repeated wording about the 

revival of the German spirit in the Free City was an extremely eloquent re-

sponse to the Sopot performance.21 

   After such a great success in 1923, Lohengrin was intended to be per-

formed, but these plans were thwarted by the financial crisis and the sudden 

decline in the value of the Deutsche Mark. For this reason, a new type of cur-rency was introduced on the territory of WMG II − Gdańsk guilder, making it 
dependent from the value of the British pound.22 The festival returned in 

1924 with the staging of Die Walküre. Financial resources allowed to bring 

Erich Kleiber from the Berlin Opera and singers from Berlin and Vienna to 

Sopot: Otto Helgers performed as Hunding, Fritz Soot as Siegmund and Ger-

trud Geyersbach as Sieglinde.  

   To fully understand the atmosphere of Merz's performances, his attention 

to detail, faithfulness to the libretto and stage direction as well as special em-

phasis on the natural values of the stage, I quote the description by one of the 

then reviewers Carl Lange posted in the monthly Ostdeutsche Monatshefte: 

Thanks to the view of the beautiful forest hill, the open stage of Sopot festivals offers 

completely unique advantages. While changing the decorations in a closed box thea-

ter is not a problem, in the Forest Opera the artistic management had to find new 

solutions, take into the account the natural background and the gigantic size of the 

stage. Real technical wonders were created there to rise to the challenges of staging 

works by Richard Wagner in the open space. Many theater experts cannot imagine 

without a glance behind the scenes what technical difficulties the director of the For-

est Opera faces. For all the scenes that take place in the open air, such a scenery had 

20 Hans Knappertsbusch, „Die Zoppoter Waldspiele“, in: Die Zoppoter Waldoper Richard Wagner 

Festspiele, 1925, p.11; quotation after Fułek (see note 7), p. 51.  
21 Fułek (see note 7). p. 51; Cf. festival programs (see note 7), op. cit.
22 Fułek (see note 7);  Historia Gdańska [History of Gdańsk], Vol. 4,  part. II, ed. Edmund Cieślak, 
Sopot: LEX, 1999. 
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been created here that could have never been created in a closed room. In Die Walküre 

we see Hunding's cottage, which is really in the middle of the forest. Hunding is gal-

loping on a real horse, instead of stepping in from behind the scenes, as in an ordinary 

theater. His hut, as the original Wagner stage directions recommend, is built around 

a natural, 500-year-old oak. Accompanied by thunder and lightning, the viewers wit-

ness the true gallop of Valkyrie at the height of the forest. The dynamics of group 

scenes presented by Hermann Merz, in which often over 500 people take part, achieve a unique atmosphere thanks to the forest setting (…). No other stage and no other 
festival places can even roughly create a similarly unique and wonderful mood. When 

in the evening twilight, the last twitter of birds resounds with the melting, ending 

melodies of the work, the night wind whispers the crowns of soaring firs and pines, 

the first stars appear in the semi-dark sky and flash after sunset against the back-

ground of a velvet night, no one is able to resist the strong interaction of this rarely 

occurring consonance of art with nature.23 

   These words, full of authentic delight, seem to reflect the general mood that 

accompanied the viewers during Wagnerian performances. Particularly 

felling of national pride in this matter, the liberation of the German spirit was 

the participation of the Sopot’s public. The power of these productions was 
in their fairy-tale convention perfectly matching with the mythological no-

tions of convention. What was impossible at the beginning of the 20th cen-

tury at the stages of other opera theaters was realized in the Sopot opera. 

Merz skillfully managed to meet the social needs of the German environment, 

making Sopot a kind of cultural temple to which people went on a pilgrimage 

23 Carl Lange, Einführung, in: Die Zoppoter Waldoper Richard Wagner Festspiele 1925, pp. 5−6, quotation after Fułek (see note 7), p. 54.  

Plan of the extended stage included in the festival program from 1931, in the collection 

of the Archival and Historical Laboratory of the Municipal Public Library in Sopot. 
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from all areas of Germany, Austria, Scandinavia, as well as Poland. Descrip-

tions of performances deliberately used elevated and reserved for religious 

feelings terms such as: temple of art, spiritual mystery, cult of Germanic cul-

ture. In the face of so many strongly targeted incentives, it was difficult not 

to succumb to the collective magic that Merz's visions spread in Sopot's 

beech forest. Germans' exceptional vulnerability to this type of collective pat-

riotism sprang out of both the romantic tradition and the commonly felt 

damage to the German honor, that has its source in the Versailles resolutions. 

   Of course, the benefits for the city could not be overrated. The Forest Opera 

made the resort famous throughout Europe, contributing to increasing inter-

est in recreation by the chilly Baltic Sea. 

   A separate issue that remains is the funding of the festival. In the light of 

the preserved documents and researches one can assume with a high prob-ability, that Sopot’s performances were never profitable. Merz's unlimited 
ambitions absorbed funds far exceeding the financial possibilities of Sopot, 

even when including the profits from the local Casino. Incomes from tickets, which were relatively expensive − from 3 guilders for standing seats to 15.5 
guilders24 in the best sector, also did not compensate for significant outlays. 

Suffice it to say that the stage installations consisted of several train tracks 

on which giant decorations were moved. 

   Every year, adequately to the planned performances, new devices and 

modernizations appeared. A special, sliding curtain of leaves was built, which 

was braided each year by a mass of young girls. The stage was unveiled and 

covered with muscle strength of specially engaged young men, who worked 

as volunteers for the glory of the project. 

   Similarly, there was a no paid choir of 300 to 500 people, which consisted of a group of amateur singers from Gdańsk and Sopot (e.g. in 1932 − 300 people, in 1937 − 500 people according to the declaration in the program, the choir was called ‘Richard Wagner Chor der Zoppoter Festspiele’25). The

orchestra ensemble was joined by musicians from German opera theaters, 

which is described in detail in the preserved programs − in addition to Gdańsk, there were musicians from Berlin, Dresden, Wiesbaden, Königsberg, 
Kassel, Hamburg, Cologne, Vienna, Munich, etc. The orchestra usually con-

tained from about 130 people, e.g. in 1937 there were 123 people (including 

8 double basses, 15 various trumpets, 8 French horns etc.). The program of 

the event mentions the musicians in detail, including their native affiliation.26 

24 Gdansk guilder was the response of the Free City's banking system to the economic crisis. The currency was introduced in 1923. It depended on the British pound − 1 guilder was equivalent 

to 1/25, i.e. 1 guilder = GBP 0.04. 
25 Festival programs (see note 7), op. cit. 
26 The Festival Program 1937 (see note 7) – Die Zoppoter Waldoper Richard Wagner Festspiele 1937, pp. 21−24. 
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   The pay of the singers and conductors must have also been high, if already 

in 1914, tenor Richard Tauber, performing in the Wood Opera wrote these words in the festival book: „patients and artists are attracted to Zoppot by 
the sun, sea and singers. Recompenses sang lightly and easily, and for my 

account such relief that gives to the throat the local climate.”27 The greatest

singers of this period were hosted in Sopot, the catalog of the names includes 

German stage artists (Berlin, Bayreuth, Dresden, Leipzig, Wiesbaden, Munich 

and others), Austrian (Vienna) and even American (Metropolitan Opera in 

New York). Their biographies busily presented along with photos in the pro-

grams indicate the enormous popularity of these artists in their time.28 

27 Quotation after Fułek (see note 7), p. 39.
28 Among others: Frieda Leider, Gertrud Bindernagel, Bella Fortner-Halberth, Herbert Janssen, 

Margarete Arndt-Ober, Otton Helgers, Fritz Vogelstrom, Waldemar Henke, Wilhelm Buers, 

Jacques Urlus, Margarete Klose, Carl Hartmann, Günter Treptow, Bernd Aldenhoff, Rosalind von 

Schirach, Emanuel List, Hermann Nissen, Ferdinand Frantz, Lotte Lemann, Richard Tauber, 

Maria Reining, Tiana Lemnitz, Erna Berger, Anny Konetzni and Marjorie Lawrence, Cf. Die 

Zoppoter Waldoper Richard Wagner Festspiele, 1934, and  other; Cf. Michał Błażejewski, “Śpiewacy sopockiej Waldoper w nagraniach płytowych” [Waldoper singers in Sopot in re-

cordings], in: Rocznik Sopocki [Sopot Yearbook] 2006, pp. 106−112. 

Decorations for Die Meistersinger von Nürnberg 1935, in the collection of the Polish Academy 

of Sciences Library in Gdańsk. 
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   Based on the preserved programs, it is known exactly who was responsible 

for the musical direction in given year. The bandmasters stood behind the 

conducting panel: Karl Tutein (1932, 1934, 1935, 1940, 1942), Hans Pfitzner 

(1931, 1937), Max von Schillings (1924, 1925, 1926, 1927, 1928, 1931), Karl 

Elmendorff (1932) and Robert Heger (e.g. in the years: 1933, 1934, 1935, 

1936, 1937, 1940, 1942).29 Usually, at least two conductors were conducting 

the performances each season. 

   Of Wagner's works, only Tristan und Isolde were not staged on the Sopot 

scene. Others appeared at least twice (Rienzi 1935, 1936, Das Rheingold 1938 

and 1939). Most often Die Walküre (1924, 1931, 1934, 1938, 1939), Tann-

häuser (1925, 1933, 1939, 1940 and 1941), Siegfried (1922, 1931, 1938, 

1939, 1942), Parsifal (1928, 1936, 1937), Lohengrin (1926, 1932, 1937, 

1938),  Götterdämmerung (1927, 1931, 1938, 1939), Die Meistersinger von 

Nürnberg (1929, 1934, 1935, 1941, 1942). The apogee of the festival was in 

the 1938 and 1939 seasons, when the entire tetralogy of Der Ring des Nibe-

lungen was managed − Merz's unfulfilled dream until that time. 
   Sopot's performances attracted not only with artistic values, but also with 

skillfully formed advertisement. It appeared on radio stations, in the press 

and on posters. All Sopot folders, plans and guidebooks advertised the festi-

val. Music lovers were also attracted to Sopot because of the well-known 

opera stars' names. The possibility of meeting them, taking a souvenir photo, 

affected the viewers' imagination. 

29 Festival programs (see note 7), op. cit.  

Title page of the 1928 festival program, in the collection of the Archival and Historical 

Laboratory of the Municipal Public Library in Sopot. 
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   All these elements created a special aura of the event. Despite significant 

and unambiguous accents emphasizing the German spirit of the stage, up to 

1933, however, certain obvious lines were not crossed. When concentrating 

on the outdoor values of the stage, the cosmopolitan character of the place 

was taken into the account. The festival did not have any later momentum, 

apart from the city subsidy after World War I, constant support also came from the Gdańsk Senate − for example, in 1928 the festival received the 

Festival poster from 1936, in the collection of the Polish 

Academy of Sciences Library in Gdańsk.
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amount of 10,000 guilders.30 As an im-

portant scene of the German East, it was 

also subsidized by the central German 

authorities in Berlin. „Employees of the

German Consulate General in Gdansk 

played an important role here, in their 

reports to Berlin they indicated the 

need for financial support for the Sopot facility.”31 Merz also conducted exten-

sive correspondence with German com-

panies and associations that engaged 

their funds in the production of the fes-

tival. For example, the festival received 

permanent support from few to several 

thousand Marks annually from the 

foundation of German magazines 

Deutsche Stiftung. 

   After Hitler came to power, the moods 

around the festival began to radicalize. 

The Nazis took special care of the Sopot 

event, although international audience 

was still solicited. Although, until then, 

financing the undertaking required 

considerable effort, it was during the 

rule of the Third Reich, although Sopot 

was formally outside of its territory, 

that was no longer a problem. Marek 

Andrzejewski points this fact out:  

before 1933, the Forest Opera was struggling with serious financial problems and 

people who had its further development close at heart, had to show a lot of energy to gain funding (…), after “Machtübernahme” there is no information about bigger ma-

terial problems of the Sopot facility.32 

In 1934, during the jubilee edition of the event (the 25th anniversary), the festival's budget was 250,000 Gdańsk guilders. The funds allocated were 
gradually increased in subsequent years. In 1939 the budget was so large 

that the funds allowed not only to repeat the entire Der Ring des Nibelungen 

from 1938, but also to issue additionally Tannhäuser. 

30 Andrzejewski (see note 12), op. cit.  
31 Ibidem, p. 79. 
32 Ibidem, p. 79. 

Advertising flyer of the festival from 

1937, in the collection of the Polish 

Academy of Sciences Library in Gdańsk.
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   The involve-

ment of Wagner's 

music in Nazi ide-

ology was an in-

disputable fact in 

Sopot. Although 

the city was lo-

cated outside of 

the Third Reich, the Gdańsk Senate 
after 1933 was 

also dominated by 

the Nazis. The 

same propaganda 

mechanisms were 

used, gradually 

transforming 

Wagnerism "into 

the surrogate of 

the national reli-gion”.33 Hermann

Merz was in close 

touch with Joseph 

Goebbels. In the 

correspondence 

quoted by Wojciech Fułek, 
the leading Nazi 

propagandist 

clearly refers to 

the category of 

race: 

As you know, I gave the Sopot Forest Opera for this year's Festival financial support 

of 50,000 marks. This decision is dictated by the natural and understandable 

assumption that during the realization of this undertaking the decisive understanding 

of racial issues in Germany will be taken into the account.34  

33 Joanna Gaul, „Muzyka upodlona? – o funkcjonowaniu muzyki Richarda Wagnera w Trzeciej Rzeszy” [Degraded music? − on the functioning of Richard Wagner's music in the Third Reich], 

in: Teatr muzyczny Verdiego i Wagnera [Musical theater of Verdi and Wagner], ed. Ryszard 

Daniel Golianek, Hanna Winiszewska, Poznań: Rhytmos 2015, pp. 135−142, p. 138. 
34 Letter of Joseph Goebbels to Hermann Merz from 31.08.1935, quoted after Fułek (see note 7), 
p. 85. 

Festival poster from 1934, in the collection of the Polish 

Academy of Sciences Library in Gdańsk.
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   Of course, Goebbels 

meant mainly people of 

Jewish descent, but local 

Poles were also not wel-

come. According to Ma-

rek Andrzejewski, they 

were not frequent partic-

ipants of Wagnerian per-

formances, which could 

even arouse fear of the 

German apparatus of 

power by their unambig-

uous meaning 35 The propaganda’s signifi-
cance of the Sopot stage 

was used to fuel the al-

ready clear anti-Polish 

sentiment in the Free 

City. The superiority of 

the German race, empha-

sized on every step, in 

monumental produc-

tions found its most obvi-

ous expression. A con-

nection that was clear to 

German audience was 

built between the power 

of German culture and 

Hitler's national nation-

alism and racial doctrine. 

The staging pushiness 

created simple associa-

tions that came on sus-

ceptible ground creating 

a one-dimensional per-

spective. Sopot's perfor-

mances, although they were not party rallies for the benefit of the Nazis, un-

ambiguously and in a less sophisticated manner supported this doctrine.  

   The investment plans interrupted by World War II also prove the excep-tional character of the Sopot stage. Nearby − at a distance of about 300−400 
meters, the impressive headquarters of NSDAP was meant to be arisen and 

                                                                                 

35 Andrzejewski (see note 12). 

Title page of the 1940 festival program, in the collection of 

the Archival and Historical Laboratory of the Municipal 

Public Library in Sopot. 
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a huge triumphal arch was planned to be built on the main artery − a symbol 

of entering the German temple of art for visitors.36 

   At first, the festival's unique status was not disturbed by the outbreak of 

the war. 
 

Having the status of an independent artistic institution, the Forest Opera during the 

World War II was considered an extremely important cultural institution that was not a subject for liquidation (“Reichswichtige Festspielstätte”). Richard Wagner's 
works were being performed on this stage even in 1943.37 

 The public has changed − performances lacked a wide representation of the 
European nations. Therefore, the audience was mainly occupied by Germans 

and representatives of countries allied with them, often soldiers on vacation, 

including workers working in the arms industry − the latters’ thickets were funded by the organization ‘Kraft durch Freude’.38 The festival legend ended 

with three very sanitized stagings of Siegfried performances, which Hermann 

Merz hardly resuscitated using only local forces even in July 1944. But that was the last accent of ‘Wagner Festspiele’. Merz died in December 1944.  
   In 2019 passed 110 years since the first opera performance at the Forest Opera. The original character of this scene − a modest forest theater remains 
only a memory. Perfect forest acoustics replaced by electronic devices serves now quite different purposes. The history of the Opera − both the pre-war 

one marked by Nazi symbols, and the post-war one, appropriated by popular 

culture remains primely symbolic. It was on this stage that the lines were 

repeatedly crossed, releasing the immensity of emotions. Mystical visions 

were created by constantly subjugating the forest adjacent to the audience. 

Freedom from material restrictions allowed to realize visionary staging con-

cepts. The momentum of creation was commensurate with the national en-

thusiasm that was kindled in the hearts of the audience. Echoes of these 

events are still wandering in the beech forest, although today they are rather 

a shameful memory, which arouse resentment and embarrassment. At first, 

the innocent festival became a propaganda tool. Unlimited freedom of vision 

turned into a caricature of her enslaved barbarian doctrine. 

 

 

                                                                                 

36 Fułek (see note 7), p. 94. 
37 Andrzejewski (see note 12), p. 78. 
38 Ibidem. 


