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1.
The top image here is from a postcard dated 1920. It 
shows the auditorium of Munich’s Residenztheater, 
also known as the Cuvilliés-Theater, originally built 
in 1753. 
 In 1944, Munich was suffering heavy bombing 
by the Allied forces. Fearing the destruction of the 
theater and its lavish rococo decor, the city’s admin-
istration acted to safeguard it for future generations: 
the entire auditorium was dismantled “into some 
thirty thousand pieces,” packed into wooden crates, 
and hidden outside of the city.1 On 18  March 1944, 
only six weeks after the theater had been success-
fully concealed, the site was indeed bombed, but by 
that point it was mostly an empty shell. After the 
war, the auditorium’s fragments were recovered and 
meticulously reassembled, enabling the theater to 
reopen its doors in 1958. The bottom image shows 
the theater as it stands today.

2.
First impressions.
 A simple paradox, whereby Munich’s 
Residenztheater managed to stay in place by being 
displaced, to survive the bomb through the labor of 
fragmentation. 
 The dismantling of the auditorium can be lik-
ened to a simulated detonation, an act of rubble 
making that preempted the explosion to come. What 
was rehearsed through that careful demolition was 
the scene, infinitely slowed down, in which a bomb 
falls onto and shatters a theater, its various frag-
ments flying off in different directions. 
 Or we could say: a meticulously planned fic-
titious explosion took the place of the real one, 
recasting the bomb that did eventually fall on 
the site as no more than a hollow sound effect,
echoing across a city that was genuinely turning 
to rubble.

3.
After being dismantled, most of the theater’s com-
ponents were transported ninety kilometers north 
of Munich and stored inside the Befreiungshalle 
(Hall of Liberation), a nineteenth-century memorial 

building perched on top of a grassy hill overlooking 
the Danube river.
  The Befreiungshalle’s imposing interior features 
eighteen white angel statues, their hands joined 
around the hall’s perimeter, each five meters tall. 
Their number commemorates 18  June 1815, when 
Napoleon was defeated at Waterloo; given the hall’s 
evocation of military heroism, it was frequently 
used during the 1930s for large National Socialist 
gatherings. 
 What matters in this narrative is that large cases 
containing the theater’s decor would have been 
stacked in the center of the hall, encircled by those 
angel statues, their linked hands physically enact-
ing the gesture of protection. The Residenztheater 
was thus relocated inside the Befreiungshalle, a task 
not without a certain poetry, given that it essentially 
entailed moving a large auditorium inside a much 
smaller hall. It was a case of material synecdoche, 
whereby the boxed decor represented the whole the-
ater building. 
 Those statues were not just encircling a few 
crates, but rather a place, in the sense of a potential 
volume to be reconstituted and inhabited in a time 
to come. And this preserving of theater’s ineffable 
space, its air if you will, is nothing but imaginative 
labor. For unlike paintings and sculptures, which are 
arguably commodities that can be moved around, 
theater boxes and balustrades typically define a 
place, an emplacement: by relocating these indi-
vidual components, the whole Residenztheater was 
transported with them. The “true flower of German 
Rococo,”2 as it has been described, was deflated like 
an airbed and packed away for later use; although 
the site was bombed and the walls destroyed, its 
internal volume—its invisible mass—escaped to a 
grassy hill outside of the city. 
 The theater was conserved through this inter-
play of material and immaterial labor, linking the 
concrete deed to a fictitious outcome. Simply put: the 
theater was saved by an act of theater.

4.
 The Greek word theatron translates into English 
as “the place or the act of seeing”: in the first 
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Postcard from 1920 showing the interior of Munich’s Residenztheater.

The theater today. Courtesy Bavarian Palace Department.
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instance, theater is about sited spectatorship. What 
Munich was attempting to shelter from the Allies’ 
bombs was the place of the spectator—in other words, 
theater’s housing function, its potential to gather and 
hold people together for a certain duration. As a 
gesture, it perfectly mirrored the one we perform 
ordinarily at the bequest of another audience 
member, when we are asked, “Save me a place.” 
 It would seem that the place of the spectator 
was indeed saved, though in fact a few significant 
differences exist between the pre- and postwar 
versions of the Residenztheater: parts of the rococo 
interior had to be made anew, the stage facilities 
(hidden from view) are entirely modern, and, most 
significantly, the auditorium was reassembled in a 
different site, about ninety meters from its original 
location. All this is sidelined during a casual visit: 
as has been remarked, “most of the theater goers 
comfortably ensconced in the red plush seats of the 
gold-trimmed auditorium … believe they are sitting 
in an original Baroque edifice.”3

 It seems that even the work of reconstruction 
partook in this performance of historical authentic-
ity: forgoing the use of plaster and nails, the workers 
resorted to the “same principles as the masters did 
two hundred years ago,” so that by the end one is 
unable “to tell which sections are old and which 
have been restored.”4 
 The reassembling of the theater required above 
all imaginative labor, the work of conjuring an archi-
tectural object unchanged since the mid-eighteenth 
century. And it is a project requiring constant imagi-
native upkeep: in October 2003, the city celebrated 
the theater’s 250th anniversary by staging the same 
opera that had inaugurated its opening back in 
October 1753. An unbroken history, validated by an 
unbroken building.
 The Residenztheater’s current function is indeed 
to assemble an audience, but only so as to rehearse 
an idealized version of history, one in which the 
bombs never fell. The aim of Munich’s spectacular 
coup de théâtre was not to avoid destruction, but 
rather to shield it from view. 
 Enter Hannah Arendt: “And one wants to cry 
out: But this is not real—real are the ruins, real are 
the past horrors, real are the dead whom you have 
forgotten.”5

5.
“Real are the ruins…”
 The narrative of Munich’s post-war rubble 
deserves its own essay. In October 1945, a local 
newspaper announced: “Before it can think about 
new construction, a people must possess enough 
strength to relentlessly sweep away the rubble of 
this past exactly as it sweeps away the rubble in the 
street.”6 Thousands of men, women, and children 
participated in this activity, which was seen to 
“restore civic unity.”7 However, there were many 
who refused to participate in this collective endeavor, 
given that the action of picking up the rubble would 
have irrefutably linked recent political deeds to the 
city lying in ruin: literally and symbolically, many 
individuals did not wish to be seen carrying the 
burden of Munich’s ruination. And so despite the 
council’s attempts at involving everyone, the issue of 
rubble clearance became strongly divisive.8
 Where did the rubble go, especially given its 
vast quantities, “some five million cubic meters”?9 

Postcard depicting the angels of the 
Befreiungshalle guarding the building’s interior. 
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Postcard view of the Befreiungshalle overlooking the Danube.



28 AUGUSTO CORRIERI

Let’s leap forward a few years, to 14  July 1958, 
when the people of Munich woke up to “the sound 
of trumpets blasted from every tower and rooftop,” 
announcing the city’s eight-hundredth birthday and 
its symbolic renewal.10 That very night, the city’s cel-
ebrations would culminate in an opera performance 
at the newly restored Residenztheater. The street 
banners announced “Munich is Munich again,” and 
perhaps in better shape than before: for the “city to 
which those million inhabitants awoke on that cool 
June morning was surrounded by parks, meadows 
and hills that had not existed before the war.”11 
These parks and hills had, in fact, been made from 
the ruins of the old city. Between 1945  and 1947, a 
train had passed trough the streets, collecting rubble 
from the residents, and depositing it at the city’s out-
skirts; gradually, a series of hills had begun to rise 
up around Munich. These had then been covered 
with topsoil and planted with grass and trees, form-
ing the new parks that surround the city. 
 The old city was effectively pushed to the edges 
and transformed into a natural landscape, while exact 
replicas of historic buildings began being constructed. 
Somewhere under those grassy slopes, beneath one’s 
feet, lies the rubble of the city that stood before the 
Third Reich’s ascent to power.
 As early as 1953, a representative of the city 
reconstruction office asserted that residents “no 
longer know that [they] are strolling over the 
remains of houses—so quickly … has memory been 
obliterated.”12

6.
To say that the immaculate return of the 
Residenztheater is uncanny is an understatement, 
especially given that attached to its name is a con-
tested history of permutations and repetitions 
entirely its own.
 When the war ended, there were immediate 
plans to reassemble the old auditorium; however, 
these were postponed due to the city needing a 
larger, more modern space. And so in 1951, on the 
theater’s exact site, where some of the foundations 
had in fact survived, rose an entirely new auditorium, 
this one modern and unadorned. It was named the 
Residenztheater, and it is fully functioning to this day. 
 The new construction was met with some 
resistance: not wanting to accept the loss of the 

rococo gem, many residents (including the city’s 
mayor) condemned the building—its “very existence 
[is] a reminder of the times of catastrophes”13—
and so planned for returning the “original” 
Residenztheater.
 And so seven years later, in 1958, the rococo hall 
re-emerged, almost adjacent to its former site, now 
occupied by the modern theater. It was decided after 
some wrangling that the two buildings should be 
renamed as the Altes (Old) Residenztheater and the 
Neues (New) Residenztheater. In many respects, the 
rococo theater was the newer of the two, but what 
mattered in this act of purposeful misnaming was 
the conjuring of a “historical” building untouched 
by recent historical events. The trick worked: as a 
local commentator proclaimed in 1958, “the old 
Residenztheater has risen again, more beautiful than 
we had ever known it before.”14

 The reassembled theater acquired a historical 
authenticity that it did not posses prior to World 
War ii. The timing of its 1958  “return” perfectly 
coincided with and marked the city’s eight- 
hundredth anniversary, the event’s slogan “Munich 
is Munich again” underscoring the anomaly of such 
an endeavor. 
 That same year, Gaston Bachelard’s The Poetics of 
Space was published in France, its author noting that 
“the houses that were lost forever continue to live 
on in us; … they insist in us in order to live again, as 
though they expected us to give them a supplement 
of living.”15

 Today, the two theaters stand close to each other; 
befitting their uncanny doubling, an online search 
for “Residenztheater” yields images and text relating 
to both.

7.
Let’s return to the two photographs of the 
Residenztheater, or the Altes Residenztheater, or the 
Cuvilliés-Theater, as it tends to be called today (after 
its architect, the Belgian-born François de Cuvilliés). 
What do these two images do? 
 The seemingly innocent juxtaposition of these 
two pictures forces the idea on the viewer that the 
past has remained, or returned, intact; and this 
impossible conservation is inseparable from a cer-
tain violence, namely the forgetting of what took 
place in the gap between those two photographs. 
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The pictures actively produce ecmnesia, a form of 
amnesia in which one can recall older events but 
not recent ones. As Arendt noted, in reporting from 
postwar Germany:

There is an almost instinctive urge to take refuge in the 
thoughts and ideas one held before anything compromis-
ing had happened. The result is that while Germany has 
changed beyond recognition—physically and psychologi-
cally—people talk and behave superficially as though 
absolutely nothing had happened since 1932.16

The similarity between the two photographs 
obscures a fundamental rupture, that is, the 
historical events that caused the theater’s actual 
displacement and loss. 
 It follows that the auditorium that one can 
visit today is an apparatus of capture, effectively 
set in motion by the Munich council in 1944  when 
they folded the decor into crates and shipped 
them to the Befreiungshalle to be watched over 
by angels. Through this effort, and the theater 
that was later made from those components, the 
city administrators sought to directly affect the 
thoughts and behaviors of people in times to 
come. The auditorium that emerged in 1958  was 
“material proof,” legitimizing a master narrative of 
continuity and conservation, forcefully pitted against 
a history of destruction and interruption. And today, 
wittingly or not, one is held captive by an architectural 
dramaturgy of red and white arabesques, suggesting 

the concrete possibility of eluding historical 
ruination altogether.
 The safekeeping gesture was tantamount to 
an imposition. The aim was not to preserve the 
past, but rather to organize the longings of future 
generations.17

8.
In 1944, Munich, which had been named “The 
Capital of the Movement,” was being torn apart; 
250,000 civilians in total lost their lives in the aerial 
bombings. As residents were literally running for 
shelter, the council decided that a theater should be 
protected and made available for future generations: 
whose house exactly was being protected here? Was 
this gesture of protection not carried out by (and for) 
those who later refused to clear the rubble from the 
streets, unable as they were to take responsibility 
for the destruction of their city? What kind of future 
spectator was being protected or produced through 
the theater’s conservation? 
 The first section of this text, the short narrative 
with which I began, now seems shortsighted. In its 
place, we can insert a fragment from W. G. Sebald’s 
account of amnesia in Germany’s postwar literature: 

Life at the terrible moment of its disintegration.18
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