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This thoughtful, persuasive and intelligent
study combines two areas, popular culture and
Jewish history, which have been at the center of
scholarly interest over the last few years, especial-
ly in terms of the relationship between Jewish
and non-Jewish Germans before 1933, due to
growing interest in the victims of the Holocaust.
At the same time Marline Otte wants to move
away from an interpretation of prewar Jews en-
tirely as victims and questions the exclusive focus
on Jewish victimhood. This approach is especially
convincing in a study that is concerned with the
diverse and crucial influence of Jewish perform-
ers and artists on German popular culture. Otte
rightly claims that interpreting the decades prior
to 1933 solely as a prelude to the Holocaust would
deny the considerable achievements of Jews in
the manifold forms of entertainment in the early
twentieth century.

Marline Otte chooses an interesting approach
as she deliberately concentrates on "the less artic-
ulate" (p. 2) and not on Jewish "stars" like
Mendelssohn or Einstein. She draws a fascinating
picture of Jewish performers, artists and impre-
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sarios during Wilhelmine and Weimar Germany
and concentrates on three different types of enter-
tainment: circus entertainment, jargon theater
and revue theater. These areas are particularly
fascinating because by the turn of the nineteenth
century, traditional concepts of bourgeois Bildung
were successfully being challenged by other,
enormously successful, forms of entertainment
like the circus, which became the first true mass
medium.

In terms of her chosen forms of entertain-
ment Otte rightly laments a lack of research re-
garding questions of ethnic identity and concern-
ing the significance of popular performances for
historical interpretation. She claims that popular
entertainment, because it operates across class
and gender lines, has been undervalued by histo-
rians who preferred to focus on the "ideal type"
public sphere (p. 13). Additionally the method-
ological problems with non-verbal sources have
added to the reluctance to deal critically with pop-
ular entertainment.[1] Some of Otte's findings cor-
respond to other research on the Kaiserreich, es-
pecially in terms of its being less restrictive and



offering more possibilities for artistic expression
than previously thought. Jewish performers, for
example, were more successful in Wilhelmine
Germany than during the Weimar Republic and
met with less open hostility.

Otte points out that these three types of popu-
lar performance had three different peak times.
Whereas the circus experienced its biggest suc-
cesses in the late nineteenth century, jargon the-
aters blossomed during the years before 1914 and
revue theater triumphed in the interwar period.
Despite these quite distinctive timeframes, how-
ever, there are also interesting points of contact.
In concentrating on the circus in the first of her
three major chapters Otte makes it clear that Jews
played a significant role in the rise and success of
circus entertainment in Germany. For many poor
Jewish families based in rural areas, the circus of-
fered a chance to climb the social ladder in the
booming cities where many of the former travel-
ling circuses became stationary. In their magnifi-
cence, these circuses soon rivaled the country's
leading theaters and even sought to outshine
them in terms of respectability by claiming their
roots lay in the circuses of ancient Rome. In con-
trast to elite forms of entertainment, these circus-
es drew audiences from all strata of society and
circus proprietors became "bourgeois en-
trepreneurs"” instead of simply "marginalized fair-
ground performers" (p. 56). Otte's tendency, how-
ever, to paint a rather romantic picture of philan-
thropist Jewish circus directors, who were sup-
posedly aware of family values, tradition and
moral reputation, while harshly describing non-
Jewish directors such as Paul Busch, Hans Sar-
rasani and Carl and Wilhelm Hagenbeck, as mon-
ey-grubbing entrepreneurs solely interested in
their own financial and social gain, is slightly irri-
tating (pp. 56-57).

The circus' reputation, respectability and, by
default, its survival as a profitable enterprise
were at risk during the public debates over gen-
der roles and "Americanization," so circus direc-
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tors were at pains to uphold their impeccable rep-
utation. In this respect connections to nobility
proved important, especially for Jews who had
been denied civil rights for so long. The First
World War and its aftermath, however, ultimately
marked the end of circus entertainment as a mass
medium in Germany. Although many Jewish en-
terprises reopened for business after the war, by
the mid-1920s growing antisemitism forced many
of them to give up as audiences stayed away. In a
poignant epilogue Otte illustrates that Jewish per-
formers and artists not only faced the economic
downfall of the 1920s, but a few years later the
threat of death during the Nazi years and the
Holocaust, which only a few survived.

In her second chapter Otte concentrates on
jargon theater with a particular focus on Berlin's
Gebrider Herrnfeld Theater and its rival, the
Folies Caprice, both of which largely employed
Jewish actors. Unlike Jewish circus performers,
however, Jewish revue artists deliberately played
out questions of identity. By doing so, Otte claims,
jargon theater did not solely cater for unassimilat-
ed Jews but was part of a wider urban middle-
class amusement scene attended by Jewish as well
as non-Jewish Germans. Jargon theaters corre-
sponded to a general interest in Volkskultur and
catered to audiences interested in "folksy" topics.
It did not remain, however, in the Volkstheater
corner, because it mixed (Yiddish) performance
traditions with contemporary Western burlesque
theater. Here, for the first time, the special quality
of jargon theaters, their presentation and negotia-
tion of Jewish identities "in and through the pres-
ence of Gentiles" (p. 159), has been properly as-
sessed. Similarly to Jewish circus entertainers, the
Jewish jargon theaters suffered from increasing
antisemitism and after 1916 many performers
turned to alternative forms of entertainment. Be-
cause Otte concentrates so specifically on the Her-
rnfeld brothers, however, it is difficult to assess
how successful and how influential the jargon
theaters actually were. Apart from the Folies
Caprice, how many other similar theaters existed



in Berlin? Did they influence other enterprises?
Also, the reader looks in vain for attendance and
budget figures that could have shed more light on
these ventures.

In the book's last chapter, Otte makes clear
that Weimar's vibrant culture was deeply rooted
in imperial Germany. Around 1900 no other form
of entertainment captured the spirit of new de-
partures, bourgeois optimism and curiosity better
than revues. Otte concentrates on Berlin's leading
venue, the Metropol Theater, which catered to
two different sets of audiences, the elite and mid-
dle class, in opulent, amusing and sexually
charged shows. In this context Otte is particularly
interested in how far the Metropol helped to form
a new elite in imperial Berlin, one which included
wealthy and influential Jews.

Jews played a vital part in the success of re-
vue theaters, but in contrast to their activity cir-
cus and jargon theaters, they did not play out
their identity in this arena. Although the
Metropol's director, Richard Schultz, disregarded
ethnic milieus and collaborated with Jewish com-
posers, such as Victor Hollaender, Rudolf Nelson
and Jean Gilbert, and Jewish performers, like
Fritzi Massary, most of these artists and perform-
ers did not primarily see themselves as Jewish
and were not eager to put their ethnicity on show.
Otte admits that apart from a few jokes and refer-
ences to Jewish stereotypes delivered by non-Jew-
ish performers, Jewish identities did not play a
significant role on the theater's stage. Thus the in-
clusion of revue theaters in this study may seem
rather peculiar. To be fair, however, Otte admits
that revue theater as a genre is problematic in
terms of "Jewish autonomy and integration in
German popular culture" (p. 202). She suggests
that this quality might on the one hand be linked
to the high degree of acculturation in this area
and on the other to an increasingly hostile atmos-
phere, which made Jewish audiences and per-
formers uneasy about public displays of their
identities.
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This also holds true for the Jewish Rotter
brothers, who took over the Metropol in 1927 and
included the theater in their vast entertainment
empire. In Weimar's highly charged political cli-
mate, however, the Rotters faced antisemitic at-
tacks. Even liberal commentators questioned their
creative ambitions and accused them of "profit-
oriented Manchesterism" (p. 252). The Nazis
quickly jumped on this bandwagon and made the
Rotters one of their prime propaganda targets,
forcing them into exile and death in 1933.

Marline Otte's study is particularly strong
when arguing that circuses and theaters run by
Jewish Germans did not particularly cater to Jews
but played a significant role in the entertainment
industry as a whole. These enterprises were in
fact vital parts of popular culture in Germany. As
such they were not aesthetically or culturally ex-
ceptional, but quite normal. This unexceptional
quality may be the reason why, after the Holo-
caust, scholars have found it so difficult to deal
with this rich subject matter. Thanks to Marline
Otte our knowledge has been greatly increased
and it is to be hoped that her book will spark simi-
lar studies in the future.

Note

[1]. The research situation in recent years,
however, has become increasingly better. See, for
example, Jacky Bratton and Ann Featherstone,
The Victorian Clown (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 2006). More generally on new
methodological approaches in theater history see
Maggie Gale and Vivien Gardner, eds., Women,
Theatre and Performance: New Histories, New
Historiographies (Manchester: Manchester Uni-
versity Press, 2000); and Jacky Bratton, New Read-
ings in Theatre History (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2004).
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