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Abstract	
	
	
	
This	thesis	analyses	American	cultural	motifs	in	German	music	films	in	the	years	1929	–	1945	

and	focuses	on	generic	trends	that	bridged	the	political	caesura	of	the	year	1933	as	the	end	

of	Germany’s	first	democracy	and	the	beginning	of	the	dictatorial	rule	of	Adolf	Hitler	and	the	

Nationalist	 Socialist	 party.	 Early	 manifestations	 of	 a	 process	 labelled	 “Cultural	

Americanisation”	in	Germany	during	the	Weimar	Republic	had	a	lasting	impact	on	music	film	

production	 from	 1929.	 One	 of	 the	 strongest	 factors	 with	 great	 influence	 on	 the	 cultural	

landscape	of	the	Weimar	Republic	was	jazz,	which	exceeded	its	meaning	as	a	musical	genre	

by	far	and	was	both	heralded	and	despised	as	a	symbol	of	modernity.	Popular	stage	genres,	

such	 as	 revue	 and	 operetta	 also	 absorbed	 American	 trends	 and	 subsequently	 influenced	

generic	developments	 in	German	music	 film	 significantly.	When	 inaugurating	 the	genre	of	

Tonfilmoperette	(sound	film	operetta),	German	producers,	directors	and	composers	looked	

to	 Hollywood	 for	 inspiration.	 From	 its	 very	 beginning,	 German	 music	 film	 was	 not	 only	

perceived	 in	 many	 respects	 as	 a	 reaction	 to	 its	 American	 counterpart,	 but	 continued	 for	

several	decades	to	be	measured	against	productions	from	Hollywood	studios.	By	the	time	the	

Nazi	 regime	 came	 into	 government,	 musical	 and	 visual	 motifs,	 as	 well	 as	 themes	 and	

dramaturgical	concepts	associated	with	American	culture	and	film	had	been	firmly	established	

in	German	music	film.	A	comparative	analysis	of	German	films	of	both	the	Weimar	Republic	

and	the	Nazi	era,	and	American	productions	of	the	same	periods,	explores	the	multifaceted	

ways	in	which	the	American	influence	continued	to	flourish	in	popular	German	cinema	against	

the	backdrop	of	heightened	political	tensions	and	the	conflicted	cultural	politics	of	the	Nazi	

regime.		
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Introduction	

	

	

Objectives	and	research	questions	

	

This	 dissertation	 investigates	 the	 generic	 relationship	 between	 music	 films	 produced	 in	

Germany	 between	 1929	 and	 1945,	 and	 (North-)	 American	 popular	 urban	 culture.	 It	

demonstrates	the	complex	ways	in	which	German	film	production	responded	to	international	

trends	 at	 a	 time	 of	 social,	 political	 and	 cultural	 flux.	 A	 premise	 of	 this	 research	 is	 the	

understanding	of	music	films	as	products	of	an	unusually	heterogeneous	cultural	landscape	at	

the	end	of	the	Weimar	Republic,	in	which	a	variety	of	international	genres	of	the	musical	stage,	

popular	song,	dance	culture,	theatre,	and	film	cross-fertilised	each	other	meaningfully.	The	

framing	of	the	argument	and	the	weighting	of	themes	throughout	the	chapters	builds	on	this	

approach,	exploring	 in	detail	 the	ways	 in	which	German	music	films	are	embedded	 in,	and	

grow	 out	 of,	 cultural	 practices	 of	 their	 time	 –	 with	 emphasis	 given	 to	 the	 genre’s	

entanglements	with	operetta,	 jazz	music	and	dance,	revue,	as	well	as	the	sheet	music	and	

recording	industries,	broadcasting	and	printed	press.
1
	In	order	to	redress	the	confines	of	film	

canonisation	and	 to	 accommodate	a	 larger	proportion	of	 films	 (some	of	which	have	been	

hitherto	 neglected),	 this	 thesis	 uses	 the	 term	 “music	 film”	 instead	 of	 the	more	 restrictive	

labels	“film	operetta”	or	“film	musical”.	My	definition	of	music	film	is	a	relatively	open	one	

and,	 rather	 than	 responding	 to	 the	 amount	 of	music	 used	 per	 film	 in	 quantitative	 terms,	

considers	its	dramaturgical	relevance	and	aesthetic	vision	within	any	given	film.
2
		

	

																																																								
1	Recent	studies	that	have	approached	Weimar	culture	from	an	angle	of	cultural	hybridity	and	intermediality	are,	

for	example	Tobias	Becker,	Inszenierte	Moderne.	Populäres	Theater	in	Berlin	und	London,	1880-1930,	München:	

De	Gruyter,	2014;	and	Carolyn	Abbate,	“Offenbach,	Kracauer,	and	Ethical	Frivolity”,	The	Opera	Quarterly,	Vol.	33,	

Winter	2017,	No.	1,	pp.	62	–	86.		
2	The	German	version	of	the	term,	Musikfilm,	has	been	used	convincingly	by	Michael	Wedel	in	his	monograph	

Der	Deutsche	Musikfilm	1914	–	1945:	Archäologie	eines	Genres.	München:	Edition	Text	&	Kritik,	2007.	From	here	

on	referenced	as	Wedel,	2007a.	The	dissertation	focuses	on	films	using	popular	musical	genres.	The	engagement	

of	German	film	with	instrumental	music	from	the	“classical”	music	spectrum,	as	well	as	opera	could	not	be	

considered.		
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This	 study	 respects	 the	 genre	 ambiguities	 in	 early	 German	 music	 film	 production	 and	

reception	 that	 resulted	 directly	 from	 the	 cultural	 hybridity	 surrounding	 its	 inception	 as	 a	

commercial	 cinematic	 form.	 A	 plethora	 of	 competing	 genre	 names	 (such	 as	 Revuefilm,	

Tonfilmoperette,	 Sängerfilm,	 musikalische	 Komödie,	 Musikal	 amongst	 others)	 have	 made	

clear	 distinctions	 and	 definitions	 of	 specific	 subtypes	 of	 the	 music	 film	 difficult	 for	

contemporary	early-20
th
-century	critics	and	modern-day	scholars	alike.	Within	the	network	of	

genres	and	media,	music	films	were	arguably	canvasses	of	cultural	experimentation	that	both	

reinforced	existing	ideas	and	created	new	ones	about	the	sociocultural	environment	at	the	

time	of	 their	production.	These	 ideas	 included	reflections	on	a	phenomenon	closely	 linked	

with	 Berlin	 as	 an	 increasingly	 cosmopolitan	 centre	 after	 the	 end	 of	 World	 War	 One:	

Americanisation	 (“Amerikanisierung”).	 Widely	 accepted	 as	 the	 most	 dominant	 and	 broad	

influence	on	German	culture	throughout	the	1920s	and	beyond,	“Amerikanisierung”	sparked	

much	debate	among	all	factions	of	German	social	and	political	life	and	subsequently	played	a	

crucial	role	in	the	foundation	and	trajectory	of	German	music	film	for	several	decades,	strongly	

influencing	aspects	such	as	its	musical	identity,	visual	aesthetic	and	narrative	patterns.	While	

the	 intricate	 transatlantic	 relationship	between	American	 and	German	 cultural	 production	

was	anything	but	one-directional,	this	study	focuses	on	German	film	as	absorbing,	emulating	

and	reacting	to	cultural	phenomena	publically	identified	as	“American”.
3
	

	

In	addition	to	the	principles	of	generic	hybridity	and	 intermediality,	as	outlined	above,	 the	

idea	of	transculturation	as	a	process	of	modification	of	cultural	phenomena	according	to	their	

context	informs	the	analysis.	The	arguments	presented	here	in	relation	to	American	aesthetic	

motifs	realised	in	German	music	film	are	not	primarily	based	on	the	question	of	authenticity.	

Following	Derek	Scott’s	appropriation	of	Nicolas	Bourriaud,	any	type	of	emulation	is	regarded	

here	not	as	“cultural	misinterpretation”	but	as	“translation”.
4
	Rather	than	asking	how	truthful	

German	filmic	representations	of	American	culture	and	society	might	be,	emphasis	is	placed	

on	 their	 interpretation	 of	 America	 as	 a	 semantic	 field	 in	 contemporary	 early	 to	 mid-20
th
	

century	reception.	Questions	guiding	the	research	are;	How	does	German	music	film	engage	

																																																								
3	The	crucial	role	that	German	émigrés	played	in	the	American	entertainment	industry	in	the	early	20th	century	

and	specifically	after	1933	deserves	the	attention	of	substantial	scholarship.		
4	Derek	Scott,	“Early	Twentieth-Century	Operetta	from	the	German	Stage:	A	Cosmopolitan	Genre”,	The	Musical	

Quarterly,	Vol.	99,	01/06/2016,	No.	2,	p.	268.		
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with	“America”	as	a	conglomerate	of	symbols	and	meanings?	What	can	these	representations	

tell	us	about	German	zeitgeist	in	rapidly	changing	political	circumstances?	Another	essential	

question	 addresses	 the	 degree	 to	which	 American	music,	 theatre	 and	 film	 practices	were	

embedded	in	Germany’s	popular	culture	by	the	time	sound	film	production	became	financially	

viable.	This	last	question	substantially	informed	the	dates	for	this	project,	which	differ	from	

those	of	previous	studies	on	related	subjects.	Especially	in	film	studies,	many	of	the	standard	

works	on	German	cinema	have	taken	the	periods	of	the	Weimar	Republic	(1918	–	1933)	and	

National	Socialism	(1933	–	1945)	uncritically	as	representing	essentially	opposing	schools	of	

thought	 and	 film	 practice.	 These	 studies	 have	 consequentially	 chosen	 as	 their	 focus	 the	

infiltration	of	Nazi	ideology	into	film	and	the	political	function	of	“light	entertainment”	within	

the	 fascist	 state.
5
	 While	 not	 dismissing	 the	 importance	 of	 that	 angle,	 and	 while	 strong	

arguments	can	of	course	be	made	for	the	importance	of	the	political	caesura	of	1933	to	affect	

the	framing	of	cultural	studies,	this	dissertation	suggest	that	the	division	does	not	always	best	

capture	evolving	cultural	trends.	By	their	very	nature	these	do	not	necessarily	develop	in	a	

linear	fashion	or	run	entirely	parallel	to	shifts	in	the	political	paradigm.	My	study	of	German	

music	films,	therefore,	takes	as	its	starting	point	1929:	the	year	in	which	the	first	German	films	

using	 sound-on-disk	 technology	 were	 released,	 immediately	 experimenting	 with	 music.	 It	

ends	with	 1945,	which	marks	 the	 end	 of	 the	 Second	World	War	 and	 the	 final	 collapse	 of	

Germany’s	 film	 and	music	 industries.	While	 of	 course	 recognising	 that	 American	 features	

continued	to	shape	generic	developments	in	German	music	films	beyond	1945,	limitations	of	

time	and	space	have	made	it	impossible	to	consider	this	wider	historical	frame.		

																																																								
5	Among	these	are	large-scale	studies	such	as	Gerd	Albrecht,	Nationalsozialistische	Filmpolitik:	Eine	soziologische	

Untersuchung	über	die	Spielfilme	des	Dritten	Reichs,	Stuttgart:	Ferdinand	Enke,	1969	and	Boguslaw	Drewniak,	

Der	deutsche	Film	1938	–	1945:	Ein	Gesamtüberblick,	Düsseldorf:	Droste	Verlag,	1987.	Others	include	Siegfried	

Kracauer,	From	Caligari	to	Hitler:	a	Psychological	History	of	the	German	Film,	Princeton:	Princeton	University	

Press,	1947;	David	Stewart	Hull,	Film	in	the	Third	Reich,	A	Study	of	the	German	Cinema	1933	–	1945,	Berkeley:	

University	of	California	Press,	1969;	Stephen	Lowry,	Pathos	und	Politik,	Ideologie	in	Spielfilmen	des	

Nationalsozialismus,	Tübingen:	Max	Niemeyer	Verlag,	1991;	Eric	Rentschler,	The	Ministry	of	Illusion	–	Nazi	

Cinema	and	its	Afterlife,	Massachusetts:	Harvard	University	Press,	1996	(source	from	here	on	referenced	as	

Rentschler,	1996a);	Linda	Schulte-Sasse,	Entertaining	the	Third	Reich	–		Illusions	of	Wholeness	in	Nazi	Cinema,	

Durham&	London:	Duke	University	Press,	1996;	Lutz	Koepnick,	The	Dark	Mirror	–	German	Cinema	between	Hitler	

and	Hollywood,	Berkeley:	University	of	California	Press,	2002;	Mary-Elizabeth	O’Brien,	Nazi	Cinema	as	

Enchantment:	the	Politics	of	Entertainment	in	the	Third	Reich,	Rochester,	NY:	Camden	House,	2004.	
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It	was	1929	when	the	voice	of	star	tenor	Richard	Tauber	(1891	–	1948)	was	first	heard	on	the	

silver	screen,	singing	the	popular	song	“Ich	küsse	Ihre	Hand,	Madame”	in	a	film	of	the	same	

name,	starring	stage	stars	Marlene	Dietrich	(1901	–	1992)	and	Harry	Liedke	(1882	–	1945).
6
	

This	was	also	the	year	of	the	New	York	stock	market	crash	and	the	ensuing	world	economic	

crisis,	which	hit	Germany	particularly	hard.	Both	events	had	profound,	and	lasting	effects	on	

cultural	production.	Another	reason	for	the	favouring	of	1929	over	1933	relates	to	a	point	that	

American	film	scholar	Sabine	Hake	made	in	her	excellent	book	Popular	Cinema	of	the	Third	

Reich.7	Here,	Hake	calls	for	the	“normalisation”	of	German	film	history,	by	which	she	suggests	

that	 studies	 of	German	 film	production	of	 the	Nazi	 era	 “can	no	 longer	 be	 reduced	 to	 the	

opposition	of	entertainment	vs.	propaganda.”	She	further	suggests	that	films	should	not	be	

examined	“solely	through	the	intentions	of	the	Propaganda	Ministry	or	the	thematic	overlaps	

with	key	ideas	in	Nazi	ideology”.	What	Hake	proposes	instead,	is	an	approach	that	embeds	

the	discourse	on	popular	film	produced	in	the	“Third	Reich”	in	the	larger	context	of	German	

cinema:	its	ties	with	the	Weimar	years	and	Hollywood’s	film	industry.	“Normalisation”,	she	

suggests,	“[…]	means	the	recognition	of	the	continuities	on	the	aesthetic,	social,	and	economic	

levels	 that	 haunt	 the	 history	 of	 German	 film	 beyond	 all	 ideological	 divisions	 and	 political	

ruptures.”
8
		

	

The	research	presented	in	my	thesis	follows	on	from	Hake’s	principle	by	tracing	continuities	

in	the	ways	German	music	film	responded	to	American	cultural	motifs	despite	the	far-reaching	

changes	and	limitations	the	industry	faced	with	the	advent	of	the	Nazi	government.	My	study	

therefore	recognises	the	dependence	of	Germany’s	film	industry	on	factors	that	were	outside	

immediate	 political	 control,	 and	 had	 the	 potential	 to	 undermine	 or	 subvert	 ideological	

stances.	These	 include	economic	 factors;	 international	 trading	agreements,	 ties	with	sheet	

music	and	recording	 industries	and	–	crucially	–	consumer	 tastes,	especially	 their	affinities	

with	urban	and	cosmopolitan	ideas.	A	recent	cultural	study	with	a	similar	approach	is	Matthias	

Kaufman’s	book	on	operetta	in	Nazi	Germany,	which	too	challenges	the	idea	that	the	political	

																																																								
6	Vera	Thomas,	“Ich	küsse	Ihre	Hand,	Madame”,	in	Peter	Mänz	&	Rainer	Rother	(eds).	Wenn	ich	Sonntags	in	mein	

Kino	geh’	–	Ton-Film-Musik	1929-1933,	Bönen:	Kettler,	2007,	p.30.		
7	Sabine	Hake,	Popular	Cinema	of	the	Third	Reich,	Austin:	University	of	Texas	Press,	2001.		
8	Ibid.,	p.	viii.		
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caesura	 of	 1933	 completely	 changed	 the	 course	 of	 cultural	 practices	 associated	 with	 the	

Weimar	Republic.
9
		

	

The	relationship	between	America	and	Germany’s	film	industries	between	1933	and	1945	has	

been	explored	in	several	studies.	The	most	detailed	and	compelling	contributions,	those	by	

Philipp	Gassert	and	Markus	Spieker,	primarily	address	economic	relationships	and	film	politics	

between	American	and	Germany,	focussing	on	import/export,	and	censorship	issues.
10
	They	

do	 not	 however	 include	 any	 analyses	 of	 films,	 let	 alone	music.	 Some	 studies	 approaching	

German	music	 films	 from	a	perspective	of	cultural	history	 include	broad	 references	 to	 the	

influence	of	the	American	film.	In	most	cases	however,	the	use	of	American	music	films	as	

models	for	their	German	counter-parts	(in	particular	the	choreographies	by	Busby	Berkeley)	

has	not	been	 investigated	 in	much	detail.
11
	An	exception	 is	Karsten	Witte,	whose	research	

draws	 important	 connections	 between	 German	 revue	 films	 and	 American	 music	 films.	

Unfortunately,	his	writing	is	regularly	clouded	by	his	deterministic	approach	and	an	apparent	

expectation	to	find	ideological	underpinnings	in	“entertainment	films”.
12
	Witte	often	misses	

the	significance	of	cultural	traditions	and	genre	conventions	when	reading	aesthetic	formulae	

as	 direct	 extensions	 of	 ideological	 principles.
13
	More	measured	 research	with	 a	 decidedly	

musicological	focus	is	Kevin	Clarke’s	chapter	on	German	operetta	films	and	their	aesthetic	ties	

																																																								
9	Matthias	Kaufmann:	Operette	im	“Dritten	Reich”,	Musik	im	«Dritten	Reich»	und	im	Exil	–	Band	18,	Neumünster:	

Bockel	Verlag,	2017.	
10	Markus	Spieker,	Hollywood	unterm	Hakenkreuz:	Der	amerikanische	Spielfilm	im	Dritten	Reich,	Trier:	

Wissenschaftlicher	Verlag,	2003;	Philipp	Gassert,	Amerika	im	Dritten	Reich:	Ideologie,	Propaganda	und	

Volksmeinung	1933	–	1945,	Stuttgart:	Franz	Steiner	Verlag,	1997.		
11	For	example,	Rentschler,	1996a,	p.	106;	Viktor	Rotthaler,	“Die	Musikalisierung	des	Kinos:	Die	Komponisten	der	

Pommer	Produktion”,	in	Katja	Uhlenbrok	(ed.),	Musik,	Spektakel,	Film:	Musiktheater	und	Tanzkultur	im	

deutschen	Film	1922	–	1937,	München:	Edition	Text	+	Kritik,	1998,	p.	131;	Peter	Jelavich,	Berlin	Cabaret,	

Cambridge	Mass.:	Harvard	University	Press,	1996,	p.	252;	Konstantin	Jahn,	Hipster	Gangster	Femmes	Fatales:	

Eine	cineastische	Kulturgeschichte	des	Jazz,	München:	Edition	Text	+	Kritik,	2016,	p.	125.	
12	Karsten	Witte,	Lachende	Erben,	toller	Tag:	Filmkomödien	im	Dritten	Reich,	Berlin:	Vorwerk,	1995.		
13	Witte	attributes	the	frequent	cuts	and	lack	of	fluidity	of	dance	scenes	in	German	revue	films	to	a	consciously	

constrained	Nazi	body,	rather	than	to	the	inadequacy	of	dancers	or	deficient	expertise	of	producers,	directors	

and	camera	staff.	Witte,	1995,	p.	189.		
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with	the	stage.
14
		Whenever	comparisons	between	German	and	American	films	are	drawn	in	

previous	research	mentioned	here,	this	is	often	done	to	prove	the	inferiority	of	the	German	

production.	The	evaluation	of	quality	is	not	a	primary	concern	of	this	study.
15
	

	

In	 contrast	 to	 earlier	 research,	 usually	 based	 on	 a	 small	 number	 of	 case	 studies,	 this	

dissertation	highlights	the	significance	of	American	cultural	motifs	in	German	music	films	by	

demonstrating	the	unusual	scale	of	this	phenomenon.	It	therefore	examines	a	large	pool	of	

films	 loosely	 identifiable	 as	music	 film.	 The	 systematic	 engagement	with	 “America”	 as	 an	

accumulation	of	ideas	and	meanings	worked	in	various	ways	across	a	variety	of	sub-genres.	

Approaches	 taken	 included	 critical	 evaluation,	 ambitious	 appropriations	 and	 tokenistic	

representations	 of	 societal	 values,	 aesthetics,	 music	 styles	 and	 dances	 recognised	 as	

“American”.	My	 study	 pays	 attention	 to	 films,	 their	 songs	 and	 composers	 that	 have	 long	

remained	neglected	 in	 scholarship.	 It	 also	 crucially	 includes	 relevant	American	music	 films	

(albeit	 fewer	 in	 number)	 that	 served	 German	 production	 –	 whether	 approved	 for	 official	

release	or	studied	in	the	Reich	film	chamber	–	as	inspirations	and	models.	The	direct	influence	

of	some	of	Hollywood’s	flagship	music	film	productions	has	not	yet	been	researched	in	much	

detail.		

	

	

Main	sources	

	

The	most	substantial	primary	source	materials	investigated	in	this	dissertation	are	more	than	

a	hundred	films	produced	and	released	in	America,	Germany	and	Austria	(both	before	and	

after	 the	 “Anschluss”	 to	 the	 German	 “Reich”).
16
	 Only	 a	 small	 number	 of	 German	 films	

produced	during	the	Weimar	Republic	have	been	restored	and	released	as	commercial	copies.	

Most	films	from	this	period	are	accessible	at	German	archives	only,	either	as	original	celluloid	

																																																								
14	Kevin	Clarke,	“‘Wir	machen	Musik,	da	geht	uns	der	Hut	hoch’.	Zur	Filmoperette	und	Operette	im	Film	der	NS-

Zeit”,	in	Christoph	Henzel	(ed.),	Musik	im	Unterhaltungskino	des	Dritten	Reichs,	Würzburg:	Könighausen	&	

Neumann,	2011,	pp.	181	–	209.	From	here	on	referenced	as	Clarke,	2011a.		
15	See	for	example	Dietrich	Steinbeck,	“Opern	und	Turnen:	Zur	Rolle	des	Tanzes	im	nationalsozialistischen	

Revuefilm”,	in	Helga	Belach	(ed.),	Wir	tanzen	um	die	Welt:	Deutsche	Revuefilme	1933	–	1945,	München:	Carl	

Hanser	Verlag,	1979.		
16	Complete	list	in	appendix.		
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film	reels	or	VHS	copies	of	original	materials.	While	many	of	the	most	prestigious	and	popular	

music	films	produced	during	National	Socialism	have	been	released	on	DVD,	others	had	to	be	

consulted	 in	German	archives.	All	American	films	referenced	in	this	dissertation	have	been	

viewed	 on	 commercial	 copies,	 except	 the	 original	 dubbed	 German	 version	 of	 Honululu	

(Südseenächte,	1939),	which	survives	at	the	Bundesarchiv	Filmarchiv	Berlin.	All	archived	films	

were	made	available	at	 the	Bundesarchiv	Filmarchiv,	Berlin	and	the	Deutsche	Kinemathek,	

Berlin.		

	

This	thesis	places	great	emphasis	on	contemporary	reception	in	the	period	from	the	1920s	to	

the	1940s.	Primary	sources	include	the	politically-independent	daily	film	magazine	Film-Kurier,	

founded	in	1919,	which	employed	some	of	the	most	influential	critics	of	the	era	and	published	

articles	by	composers,	directors	and	actors.
17
	Film-Kurier	is	the	only	German	film	magazine	of	

this	 period	 that	 has	 been	 catalogued	 in	 its	 entirety.	 All	 issues	 are	 available	 at	 Deutsche	

Kinemathek	Berlin.	Other	magazines	and	newspapers	considered	in	my	research	are,	among	

others,	 Der	 Film;	 Lichtbildbühne;	 Der	 Kinematograph;	 Illustrierter	 Film-Kurier;	Mein	 Film;	

Österreichische	Filmzeitung,	Vossische	Zeitung;	Berliner	Börsen-Courier;	Revue	des	Monats;	

Deutsche	 Allgemeine	 Zeitung;	 Deutsche	 Allgemeine	 Musikzeitung;	 Der	 Tanz;	 Der	 Artist;	

Tempo;	as	well	as	examples	from	regional	German	newspapers.	Magazines	and	newspapers	

have	 been	 accessed	 at	 Deutsche	 Kinemathek,	 Bibliothek,	 Berlin;	 Bundesarchiv	 Filmarchiv	

Berlin;	Zentrale	Landesbibliothek	Berlin;	Staatsbibliothek	Berlin;	Deutsche	Nationalbibliothek	

Leipzig	 and	 Archiv	 der	 Akademie	 der	 Künste	 Berlin.	 Online	 resources	 for	 newspapers	 and	

Austrian	film	magazines	used	here	are	the	digital	newspaper	archives	of	the	Staatsbibliothek	

Berlin	and	the	Österreichische	Nationalbibliothek	Wien.
18
	

	

Further	 archival	 materials	 considered	 in	 this	 dissertation	 are	 censorship	 files	 of	 the	

Filmprüfstelle	 Berlin	 as	 well	 as	 files	 relating	 to	 film	 advertisement,	 both	 available	 at	

																																																								
17	The	magazine	was	the	last	regular	film	publication	to	be	discontinued	during	the	war,	in	September	1944.	For	

a	history	of	Film-Kurier	and	all	other	German	film	magazines	and	newspapers	publishing	on	film	between	1919	

and	1945,	see	Uta	Berg-Ganschow	&	Wolfgang	Jacobsen	(eds.),	Film,	Stadt,	Kino,	Berlin,	Berlin:	Argon	Verlag,	

1987,	pp.	117	–	159.	Notable	critics	publishing	in	Film-Kurier	included	Ernst	Jäger,	Willy	Haas,	Lotte	Eisner,	Hans	

Feld,	Georg	Herzberg.		
18	Complete	list	in	bibliography.	Online	newspaper	archive	Staatsbibliothek	Berlin:	zefys.staatsbibliothek-

berlin.de.	Online	newspaper	archive	Österreichische	Nationalbibliothek	Wien:	anno.onb.ac.at.		
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Bundesarchiv-Filmarchiv	Berlin.
19
	Files	relating	to	composers,	directors,	actors,	producers	and	

dancers	 active	 under	 the	 National	 Socialist	 regime	 were	 accessed	 at	 Bundesarchiv	 Berlin	

(including	 contracts	 and	 correspondences	 relating	 to	 Evelyn	 Künneke,	 Peter	 Igelhoff).	 The	

Archiv	 der	 Akademie	 der	 Künste	 Berlin	 was	 useful	 for	 press	 files,	 photographs,	 scores,	

manuscripts	 and	 personal	 documents	 relating	 to	 some	 of	 the	 most	 eminent	 composers,	

directors	and	bands	of	the	1920s	–	1940s	(including	Ralph	Benatzky,	Paul	Abraham,	Werner	

Richard	Heymann,	Friedrich	Hollaender,	Weintraubs	Syncopators,	Helmut	Käutner,	Géza	von	

Cziffra,	 Erich	 Engels).	 The	 Peter	 Kreuder	 archive	 at	 Filmmuseum	 Potsdam	 contains	 some	

sketches	relating	to	his	work	for	the	German	film	industry	in	the	1930s	and	1940s,	but	mostly	

focuses	 on	 his	 work	 after	 the	 Second	 World	 War.	 The	 Potsdam	 archive	 also	 houses	 fan	

collections	for	Marika	Rökk	and	Ilse	Werner,	with	useful	collations	of	press	materials.	A	few	

surviving	 screen	 plays	 were	 consulted	 at	 Schriftgutarchiv	 Kinemathek	 (Die	 Frau	 meiner	

Träume,	Und	du	mein	Schatz	 fährst	mit,	Eine	Nacht	 im	Mai)	 and	Archiv	der	Akademie	der	

Künste	 (Fünf	von	der	 Jazzband,	Wir	machen	Musik).	The	most	 comprehensive	 sheet	music	

collections	 were	 those	 at	 Staatsbibliothek	 Berlin	 and	 Schriftgutarchiv	 Kinemathek.	 At	 the	

Kinemathek,	the	collections	of	critics	Herberg	Ihering	and	Fritz	Olimsky	also	proved	useful.	The	

Washington	Library	of	Congress	generously	sent	a	digital	copy	of	a	handwritten	version	of	

Oscar	Straus’	song	“Jazz	up	your	lingerie”	from	the	film	The	Smiling	Lieutenant.	Most	of	the	

archival	sources	referenced	 in	this	dissertation	are	presented	and	 investigated	for	 the	first	

time.	 Image	 material	 reproduced	 in	 this	 thesis	 has	 been	 obtained	 from	 Kinemathek	

Fotoarchiv;	 Bundesarchiv-	 Filmarchiv;	 Archiv	 der	 Akademie	 der	 Künste	 Berlin;	 National	

Science	and	Media	Museum	Bradford;	and	Stadtmuseum	Berlin.		

	

Original	source	materials	relating	to	the	period	of	this	research	are	incomplete	due	to	serious	

war	damage	and	the	confiscation	of	documents	by	the	Allied	Forces.
20
	Files	documenting	the	

practicalities	of	film	production	and	the	concrete	involvement	of	the	Reichsfilmkammer	in	the	

choice	of	narrative	themes	and	musical	styles	are	particularly	scarce.	The	same	applies	to	film	

orchestral	 scores,	 which	 seem	 to	 have	 been	 little	 valued	 by	 production	 companies.	 No	

relevant	 original	 material	 survives	 in	 any	 of	 the	 main	 German	 archives,	 in	 contrast	 to	

																																																								
19	The	censorship	file	collection	at	Bundesarchiv-Filmarchiv	in	Berlin	is	not	complete.	According	to	the	archivist,	

Russia	still	holds	on	to	files	that	were	ceased	at	the	end	of	the	Second	World	War.			
20	See	footnote	19.		
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commercial	 copies	 of	 song	 editions	 for	 piano	 and	 voice	 as	 well	 as	 arrangement	 for	

“Salonorchester”	(dance	orchestra),	which	are	available	in	considerable	numbers.	Recordings	

of	film	song	and	operetta	also	survive,	with	the	most	comprehensive	collections	not	housed	

in	an	archive,	but	maintained	by	diligent	private	collectors	on	the	public	 internet	platform	

Youtube.
21
			

	

	

Chapter	overview	and	literature	review	

	

The	 first	 part	 of	 the	 thesis	 (Chapters	 I	 –	 IV)	 deals	with	 the	 complex	 relationship	 between	

German	and	North	American	cultural	industries	that	evolved	during	the	Weimar	Republic	and	

had	wide-ranging	effects	on	German	film	production	far	beyond	the	political	caesura	of	1933.		

	

Chapters	I	and	II	are	concerned	with	the	process	of	“Cultural	Americanisation”	in	Germany	

after	World	War	One,	and	its	concrete	manifestations	in	two	areas	of	popular	urban	culture	

that	subsequently	 influenced	the	aesthetic	profile	of	music	 films;	 jazz	and	popular	musical	

theatre	 (with	 emphasis	 on	 operetta	 and	 revue).
22
	 These	 chapters	will	 investigate	 to	what	

extent	these	cultural	expressions	contributed	to	an	understanding	of	“America”	as	a	set	of	

meanings	and	values.	It	will	be	argued	that	early	exposure	to	American	culture	led	to	much	of	

the	subsequent	engagement	with	American	motifs	in	German	music	films	from	1929	–	1945.	

Informative	 and	 well-researched	 studies	 considered	 in	 Chapter	 I	 are	 Michael	 Kater’s	

benchmark	study	Different	Drummers	–	Jazz	 in	the	Culture	of	Nazi	Germany,	Horst	Lange’s	

lastingly	relevant	Jazz	in	Deutschland:	Die	deutsche	Jazzchronik	1900	–	1960,	as	well	as	useful	

contributions	by	Alan	Lareau,	Frank	Tirro	and	Michael	J.	Budds	in	Budds	(ed.),	Jazz	and	the	

Germans:	Essays	on	the	Influence	of	“Hot”	American	Idioms	on	20th-Century	German	Music.23	

																																																								
21	Operetta	researcher	Kevin	Clarke	has	written	about	the	significance	of	private	collections	made	available	

online	for	operetta	research	and	practice.	http://operetta-research-center.org/message-bottle-youtube-global-

popular-home-archive-operetta,	accessed:	28/04/2019.		
22
	The	origin	of	the	term	Americanisation	has	been	attributed	to	British	journalist	William	Thomas	Stead	and	his	

book	The	Americanisation	of	the	World	from	1901.	See	Ursula	Saekel,	Der	US-Film	in	der	Weimarer	Republik	–	ein	

Medium	der	‘Amerikanisierung’?,	Paderborn:	Schöningh	Verlag,	2008,	p.	30.	
23	Michael	Kater,	Different	Drummers	–	Jazz	in	the	Culture	of	Nazi	Germany,	Oxford:	Oxford	University	Press,	

1992;	Horst	Lange,	Jazz	in	Deutschland:	Die	Deutsche	Jazz-Chronik	1900	–	1960,	Berlin:	Colloquium	Verlag,	1966;	
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Konstantin	Jahn’s	book-length	study	on	the	“cultural	history	of	jazz	on	the	screen”	is	insightful	

in	some	areas,	and	flawed	in	others,	with	several	factual	errors.
24
		

	

The	most	instructive	sources	used	in	Chapter	II	on	revue	and	“Girl	Kultur”	are	Lisa	Mizejewski’s	

Ziegfeld	Girl:	Image	and	Icon	in	Culture	and	Cinema,	Siegfried	Kracauer’s	“Das	Ornament	der	

Masse”	 and	 Günther	 Berghaus’s	 “Girlkultur:	 Feminism,	 Americanism,	 and	 Popular	

Entertainment	 in	Weimar	Germany”.	 Additionally,	 a	 compendium	on	music	 theatre	 in	 the	

Weimar	Republic,	edited	by	Nils	Grosch,	contributes	valuable	insights,	as	well	as	Ann	van	der	

Merwe’s	meticulously-researched	study	on	music	in	the	Ziegfeld	Follies.25	

	

Chapter	III	extends	the	investigation	of	“Cultural	Americanisation”	to	cinema	and	explores	the	

conflicted	relationship	between	the	German	and	American	film	industries	in	the	late	1920s	

and	 early	 1930s.	 This	 chapter	 not	 only	 seeks	 to	 capture	 the	 interdependence	 of	 the	 two	

national	industries	but	also	traces	the	controversy	that	market	competition	and	national	pride	

sparked	in	the	press.	How	critics	and	reviewers	responded	to	American	film	and	its	influence	

on	German	 film	 culture	 in	 the	 late	 1920,	will	 be	 explained	 and	 the	 extent	 to	which	 their	

contributions	reflected	and	further	consolidated	ideas	about	the	much-discussed	American	

“national	character”.	This	chapter	also	explores	how	“America”	as	a	subject	came	to	dominate	

much	of	 the	national	German	 film	press	 from	the	mid-1920s,	and	how	the	 intense	debate	

about	the	qualities	and	short-comings	of	Hollywood	sound	film	productions	influenced	both	

the	production	and	evaluation	of	German	music	films.	Secondary	sources	used	for	this	chapter	

are	Thomas	Saunders’	and	Ursula	Saekel’s	superb	studies	on	American-German	film	politics,	

as	 well	 as	 Anton	 Kaes’	 chapter	 of	 Weimar	 film	 in	 Wolfgang	 Jacobson’s	 Geschichte	 des	

deutschen	 Films.26	 Klaus	 Kreimeier’s	 Die	 Ufa-Story	 –	 Geschichte	 eines	 Filmkonzerns	 is	 an	

																																																								

Michael	J.	Budds	(ed.),	Jazz	and	the	Germans:	Essays	on	the	Influence	of	“Hot”	American	Idioms	on	20
th
-Century	

German	Music,	Hillsdale:	Pendragon	Press,	2002.		
24	For	example,	his	erroneous	assertion	that	the	Fred	Astaire	and	Ginger	Rogers	musicals	were	officially	released	

in	Nazi	Germany.	Jahn,	p.	124.		
25	Nils	Grosch	(ed.),	Aspekte	des	modernen	Musiktheaters	in	der	Weimarer	Republik,	Münster:	Waxmann,	2004;	

Ann	van	der	Merwe	Ommen,	The	Ziegfeld	Follies	–	a	History	in	Song,	Lanham,	Maryland:	The	Scarecrow	Press,	

2009.	
26	Thomas	Saunders,	Hollywood	in	Berlin,	L.A.:	University	of	California	Press,	1994;	Ursula	Saekel,	Der	US-Film	in	

der	Weimarer	Republik	–	ein	Medium	der	‘Amerikanisierung’?,	Paderborn:	Schöningh	Verlag,	2011;	Anton	Kaes,	
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indispensable	study	on	the	corporate	history	of	the	leading	German	film	production	company	

of	the	era.
27
	

	

Chapter	IV	examines	the	first	period	of	German	music	film	production	with	emphasis	on	the	

sound	film	operetta.	It	argues	that	the	genre	was	crucially	motivated	by	competition	with	the	

American	 film	 industry	 and	 shared	 with	 its	 transatlantic	 counterparts	 stylistic	 and	 formal	

concerns,	as	well	as	approaches	to	musical	dramaturgy.	The	research	presented	here	aims	to	

highlight	the	generic	hybridity	of	early	German	music	film,	which	was	a	direct	result	of	the	

cross-fertilisation	 of	 different	 types	 of	 entertainment,	 and	 of	 different	 modes	 of	

communication.	 The	 chapter	 also	 suggests	 that	 early	 German	 music	 films	 mediated	

contemporary	 thought,	 addressing	 and	 negotiating	 topical	 concerns	 relating	 directly	 or	

indirectly	 to	 German-American	 relations:	 the	 world	 economic	 crisis,	 social	 mobility,	 and	

Hollywood’s	dream	factory.	Key	texts	considered	in	this	chapter	are	the	compendia	edited	by	

Katja	Uhlenbrok	and	Malte	Hagener	&	 Jan	Hans,	Thomas	Koebner’s	chapter	on	sound	 film	

operetta	in	his	history	of	Weimar	cinema	and	some	articles	in	Peter	Mänz	&	Rainer	Rother’s	

compendium	 on	 Weimar	 culture	 and	 film.
28
	 Michael	 Wedel’s	 Der	 deutsche	 Musikfilm:	

Archäologie	eines	Genres	1914	–	1945	 is	 strong	on	aspects	of	 film	 technology	and	generic	

developments	 in	 the	Weimar	 Republic,	 but	 less	 comprehensive	 regarding	 films	 produced	

between	 1933	 and	 1945.	 He	 is	 sometimes	 unconvincing	 in	 his	 comments	 on	 musical	

dramaturgy	and	genre	definitions.
29
			

	

The	second	part	of	the	thesis	examines	the	emulation	and	referencing	of	American	cultural	

motifs	in	German	music	films	from	1929	to	1945.	Much	attention	is	given	to	the	crucial	role	

																																																								

“Film	in	der	Weimarer	Republik	–	Motor	der	Moderne”,	in	Wolfgang	Jacobsen	(ed.),	Geschichte	des	deutschen	

Films,	Stuttgart:	J.B.	Metzler,	1993.	
27	Klaus	Kreimeier,	Die	Ufa-Story	–	Geschichte	eines	Filmkonzerns,	München:	Carl	Hanser	Verlag,	1992.	
28	Katja	Uhlenbrok	(ed.),	1998;	Malte	Hagener	&	Jan	Hans	(eds.),	Als	die	Filme	singen	lernten	–	Innovation	und	

Tradition	im	Musikfilm	1928	–	1938,	München:	Edition	Text	&	Kritik,	1999;	Thomas	Koebner,	“‘Wenn	Fortuna	

winke	winke	macht’:	Die	Tonfilmoperette:	Das	bedeutendste	Kino-Genre	in	der	Endzeit	der	Weimarer	Republik”,	

in	Thomas	Koeber	(ed.),	Diesseits	der	dämonischen	Leinwand.	Neue	Perspektiven	auf	das	späte	Weimarer	Kino,	

München:	2003;	Peter	Mänz	&	Rainer	Rother	(eds.),	Wenn	ich	sonntags	in	mein	Kino	geh’,	Ton-Film-Musik	1929	

–	1933,	Böhnen:	Kettler,	2007.	
29	Wedel	2007a.	See	Chapter	IV	for	more	detail.		
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of	the	press	in	providing	a	running	commentary	on	German	film	matters	and	both	initiating	

and	reflecting	currencies	in	public	moods.	While	this	research	aims	to	make	a	point	for	the	

historical	continuity	of	aesthetic	trends	and	fashions	beyond	the	political	caesura	of	1933,	the	

analysis	is	divided	into	two	sections	according	to	the	political	systems	of	the	Weimar	Republic	

and	National	Socialism	respectively.	The	organisation	of	chapters	along	a	chronological	axis	is	

intended	 to	 improve	 orientation	 for	 the	 reader,	 but	 it	 also	 consciously	 responds	 to	 the	

significant	 changes	 in	 cultural	 politics	 implemented	 by	 the	 Nazi	 party	 NSDAP	 (full	 name	

National	 Sozialistische	Deutsche	Arbeiter	 Partei)	 from	1933	 onwards.	 The	 chapters	 of	 this	

section	(V	–	VII)	emphasise	the	continuity	of	the	engagement	with	American	culture	from	the	

Weimar	Republic	to	the	end	of	the	Second	World	War.	The	analysis	identifies	parallels	and	

differences	in	representations	of	America	in	film	song,	film	dance	and	subject	matters	for	both	

time	periods.		

	

Chapter	 V,	 focussing	 exclusively	 on	 the	 last	 four	 years	 of	 the	 Weimar	 Republic,	 is	

fundamentally	driven	by	original	research	but	uses	concepts	and	ideas	from	Nils	Grosch	and	

Carolin	Stahrenberg’s	chapter	on	intermediality	in	popular	musical	theatre,	Jean	and	Marshall	

Stearns’	study	on	jazz	dance,	and	Scott	Eyman’s	Lubitsch	book.
30
	Chapters	VI	and	VII	address	

in	detail	the	various	ways	in	which	German	music	films	responded	to	American	cultural	trends	

and	 emulated	 Hollywood	 films	 of	 the	 era	 in	 the	 period	 from	 1933	 to	 1945.	 Chapter	 VI	

summarises	 the	 NSDAP’s	 main	 measures	 relating	 directly	 to	 film	 production,	 as	 well	 as	

exploring	briefly	the	government’s	ambiguous	stance	on	(Afro-)	American	musical	idioms.	The	

chapter	also	examines	critically	the	German	response	to	American	film	musicals	as	published	

in	various	media	outlets.	This	investigation	informs	the	analysis	of	German	music	films	and	

their	engagement	with	American	musical	forms	and	associated	jargon.	The	infatuation	of	both	

Goebbels	and	Hitler	with	American	film	of	all	generic	types	is	well	documented	and	will	only	

play	a	relatively	small	role.
31
		

																																																								
30	Carolin	Stahrenberg	&	Nils	Grosch,	“The	Transculturality	of	Stage,	Song	and	other	Media:	Intermediality	in	

Popular	Musical	Theatre”,	in	Len	Platt,	Tobias	Becker,	David	Linton	(eds.),	Popular	Musical	Theatre	in	London	and	

Berlin	1890	to	1939,	Cambridge:	Cambridge	University	Press,	2014;	Jean	and	Marshall	Stearns,	Jazz	Dance	–	the	

Story	of	American	Vernacular	Dance,	New	York:	Da	Capo	Press,	1994;	Scott	Eyman,	Ernst	Lubitsch	–	Laughter	in	

Paradise,	Baltimore/London:	John	Hopkins	University	Press,	2000.		
31	See	for	example	Felix	Moeller,	The	Film	Minister:	Goebbels	and	the	Cinema	in	the	“Third	Reich”,	transl.	by	

Michael	Robinson,	Stuttgart/London:	Axel	Menges,	2000.		
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Chapter	VII	examines	dance	and	staging	aesthetics.	In	its	analysis,	the	chapter	highlights	the	

significance	of	American	film	stars	 in	forging	dance	trends	in	German	film;	the	influence	of	

tap;	and	“tinkered”	choreographies.	It	also	reveals	that	German	film	heavily	relied	on	models	

of	visual	aesthetics	cultivated	and	established	on	American	stages	and	screens.	The	chapter	

proposes	 that	 the	 continued	 infatuation	 with	 American	 music,	 dance	 and	 film	 resulted,	

inevitably,	 in	the	reinforcement	of	cultural	motifs	as	symbols	of	modernity	and	democracy	

during	the	Weimar	Republic.		

	

The	main	secondary	sources	considered	in	Chapters	VI	and	VII	relate	to	NSDAP	film	politics,	

such	 as	 Spieker,	 Kreimeier,	 and	Gassert.	 The	 chapter	 also	 references	 some	 of	 the	 leading	

studies	on	film	in	the	Nazi	era,	such	as	Eric	Rentschler’s	The	Ministry	of	Illusion	–	Nazi	Cinema	

and	its	Afterlife,	Linda	Schulte-Sasse’s	Entertaining	the	Third	Reich	–	Illusions	of	Wholeness	in	

Nazi	Cinema,	and	Sabine	Hake’s	Popular	Cinema	of	the	Third	Reich.32	Lutz	Koepnick’s	The	Dark	

Mirror	–	German	Cinema	between	Hitler	and	Hollywood,	while	making	original	and	valuable	

points	on	transatlantic	relationships	(highlighting	the	careers	of	Robert	Siodmak	and	Curtis	

Bernhardt	 among	 others),	 seems	 at	 times	 driven	 by	 a	 deterministic	 approach	 when	

considering	music	 and	 dance	 in	 “Nazi	 film”	 as	 	 extensions	 of	 Nazi	 ideology.	 At	 times,	 his	

analysis	is	factually	incorrect.
33
	Additional	sources	with	specific	references	to	music	film	are	

two	 excellent	 chapters	 by	 Kevin	 Clarke,	 as	 well	 as	 chapters	 by	 Lothar	 Prox	 and	 Dietrich	

Steinbeck.
34
		

	

																																																								
32	Rentschler,	1996a;	Linda	Schulte-Sasse,	1996;	Hake,	2001.	
33	Koepnick	wrongly	claims	that	Nazi	film	“opened	the	door”	for	tenor	Joseph	Schmidt.	In	fact,	the	Jewish		Joseph	

Schmidt,	who	famously	appeared	in	Ein	Lied	geht	um	die	Welt	(produced	1932,	released	in	early	1933),	escaped	

from	Nazi	Germany,	emigrated	to	Austria	in	1933	and	eventually	died	in	a	Swiss	internment	camp	in	1942.	Lutz	

Koepnick,	The	Dark	Mirror	–	German	Cinema	between	Hitler	and	Hollywood,	Los	Angeles:	University	of	California	

Press,	2002,	p.	40.	For	more	information	on	Joseph	Schmidt,	see	https://www.lexm.uni-hamburg.de.		
34	Kevin	Clarke,	2011a,	p.	198;	Kevin	Clarke,	“Konkav	und	konvex,	Bühnenoperetten	und	Operettenfilme	als	

Spiegel	der	Zeitläufe	1933	–	1945”,	in	Bettina	Brandl-Risi,	Clemens	Risi,	Komische	Oper	Berlin	(eds.),	Kunst	der	

Oberfläche:	Operette	zwischen	Bravour	und	Banalität,	Leipzig:	Henschel	Verlag,	2015;	Steinbeck,	“Oper	und	

Turnen”,	in	Belach	(ed.);	Lothar	Prox,	“Melodien	aus	Deutschem	Gemüt	und	Geblüht”,	in	Belach	(ed).	
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This	dissertation	proposes	a	re-evaluation	of	the	impact	of	“Cultural	Americanisation”	on	film.	

The	 phenomenon	 affected	music	 film	 production	more	widely	 and	 deeply	 than	 has	 been	

previously	suggested.	Spanning	two	decades	and	stretching	beyond	the	political	caesura	of	

1933,	German	music	 films	negotiated	American	popular	culture	 through	various	elements:	

genre	formation,	music	dramaturgy	and	style,	dance,	type-casting	and	plot.	The	relevance	of	

American	motifs	not	only	as	token	markers	of	cosmopolitanism,	but	also	as	potent	symbols	

for	a	modern	society	is	highlighted	through	an	investigation	of	a	canon	of	music	films	as	well	

as	extensive	press	commentary.		

	

	

Historical	contextualisation	

	

In	the	1920s,	German	society,	having	witnessed	the	downfall	of	the	Wilhelminian	empire	as	

thousands	were	killed	on	the	battlefields	of	World	War	One,	had	to	come	to	terms	with	the	

demise	of	the	German	military	and	the	general	powerlessness	of	its	historical	states.
35
	Against	

the	backdrop	of	 post-war	devastation,	 economic	hardship,	 unemployment	 and	 the	 stifling	

reparation	 costs	 stipulated	 in	 the	 peace	 treaty	 of	 Versailles,	 Germans	 observed	America’s	

economic	prosperity	and	cultural	expansion	with	mixed	feelings.		

	

Harsh	living	conditions	provided	a	breeding	ground	for	extreme,	clashing	political	views,	and	

simultaneously	stimulated	the	need	for	light	amusement	(“Vergnügen”)	far	away	from	joyless	

reality.
36
	 In	 Berlin,	 Germany’s	 only	 metropolis	 and	 Europe’s	 third	 biggest	 city,	 the	

discrepancies	 between	 poverty	 and	 escapist	 enjoyment	 were	 at	 their	 most	 obvious.
37
	

Springing	 up	 all	 over	 the	 city,	 opulent	 cinemas	 and	 “Vergnügungspaläste”	 (palaces	 of	

diversion)	 offered	 visitors	 temporary	 dazzling	 parallel	worlds,	 in	which	 “glamour	 becomes	

																																																								
35	Ian	Whyte	&	David	Frisby,	“Mass	and	Leisure”,	in	Whyte	&	Frisby	(eds.)	Metropolis	Berlin	1880	–	1940,	Los	

Angeles:	University	of	California	Press,	2012,	p.	509.		
36	Kaspar	Maase,	Grenzenloses	Vergnügen:	Der	Aufstieg	der	Massenkultur	1850	–	1970,	Frankfurt:	Fischer,	2007	

(1997),	p.	115ff.		
37	Daniel	Morat,	“Einleitung”,	in	Daniel	Morat,	Tobias	Becker,	Kerstin	Lange,	Johanna	Niedbalski,	Anne	Gnausch,	

Paul	Nolte	(eds.),	Weltstadtvergnügen,	Berlin	1880	–	1930,	Göttingen:	Vandenhock	&	Ruprecht,	2016,	p.	11.		
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substance,	distraction	stupor”	–	in	the	words	of	Siegfried	Kracauer	(1889	–	1966).
38
	With	the	

instigation	of	the	Dawes	Plan	in	1924,	financial	relief	brought	a	few	years	of	relative	economic	

stability.	The	numbers	of	white	collar	workers	in	commerce,	banking,	transport	and	industry	

increased	 dramatically,	 as	 did	 the	 proportion	 of	 women	 in	 the	 sector.
39
	 To	 cater	 for	

unprecedented	amounts	of	free	time	at	the	weekends,	appropriate	entertainment	offerings	

were	needed	and	this	led	to	the	development	of	a	popular	culture	inspired	and	influenced	by	

American	 metropolises.	 Advances	 in	 mass	 production	 and	 distribution	 meant	 that	 Berlin	

citizens	 could	 be	 just	 as	 easily	 reached	 by	 national	 and	 international	 news,	 gossip	 and	

entertainment	as	their	American	contemporaries	and	 just	as	stardom,	fashion	and	popular	

culture	fascinated	there,	so	they	did	in	Berlin.
40
	

	

Arguably,	 Germany’s	 identity	 crisis	 in	 the	 interwar	 years	 is	 reflected	 in	 the	 extremely	

conflicted	 reactions	 to	 an	 assimilatory	 process	 that	 has	 come	 to	 be	 labelled	 as	 “Cultural	

Americanisation”.	 In	 his	 definition	 of	 the	 terminological	 pair	 of	 Americanisation/	

Americanism,	historian	Philipp	Gassert	highlights	the	diversity	of	associated	meaning:		

	

[America	became]	a	truly	European	collective	term,	that	could	be	applied	to	almost	anything	

that	 was	 somehow	 ‘modern’	 and	 even	 loosely	 associated	 with	 materialism,	 efficiency,	

largeness,	mechanisation,	standardisation,	automatism,	technocracy,	uniformity,	pragmatism,	

																																																								
38	Siegfried	Kracauer,	“Shelter	for	the	Homeless”,	in	Kracauer,	The	Salaried	Masses,	transl.	by	Quintin	Hoare,	

London:	Verso,	1998,	p.	93.	Richard	Dyer,	following	the	arguments	of	the	Birmingham	Centre	of	Contemporary	

Cultural	Studies	(with	its	founding	members	Stuart	Hall	and	Richard	Hoggart)	challenged	Kracauer	and	his	use	of	

the	term	“mass	culture”	as	offering	too	passive	a	model	of	cultural	consumption,	which	negates	the	possibility	of	

the	consumer	shaping	their	own	meaning	when	engaging	with	culture.	Dyer	has	argued	that	“utopian	visions”	do	

not	necessarily	obliterate	recognition	of	social	realities.	In	his	comments	on	utopia	and	entertainment,	Dyer	

stresses	that	American	film	musicals	as	examples	of	“mass	culture”	serve	specific	needs	to	give	audiences	a	

sense	of	“how	utopia	feels”	rather	than	presenting	“models	of	utopian	worlds.”	See	Richard	Dyer,	

“Entertainment	and	Utopia”,	in	Rick	Altman	(ed.),	Genre:	The	Musical,	London:	Routledge,	1982,	pp.	175	–	189.	
39	David	Frisby,	Fragments	of	Modernity,	Theories	of	Modernity	in	the	Work	of	Simmel,	Kracauer	and	Benjamin,	

Cambridge:	Polity,	1985,	p.	165.		
40	Elisabeth	Harvey,	“Culture	and	Society	in	Weimar	Germany”	in	Mary	Fulbrook	(ed.),	Twentieth-Century	

Germany,	London:	Hodder	Arnold,	2001,	p.	62.		
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reformism,	 naïve	 optimism,	 spontaneity,	 openness,	 manipulation	 of	 the	 masses,	

advertisement	and	democracy.
41
	

	

Gassert	suggests	European	self-reflexivity	as	the	premise	of	the	concept	of	Americanism,	an	

idea	already	established	by	publicist	Rudolf	Keyser	in	1925:	“Isn’t	Americanism	a	new	attitude,	

grown	 and	 developed	 out	 of	 our	 European	 fate?”
42
	 Essentially,	 after	 the	 experiences	 of	

military	 defeat,	 German	 reactions	 to	 American	 politics,	 economy	 and	 culture	 were	 often	

strongly	 emotionalised.	 At	 a	 time	 of	 economic	 instability	 and	 cultural	 flux,	 accounts	 of	

American	society	became	canvases	of	Germany’s	own	ideas	about	identity	and	modernity,	a	

“mirror	of	the	struggle	to	establish	a	modern,	urban	culture”.
43
	Therefore,	in	cultural	practice	

and	 reception,	 “America”	 was	 often	 a	 product	 of	 European	 imagination.	 As	 Carolin	

Stahrenberg	and	Nils	Grosch	suggest,	“Anti-Americanism	and	anti-American	cultural	criticism	

tended	to	invent	America	without	examining	its	culture.”
44
		

	

The	 debate	 about	 American	 influence	 on	German	 cultural	 life	 occupied	much	 public	 (and	

undoubtedly	private)	space,	and	stimulated	much	controversy.	On	one	side	of	the	extreme,	

urban	America	was	perceived	as	an	ideal,	functioning	society	diametrically	opposed	to	the	old	

aristocratic	orders	of	Europe.	With	its	democratic	values,	the	pluralist	fabric	of	its	society	and	

its	 economic	 prosperity,	 urban	 America	 became	 an	 allegory	 for	 freedom,	 affluence,	

emancipation,	 sexual	 liberation	 and	personal	 fulfilment.	As	Alf	 Lüdtke,	 Inge	Marßolek	 and	

Adelheid	von	Saldern	assert,	America	became	the	“synonym”	for	a	modern	spirit.
45
	The	allure	

																																																								
41	Philipp	Gassert,	“Amerikanismus,	Antiamerikanismus	und	Amerikanisierung:	Neue	Literatur	zur	Sozial-	und	

Kulturgeschichte	des	amerikanischen	Einflusses	in	Deutschland	und	Europa”,	in	Archiv	für	Sozialgeschichte,	Vol.	

39,	1999,	p.	537.	Quote	translated.	All	original	German	quotes	are	listed	in	the	Appendix.	If	not	specified	

otherwise,	all	translations	from	German	into	English	are	by	Judith	Wiemers.		
42	Rudolf	Keyser,	Vossische	Zeitung	27/09/1925,	No.	458,	quoted	in	Saekel,	p.	35.	Another	contemporary	source	

commenting	on	the	terminology	Americanism	and	Americanisation	is,	for	example	Otto	Basler,	“Amerikanismus	

–	Geschichte	eines	Schlagwortes”,	in	Deutsche	Rundschau	08/1930,	pp.	142	–	147.	
43	Saekel,	p.	30.		
44	Stahrenberg	&	Grosch,	2014,	p.	109.	
45	Alf	Lüdtke,	Inge	Marßolek,	Adelheid	von	Saldern	(eds.),	Amerikanisierung	–	Traum	und	Albtraum	im	

Deutschland	des	20.	Jahrhunderts,	Stuttgart:	Franz	Steiner	Verlag,	1996,	p.	8.		
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fed	 on	 the	 visual	 symbols	 of	 American	 metropolises.	 Images	 of	 car	 production	 lines	 and	

superior	domestic	technology	promised	personal	mobility	and	enhanced	living	standards.	

Flashing	cinema	lights,	skyscrapers,	raised	hemlines	and	the	cropped	haircuts	of	the	“flapper”	

all	became	signifiers	of	modern	civilisation	that	many	thought	desirable	for	the	new	German	

Republic.	In	the	early	years	of	Germany’s	first	democracy,	intellectuals,	writers	and	composers	

of	a	left-wing,	liberal	mind	set	believed	American	culture	to	be	the	extension	of	a	refreshingly	

enlightened,	sober	and	technologised	society	stripped	of	the	artificiality	and	pomp	that	had	

once	 surrounded	 Germany’s	 monarchy.
46
	 Mass	 culture	 to	 them	 had	 the	 potential	 of	

democratising	art	production	and	consumption,	which	in	Germany	had	long	been	associated	

with	the	elites	of	the	Old	World.	Bertolt	Brecht	(1898	–	1956),	amongst	others,	expressed	his	

hopes	for	a	democratic	distribution	of	knowledge	and	art,	enabled	by	mass	media	outlets	such	

as	 public	 broadcasting	 (which	 had	 been	 inaugurated	 in	 1923),	 newspapers,	 film	 and	

photography.
47
	Thus,	“high	culture”	(Hochkultur)	and	popular	culture	would	no	longer	belong	

exclusively	 to	 the	 bourgeoisie,	 but	 would	 be	 accessible	 to	 all	 social	 classes	 and	 open	 to	

constant	critical	discourse.
48
	In	this	sense,	America’s	cultural	imports	seemed	to	renounce	the	

old,	hierarchical	 structures	of	 aristocracy	and	 instead	embody	progressivity,	 unfettered	by	

ideological	 allegiances.	Mass	 reproduction	 of	 an	American	 standard	would	 finally	 give	 the	

formerly	disadvantaged	access	to	cultural	education	and	so	foster	a	more	egalitarian	society.	

Not	 only	 American	 music,	 dances	 and	 films	 were	 heralded	 as	 bearers	 of	 modernity.	 Any	

German	 cultural	 products	 that	 absorbed	 American	 trends	 became	 vehicles	 for	 what	 was	

perceived	as	typical	American	ideas	and	values.		

	

Despite	 the	 enthusiastic	 perception	 by	 many,	 American	 culture	 penetrating	 Germany’s	

cultural	institutions	also	elicited	harsh	criticism	both	from	conservative	groups	with	“völkisch”	

attitudes,	and	from	groups	with	left-wing,	socialist	ideals.	Those	with	a	nationalist	mind-set,	

often	supporters	of	the	old	empire,	interpreted	American	culture	as	the	aggressive	outgrowth	

																																																								
46	Jost	Hermand	&	Frank	Trommler,	Die	Kultur	der	Weimarer	Republik,	München:	Fischer,	1978,	p.	50.		
47	Bertolt	Brecht,	“Der	Rundfunk	als	Kommunikationsapparat”,	in	Werner	Hecht	(ed.),	Bertolt	Brecht:	

Gesammelte	Werke,	Schriften	zur	Literatur	und	Kunst,	Vol.	18,	Frankfurt:	Suhrkamp,	1967	[1932],	p.	127ff.;	

Walter	Benjamin,	“Das	Kunstwerk	im	Zeitalter	seiner	technischen	Reproduzierbarkeit”,	in	Rolf	Tiedemann	&	

Hermann	Schweppenhäuser	(eds.),	Walter	Benjamin:	Gesammelte	Schriften	Vol.	1.2,	Frankfurt:	Suhrkamp,	1980,	

pp.	471	–	508.	
48	Maase,	p.	148f.		
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of	an	imperialistic	force	that	had	set	out	not	only	to	seize	world	domination	but	also	to	replace	

German	cultural	traditions.	To	some,	the	stipulations	of	the	Versailles	peace	treaty	effectively	

degraded	Germany	 to	 the	status	of	an	American	colony.
49
	The	 fear	of	an	“Überfremdung”	

(“foreign	 infiltration”	 or	 “super-alienation”)	 and	 passionate	 opposition	 to	 foreign	 cultural	

influence	was	based	on	the	lingering	resentment	following	America’s	role	in	the	Entente	and	

peace	treaty	negotiations,	as	well	as	a	deeply-rooted	conviction	of	America	as	an	“uncivilised”,	

“uncultured”	 nation.
50
	 As	 Whyte	 and	 Frisby	 explain,	 “the	 combination	 of	 ruralised	

impoverishment	at	home	and	an	aggressively	successful	economy	on	the	other	side	of	the	

Atlantic	promoted	a	very	ambivalent	relationship	with	all	things	American,	which	oscillated	

over	the	Weimar	years	between	loathing	and	envy”.
51
	In	reactionary	circles,	cultural	imports	

such	 as	 jazz,	 modern	 dance,	 Hollywood	 films	 and	 revealing	 fashion	 were	 demonised	 as	

symbols	of	cultural	decline	and	moral	decay,	threatening	to	overthrow	the	social	etiquette	of	

a	patriarchal	society.	Right-wing,	anti-modernist	propaganda	was	often	nourished	by	racist	

and	anti-Semitic	sentiments.	Some	of	the	era’s	most	remarkable	cultural	expressions,	such	as	

visiting	Afro-American	jazz	musicians	on	Parisian	and	Berlin	stages,	were	viewed	as	symbols	

of	a	rampant	American	spirit.	For	the	most	conservative,	jazz	was	indeed	the	strongest	symbol	

of	Germany’s	defeat.
52
		

	

	

	

	

																																																								
49	Gisela	Lebzelter,	“Die	‘Schwarze	Schmach’.	Vorurteile	–	Propaganda	–	Mythos”,	Geschichte	und	Gesellschaft,	

11.	Jahrgang,	Vol.	1,	1985,	p.	41.		
50	Saekel,	p.	27ff.	See	also	Dan	Diner,	Verkehrte	Welten.	Antiamerikanismus	in	Deutschland,	Frankfurt	a.M.:	

Eichborn	1993,	p.	12f.		
51	Whyte	&	Frisby,	p.	316.		
52	Ulrich	Lenz,	“‘Amerika	forever!’:	Amerika-Boom	und	Jazz-Rausch	im	Deutschland	der	1920er-Jahre”,	in	Brandl-

Risi,	Risi,	Komische	Oper	Berlin	(eds.),	p.	65.		
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Chapter	I	

“Anything	exotic”1:		

Jazz	and	American	popular	song	in	Weimar	Germany		

	

Jazz-Band	
	

Sie	kommen	weither	übers	Meer,	
the	Jazzband,	the	Jazzband,	
Und	spielen	wie	das	wilde	Heer,	
und	spielen	wie	da	wilde	Heer,	
in	Frisco	und	in	Westend!	
Es	hüpfen	wie	das	Känguruh	
der	Frackmensch	und	der	Nackte,	
der	wilde	Büffel	und	das	Gnu	
die	tanzen	nach	dem	Takte.	
(Walter	Mehring)	2	
	

	

Introduction	

	

Within	the	larger	trend	of	Cultural	Americanisation,	it	is	difficult	to	dissect	phenomena	that	

are	essentially	entangled	and	co-dependent.	However,	 for	the	discussion	of	German	music	

film	and	its	formal	and	aesthetic	trajectory,	the	impact	of	jazz	and	its	associated	meanings	is	

arguably	 crucial.	 Music	 had	 played	 a	 significant	 role	 in	 cinematic	 history	 since	 its	 very	

inception	and	continued	to	do	so	with	the	arrival	of	sound	film	technology	in	the	late	1920s.3	

                                                
1	Franz	Wolfgang	Koebner,	Jazz	und	Shimmy	–	Brevier	der	neuesten	Tänze,	Berlin:	Dr.	Eysler	&	Co,	1921,	p.	11.	
2	Quote	from	Walter	Mehring	and	Mischa	Spoliansky’s	song	“Jazz-Band”,	first	performed	at	Wilde	Bühne	in	1923.	

Mehring’s	text	had	been	previously	published	under	the	title	Grotesksong	in	the	magazine	Weltbühne	(1921)	

and	was	first	performed	at	Schall	und	Rauch	in	1920	to	a	musical	setting	by	Friedrich	Hollaender.	See	Carolin	

Stahrenberg,	Hot	Spots	von	Café	bis	Kabarett:	musikalische	Handlungsräume	im	Berlin	Mischa	Spolianskys	1918	–	

1933,	Münster:	Waxmann,	2012,	p.	202;	Walter	Mehring,	Grotesksong	–	für	Paule	Graetz,	in	Weltbühne,	

31/03/1921,	No.	13.	Translation	in	Appendix	by	Alan	Lareau,	“Jonny’s	Jazz:	From	Kabarett	to	Krenek”,	in	Budds	

(ed.),	p.	40.		
3	Some	useful	sources	commenting	on	sound	film	development	in	Germany	are	Rudolf	Arnheim,	“Der	tönende	

Film”,	Die	Weltbühne	16/10/1928,	No.	42,	quoted	in	Helmuth	H.	Diederichs	(ed.),	Die	Seele	in	der	Silberschicht:	

Medientheoretische	Texte.	Photographie	–	Film	–	Rundfunk,	Frankfurt	am	Main:	Suhrkamp,	2004;	Jeanpaul	

Goergen,	“Von	der	zusammengeflickten	Musik	zum	Tonfilmschlager”	in	Peter	Mänz	&	Rainer	Rother	(eds.);	Hans	

H.	Prinzler,	Licht	und	Schatten	–	Filme	der	Weimarer	Republik	1918	–	1933.	München:	Schirmer	Mosel,	2012;	
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By	then,	American	popular	music	was	well	established	on	the	German	market,	its	proliferation	

supported	by	a	growing	medial	network	of	public	broadcasting,	record	production	and	sheet	

music	sales.4	A	greatly	influential	and	simultaneously	contested	genre	to	infiltrate	European	

markets	and	significantly	shape	national	styles	of	popular	music	after	World	War	One	was	jazz.	

Far	 from	being	a	musical	 idiom	alone,	the	potency	of	 its	 imagery	and	cluster	of	associated	

meanings	 rendered	 jazz	 the	defining	 feature	of	a	conflicted	historical	period:	 the	so-called	

“Jazz	Age”.	

	

Through	 an	 investigation	 of	 German	 sources	 from	 the	 1920s	 and	 early	 1930s,	 such	 as	

newspapers,	magazines,	user	manuals	and	songs,	the	chapter	will	explore	and	problematise	

the	plurality	of	meanings	associated	with	 jazz	 in	a	defining	period.	The	very	beginnings	of	

German	jazz	reception	and	adaptation	provide	pivotal	clues	for	subsequent	chapters	dealing	

with	 the	 inception	 and	 development	 of	 German	 music	 film	 after	 1929,	 and	 its	 intricate	

relationship	with	American	cultural	motifs.	The	problem	of	definition	will	prove	essential	for	

the	analysis	of	(Afro-)	American	musical	idioms	in	German	music	films	of	the	Weimar	Republic,	

and	those	produced	under	the	auspices	of	the	Nazi	government	from	1933	onwards.		

	

	

“Was	ist	Jazz?”5	The	problem	with	terminology		

	

Both	as	a	musical	term	and	an	expression	of	zeitgeist,	“jazz”	is	a	highly	complex	and	conflicted	

concept.	In	October	1926,	the	American	Singing	magazine	published	a	statement	by	George	

Gershwin,	which	reads:	“The	most	painful	thing	about	any	discussion	of	jazz	is	the	seemingly	

inevitable	confusion	of	terminology.	[…]	The	word	has	been	used	for	so	many	different	things	

                                                
Lutz	Koepnick,	“3	June	1929:	Lloyd	Bacon’s	The	Singing	Fool	Triggers	Debate	about	Sound	Film”,	in	Jennifer	M.	

Kapczynski	and	Michael	D.	Richardson	(eds.),	A	New	History	of	German	Cinema,	Rochester:	Camden	House,	

2012.	
4	See	for	example	Becker,	2014,	pp.	293	–	368.		
5	Carl	Schmidt,	“Was	ist	Jazz”?,	Der	Artist:	Zentral-Organ	der	Zirkus,	Varieté-Bühnen,	reisenden	Kapellen	und	

Ensembles	(from	heron	abbreviated	as	Der	Artist)		16/9/1928,	No.	2239,	shelfmark:	Os10005-

45,2168/2193.1928.	Staatsbibliothek	zu	Berlin.	
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that	it	has	ceased	to	have	any	definite	meaning.”	6	Other	performers	of	jazz,	even	those	of	the	

arguably	 highest	 calibre,	 offered	 similar	 sentiments.	 Jazz	 pianist	 Jelly	 Roll	Morton	 (1890	 –	

1941)	described	jazz	as	“a	style	that	can	be	applied	to	any	type	of	tune”,	and	Louis	Armstrong	

(1801	–	1971),	reportedly	claimed	that	“anything	you	can	express	to	the	public	 is	 jazz.”	7	 It	

seems	 that	 from	 its	 very	beginnings,	 jazz	was	 far	 from	being	a	 closed	 category.	As	 Joshua	

Berret	argues	in	his	monograph	on	Paul	Whiteman	and	Louis	Armstrong	the	1910s	and	1920s	

saw	jazz	as	an	“inclusive	music	without	any	distinct	stylistic	boundaries”,	a	“loose	term	[…]	

often	used	simply	to	mean	popular	dance	music	[…].”8	If	some	of	its	pioneers	struggled	to	pin	

down	a	neat	definition	of	jazz,	it	is	unsurprising	that	the	challenges	to	grapple	with	its	meaning	

were	even	greater	elsewhere.	In	Germany,	matters	were	complicated	by	a	post-World-War-

One-embargo	on	luxury	items,	which	meant	that	the	jargon	associated	with	Afro-American	

musical	idioms	was	quicker	to	cross	the	Atlantic	than	their	manifestation	on	recordings.9	There	

is	 ample	 evidence	 to	 suggest	 that	 any	 theoretical	 knowledge	 of	 jazz,	 let	 alone	 practical	

musicianship,	was	often	based	on	vague	ideas.	Ernst	Krenek	(1900	–	1991),	composer	of	the	

jazz-inspired	 opera	 Jonny	 spielt	 auf	 (1927)	 retrospectively	 commented	 on	 the	 stylistic	

miscellany	of	early	German	jazz:	“Real	jazz	was	still	unknown	in	Europe.	We	gave	the	name	

jazz	to	anything	that	came	out	of	America.”10		

	

                                                
6	Anonymous	(Kramer),	“Mr.	Gershwin	replies	to	Mr.	Kramer”,	Singing	1,	10/1926,	No.	10,	p.	17,	quoted	in	

Joshua	Berret,	Louis	Armstrong	&	Paul	Whiteman	–	Two	Kings	of	Jazz,	New	Haven:	Yale	University	Press,	2004,	p.	

41.	Full	article	reprinted	in	John	Wyatt	(ed.),	The	George	Gershwin	Reader,	Oxford:	Oxford	University	Press,	

2007,	p.	98.		Gershwin	replied	to	the	polemic	writing	of	neo-romantic	composer	Walter	A.	Kramer,	who	agitated	

against	jazz.		
7	Morton	quoted	in	Gerald	Early,	“Pulp	and	Circumstance:	the	Story	of	Jazz	in	High	Places”,	in	Robert	O’Meally	

(ed.),	The	Jazz	Cadence	of	American	Culture,	New	York:	Columbia	University	Press,	1998,	p.	403;	Armstrong	

quoted	(no	original	source	given)	in	Berret,	p.	90.		
8	Ibid.,	p.	15.	
9	J.	Bradford	Robinson,	“Jazz	Reception	in	Weimar	Germany:	In	Search	of	a	Shimmy	Figure”,	in	Bryan	Gilliam	

(ed.),	Music	and	Performance	during	the	Weimar	Republic,	Cambridge:	Cambridge	University	Press,	2005	[1994],	

p.	114;	Len	Platt	&	Tobias	Becker,	“‘A	Happy	Man	Can	Live	in	the	Past’	–	Musical	Theatre	Transfer	in	the	1920s	

and	1930s”,	in	Daniel	Morat,	Tobias	Becker,	Kerstin	Lange	et.al	(eds.),	p.	121.		
10	Quoted	in	Karl	B.	Schnelting	(ed.),	Zeugen	des	Jahrhunderts:	Porträts	aus	dem	Musikerleben	–	Hans	Heinz	

Stuckenschmidt,	Ernst	Krenek,	Rolf	Liebermann,	Frankfurt:	Fischer	Verlag,	1987,	p.	60.	Translation	in	Robinson,	p.	

113.	
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Existing	 literature	on	the	dissemination	of	 jazz	music	 in	Germany	by	Horst	Lange,	Susan	C.	

Cook,	 Michael	 H.	 Kater,	 Frank	 Tirro,	 Alan	 Lareau	 and	 J.	 Bradford	 Robinson	 is	 primarily	

concerned	with	 tracing	 stylistics	 influences	of	 “legitimate	black-American	 jazz”	on	German	

musicians	along	a	chronological	axis.11	These	scholars	have	also	given	meticulous	accounts	of	

exportation	of	jazz	to	Germany	by	outstanding	American	musicians	and	recordings.	While	the	

analysis	resulting	from	this	focus	is	valuable,	it	often	disregards	the	issue	of	terminology,	its	

inherent	fluidity	and	ambiguity.		

	

Arguably,	any	account	of	jazz	in	Weimar	Germany	must	be	embedded	in	a	discussion	on	the	

place	 it	 inhabited	 in	 the	 urban	 leisure	 industry	 and	 its	 broader	 cultural	 meaning	 if	 the	

undeniable	societal	significance	beyond	the	realm	of	music	is	to	be	truthfully	captured.	Thus,	

this	research	would	like	to	propose	that	the	question	of	stylistic	“authenticity”,	if	such	a	thing	

indeed	exists,	is	irrelevant	for	this	discussion.12	What	seems	more	pertinent	when	scrutinising	

reception	and	representations	of	jazz	in	German	press,	and	ultimately	German	music	film,	is	

an	investigation	of	the	values	and	preconceptions	attached	to	the	idea	of	jazz.	This	approach,	

relying	 strongly	 on	 contemporary	 1920s	 and	 1930s	 sources,	 also	 factors	 in	 the	 essentially	

emotional	 response	 to	 the	process	of	Cultural	Americanisation.	This	dissertation	 therefore	

treats	jazz	as	a	similarly	flexible,	unstable	and	inclusive	term	as	early	20th	century	musicians,	

composers	and	critics.	Other	scholars	working	on	jazz	and	American	film,	such	as	Krin	Gabbard	

and	Jennifer	Fleeger	have	used	this	approach	convincingly.13		

                                                
11	Quote	by	Robinson,	p.	113.	
12	In	his	study	on	the	jazz	diaspora,	Bruce	Johnsons	remarks	on	the	ambiguity	of	terminology	and	origin.	He	

highlights	that	“Jazz	was	not	‘invented’	and	then	exported.	It	was	invented	in	the	process	of	being	disseminated.	

As	both	idea	and	practice,	jazz	came	into	being	through	negotiation	with	the	vehicles	of	its	dissemination	and	

with	conditions	it	encountered	in	any	given	location.”	See	Bruce	Johnson,	“The	Jazz	Diaspora”,	in	Mervyn	Cooke	

and	David	Horn	(eds.),	The	Cambridge	Companion	to	Jazz,	Cambridge:	Cambridge	University	Press,	2002,	p.	39.	
13	Krin	Gabbard,	Jammin’	at	the	Margins:	Jazz	and	the	American	Cinema,	Chicago:	University	of	Chicago	Press,	

1996;	Jennifer	Fleeger,	Sounding	American:	Hollywood,	Opera,	and	Jazz,	Oxford:	Oxford	University	Press,	2014.	

Fleeger	comments	“Film	scholar	Krin	Gabbart	is	extremely	inclusive	in	his	definition.	For	example,	despite	the	

fact	that	The	Jazz	Singer	contains	little	in	the	way	of	‘real’	jazz,	Gabbard	insists	that	because	of	how	the	music	

signified	at	the	time	of	its	initial	release,	Jolson’s	feature	film	debut	is	indeed	a	‘jazz	film’”.	See	Fleeger,	p.	95.	In	a	

similar	fashion,	Fleeger	labels	a	“‘jazz	film’	one	that	would	have	been	recognised	as	such	by	Hollywood	and	its	

audience	during	the	period	of	conversion,	regardless	of	whether	the	soundtrack	meets	the	more	recently	

defined	musical	prerequisites.”	
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The	vagueness	that	marked	the	reception	of	jazz	in	the	1920s	is	rooted	in	the	economic	and	

sociocultural	context	of	the	young	Weimar	Republic.		After	the	end	of	World	War	One,	trading	

relationships	between	Germany	and	America	only	recovered	gradually.	The	collapse	of	the	

German	economy	caused	hyperinflation	and	resulted	in	the	country’s	cultural	isolation	from	

the	rest	of	Western	Europe.14	Eventually	the	introduction	of	a	new	currency	(Reichsmark)	in	

October	1923	and	the	instigation	of	the	Dawes	plan	in	1924	initiated	a	short	five-year	period	

of	relative	economic	stability.	The	term	“jazz”	surfaced	around	1917	in	the	New	Orleans	music	

scene.15	When	it	increasingly	featured	in	German	news	stories	after	World	War	One,	both	its	

spelling	(variations	included	Jes,	Yas,	Yass,	Yazz)	and	its	meaning	caused	issues.	Initially,	there	

were	only	very	few,	if	any,	reliable	sources	of	reference	available	that	matched	up	the	term	

with	concrete	pieces	of	music.		

	

Before	the	recording	and	distribution	of	jazz	music	became	in	any	way	commercially	viable	

from	the	mid-1920s	onwards,	there	were	few	points	of	contact.	Neither	the	quintessential	

American	 and	 English	 recordings	 of	 the	 Original	 Dixieland	 Jazz	 Band	 nor	 the	 1922	 –	 23	

recordings	of	the	New	Orleans	Rhythm	Kings	were	available	in	the	early	1920s.16	While	it	is	

difficult	 to	trace	exactly	how	many	recordings	were	available	to	German	 listeners,	Dietrich	

Schulz-Koehn’	s	study	on	the	record	on	the	global	market	proposes	that	virtually	no	American	

records	 were	 imported	 officially	 in	 the	 immediate	 post-war	 years,	 and	 despite	 renewed	

trading	 relations	 later	 on,	 the	 number	 of	 jazz	 recordings	 remained	 small	 throughout	 the	

1920s.17	Gramophones	and	records	had	been	available	 in	Europe	before	the	war,	but	both	

production	 and	distribution	were	extremely	 limited.	 It	was	not	before	 the	mid-1920s	 that	

mass	production	made	gramophones	cheaper	and	record	sales	accelerated	and	subsequently	

increased	dramatically	(196,000	gramophones	were	sold	 in	1925,	by	1929	the	number	had	

                                                
14	Robinson,	p.	114.	
15	Grove	Music	Online,	“Jazz”,	accessed	15/05/2018.		
16	Robinson,	p.	115.	
17	Dietrich	Schulz-Koehn,	Die	Schallplatte	auf	dem	Weltmarkt,	Berlin:	Verlag	Reher,	1940,	pp.	152	–	153.	Dietrich	

Schulz-Koehn	was	an	interesting	figure.	While	working	as	a	“Luftwaffe”	officer	in	the	Second	World	War,	he	was	

a	jazz	enthusiast	and	connoisseur,	publishing	an	underground	jazz	newsletter.	For	more	information	and	

interviews,	see	Mike	Swerin,	Swing	under	the	Nazis	–	Jazz	as	a	Metaphor	for	Freedom,	New	York:	Cooper	Square	

Press,	2000	[1985].	
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rocketed	to	427,000).18	A	record	exchange	programme	between	Polyphon	Werke	AG	and	the	

American	 label	 Brunswick	 was	 only	 fully	 instituted	 by	 1927	 and	 focussed	 mostly	 on	 the	

exchange	of	commercial	music	instead	of	more	experimental	jazz.19		

	

Complicating	the	 influx	of	American	music	further,	the	first	public	radio	stations	were	only	

established	 in	 1923.20	 Germany	 had	 routinely	 attached	 the	 label	 of	 jazz	 to	 any	 type	 of	

syncopated	or	fast-paced	dance	music	by	this	time	and	despite	many	programmes	regularly	

airing	“jazz	music”,	a	study	of	the	weekly	programme	guides	issued	by	several	major	German	

broadcasters	in	the	decade	reveals	“that	of	12,500	jazz	titles	known	to	have	been	broadcast,	

only	three	were	by	Ellington	and	none	was	by	Armstrong.”21		

	

The	issues	with	accessibility	required	dance	and	music	enthusiasts	in	crisis-stricken	Germany	

to	rely	on	written	accounts	of	jazz,	firstly	sheet	music	and	a	few	years	on,	instruction	manuals	

for	 the	 amateur	 and	 professional	 musician.	 The	 dominance	 of	 printed	 sheet-music	 over	

recordings	and	radio	broadcast	remained	intact	even	in	the	latter	part	of	the	1920s.22	

	

	

Jazz	and	modernism	

	

The	limited	availability	of	American	recordings	in	the	early	years	of	the	1920s	did	in	no	way	

harm	interest	in	jazz	–	it	may	have	even	propelled	it.	In	1927,	music	critic	and	author	Alfred	

Baresel	ascertained	that	jazz	“is	an	expression	of	our	times”,	surpassing	the	limitations	of	a	

                                                
18	Kurt	Blaukopf,	Massenmedium	Schallplatte:	Die	Stellung	des	Tonträgers	in	der	Kultursoziologie	und	

Kulturstatistik,	Wiesbaden:	Breitkopf	und	Härtel,	1977,	p.	26,	quoted	in	Christian	Schär,	Der	Schlager	und	seine	

Tänze	im	Deutschland	der	1920er	Jahre,	Zürich:	Chronos	Verlag,	1991,	p.	39f.		
19	Robinson,	p.	114.	The	exchange	programme	regulated	the	trading	of	German	classical	records	for	American	

dance	music.	It	was	set	up	on	high	corporate	levels	by	the	German	and	American	recording	monopolies.		
20	Christopher	Hailey,	“Rethinking	Sound:	Music	and	Radio	in	Weimar	Germany”,	in	Bryan	Gilliam	(ed.),	Music	

and	Performance	in	the	Weimar	Republic,	Cambridge:	Cambridge	University	Press,	2005,	p.	13.	
21	See	Bernd	Hoffmann,	“Jazz	im	Radio	der	frühen	Jahre”,	in	Helmut	Rösner	(ed.),	Rock/Pop/Jazz:	Vom	Amateur	

zum	Profi,	Referate	und	Diskussionen	der	Tagung	des	Arbeitskreises	Studium	Populärer	Musik,	Hamburg:	

Arbeitskreis	Studium	populärer	Musik	e.V.,	1987,	pp.	43	–	59,	quoted	in	Robinson	p.	117.		
22	Robinson,	pp.	114	–	117.		
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short-lived	trend.	Instead,	jazz	is	“Weltanschauung”,	a	philosophy	shared	by	all	branches	of	

society:		

	

Intellectuals	and	poets	have	spoken	about	the	new	body	cult,	of	a	new	liberation	[…],	of	the	

mechanisation	and	un-romanticism	of	this	new	life,	of	an	American	spirit.	Critics	and	writers	

have	elevated	 jazz	and	pixie	 cut	 as	 symbols	of	 a	new	world	 view	 in	 their	writings,	 and	 the	

ordinary	people	have	instinctively,	and	passionately	embraced	these	very	symbols.23	
			

Baresel’s	verdict	is	indicative	of	a	1920s	understanding	of	jazz,	one	that	extends	to	notions	

about	social	conduct,	ideology,	politics,	fashion,	and	art.	In	Germany,	jazz	essentially	became	

a	symbol	 for	 (North)	America,	and	as	such	a	radical	bearer	of	modernity.	Michael	H.	Kater	

addresses	this	point	when	writing:	“Apart	from	its	most	immediate	usefulness	for	recreation,	

many	creative	spirits	of	the	Weimar	Republic	saw	in	jazz	the	essence	of	the	era’s	modernism,	

an	influence	toward	greater	equality	and	emancipation	–	in	short,	democracy	for	Germans.”24		

	

As	Kater	alludes,	 jazz	challenged	 the	creative	 industries	and	 inspired	composers,	novelists,	

visual	artists	and	poets.	Composers	of	popular	music,	such	as	Friedrich	Hollaender	(1896	–	

1976),	Mischa	Spoliansky	(1898	–	1985),	or	Walter	Kollo	(1978	–	1940),	and	their	lyricists	used	

their	 songs	 to	 both	 utilise	 jazz	 techniques	 and	 comment	 on	 jazz	 as	 a	 cultural	 expression.	

Esteemed	 writers,	 among	 them	 Kurt	 Tucholsky,	 Irmgard	 Keun,	 Vicky	 Baum,	 Christopher	

Isherwood	 and	 Erich	 Kästner	 included	 references	 to	 hotel	 jazz	 bands	 as	 an	 indispensable	

component	of	Berlin’s	cosmopolitan	leisure	culture.25	German	composers	of	“serious”	music,	

such	as	Kurt	Weill	(1900	–	1950),	Paul	Hindemith	(1895	–	1963),	Ernst	Krenek	and	those	writing	

light-hearted	operetta	 in	 the	 tradition	of	Offenbach’s	Parisian	opéra	bouffes,	 such	as	Paul	

Abraham	(1892	–	1960)	and	Emmerich	Kálmán	(1882	–	1953),	incorporated	American	musical	

idioms	to	ensure	greatest	possible	topicality	in	both	sound	and	narrative.	The	jazz	craze	even	

encouraged	publishers	to	sell	“jazz	versions”	of	classical	repertoire.	These	included	Chopin’s	

Waltz	Op.	64	No.2	(“Chopinata”),	Schubert’s	“Unvollendete”,	Mendelssohn’s	“Frühlingslied”	

                                                
23	Alfred	Baresel,	“Entwicklungsmöglichkeiten	der	Jazzmusik”,	Der	Artist	21/10/1927,	No.	2178.	
24	Kater,	1992,	p.	17.		
25	On	cosmopolitanism	and	leisure	culture,	see	for	example	Daniel	Morat,	“Einleitung”,	in	Daniel	Morat,	Tobias	

Becker,	Kerstin	Lange	et.al	(eds.),	p.	14ff.		
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and	 even	 parts	 from	 Handel’s	 Messiah,	 among	 many	 others.26	 Painters	 such	 as	 Otto	 Dix	

(Metropolis,	1927)	or	Paul	Grunwaldt	(Varieté,	1925)	captured	jazz	performances	on	canvas.	

Even	the	architecture	of	the	Bauhaus	collective	in	Weimar	and	Dessau	has	been	linked	to	the	

emergence	of	jazz,	not	least	because	the	institution	had	its	own	jazz	band	(the	Bauhaus	Jazz	

Band,	founded	circa	1925)	and	saw	itself	as	part	of	the	wider	literary	and	artistic	movement	

of	Neue	Sachlichkeit	 (New	Objectivity)	with	 its	 aspirations	 for	 functionality	 and	 sobriety.27	

Music	too	was	desired	to,	as	Christopher	Hailey	puts	it,	“no	longer	be	a	vehicle	for	expressing	

ideas	and	emotions	but	a	neutral	medium	of	sound	obeying	its	own	phenomenological	laws	

and	 expressing	 only	 itself.”28	 With	 its	 syncopated	 rhythms,	 improvisations,	 and	

unconventional	instruments,	jazz	fit	perfectly	into	the	conceptualisation	of	music	and	sound	

expressing	nothing	but	itself.29	

	

When	considering	jazz	as	a	symbol	for	burgeoning	modernism,	comments	in	contemporary	

music	 magazines	 add	 valuable	 perspectives	 on	 questions	 of	 jazz	 reception.	 Particularly	

interesting	is	the	weekly	trade	magazine	Der	Artist:	Zentral-Organ	der	Zirkus,	Varieté-Bühnen,	

reisenden	Kapellen	und	Ensembles,	published	in	Düsseldorf	and	disseminated	across	Germany.		

The	 magazine	 focussed	 on	 jazz	 performance	 and	 reception	 throughout	 its	 publication	

history.30	Guest	contributor	Alfred	Baresel	 stressed	his	belief	 in	 jazz	as	a	cultural	necessity	

born	out	of	societal	change,	similar	to	previous	cultural	trends	such	as	“long	plait,	crinoline,	

minuet	or	Viennese	waltzes”.	These	are,	he	asserts,	“symbolic	for	the	ideology	and	thought	of	

an	historical	era.”31	

                                                
26	Der	Artist	17/08/1928,	No.	2226;	Allgemeine	Musikzeitung	22/11/1929,	No.	47.	(Source	abbreviated	to	AMZ	

from	hereon.)	
27	Hans	M.	Wingler,	The	Bauhaus:	Weimar,	Dessau,	Berlin,	Chicago,	Cambridge	Mass.:	MIT	Press,	1986,	p.	485.		
28	Hailey,	p.	16.		
29	Theodore	Lux	Feininger,	Die	Bauhauskapelle.	Ein	Beitrag	zur	Geschichte	des	Bauhauses,	Typoskript,	Bauhaus-

Archiv	Berlin,	no	year;	Theodore	Lux	Feininger,	Photographs	of	the	Twenties	and	Thirties,	Exhibition	catalogue,	

Prakapas	Gallery,	New	York,	1980,	quoted	on	http://bauhaus-online.de/atlas/werke/mitglieder-der-

bauhauskapelle,	accessed	18/03/2016.	
30	The	magazine	comprises	a	large	section	with	advertisements	by	musicians,	bands,	publishers,	music	shops	

etc.,	regular	updates	from	theatres,	reviews	and	in-depth-articles	on	topical	matters	concerning	commercial	

music,	jazz,	cabaret	as	well	as	opera,	film	and	concert	music.		
31	Alfred	Baresel,	“Entwicklungsmöglichkeiten	der	Jazzmusik”,	Der	Artist	21/10/1927,	No.	2178.	
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Another	 contributor,	 J.	 Senna,	 arrives	 at	 a	 similar	 conclusion	 after	 drawing	 direct	 links	

between	World	War	One	and	a	 subsequent	political,	economic,	and	cultural	 revolution.	 In	

Senna’s	account,	the	accelerated	life	of	modernity	and	post-war	restlessness	correlate	directly	

with	 the	 “nerve-wracking”	 tempi	 and	 rhythms	 of	 jazz,	 which	 create	 sensations	 of	 “lulling	

intoxication	and	sensuous	frenzy”.32	Others	had	made	similar	connections.	Already	in	1903,	

Georg	 Simmel	wrote	 extensively	 on	 the	 relentless	 production	 of	 both	 visual	 and	 auditory	

stimuli	 in	modern	cities	and	the	consequences	for	the	nervous	system	of	city	dwellers.33	In	

1926,	the	comparison	between	city	sounds	and	jazz	seemed	obvious:	“Jazz	is	the	rhythm	of	

time,	it	caricatures	the	tempo	of	our	times.	It	is	a	mirror	of	the	constant	rush	and	haste	of	the	

city	dweller.”34	 In	contrast	to	other	contemporaries,	who	perceived	the	sounds	of	 jazz	as	a	

source	of	discomfort,	Senna	attributes	a	productive	energy	to	the	unsettling	experience	of	

jazz	and	its	dances:	

	

Isn’t	jazz	an	affirmation	and	salute	to	life,	an	invitation	to	zestfulness	and	joy	of	life?	Intensified	

awareness,	releasing	a	rhythmic	frenzy	of	the	senses.	As	soon	as	jazz	music	is	heard,	everything	

swings	in	its	rhythm.	You	feel	liberated	from	the	burdens	of	life.35	

	

For	Kurt	Tucholsky,	who	published	an	article	on	the	topic	in	Die	Weltbühne,	jazz	music	simply	

is	“the	soundtrack	of	everyday	life”.	Accordingly,	he	suggests	that	musicians	should	not	wear	

garish	costumes	but	“work	in	civilian	clothes”.	“They	work”,	he	stresses:	“What	they	do	is	the	

most	extreme	contrast	to	Romanticism.”36	

	

	

	

	

                                                
32	J.	Senna,	“Lebensrhythmus	des	Jazz”,	Der	Artist	21/10/1927,	No.	2183.	
33	Georg	Simmel,	“Die	Großstädte	und	das	Geistesleben”,	in	Rüdiger	Kramme,	Angela	Rammstedt,	Otthein	

Rammsteadt	(eds.),	Georg	Simmel,	Aufsätze	und	Abhandlungen	1901	–	1908,	Vol.	1,	Frankfurt	a.M.:	1995,	p.	116.		
34	H.	Emel,	“Die	Tanzmusik	im	Rahmen	des	Rundfunks”,	Funk	Woche	1926	(no	exact	date),	No.	48,	quoted	in	

Daniel	Morat,	“Populärmusik”,	in	Morat,	Becker,	Lange	et	al	(eds.),	p.	149.	
35	J.	Senna,	“Lebensrhythmus	des	Jazz”,	Der	Artist	21/10/1927,	No.	2183.	
36	Peter	Panter	(Kurt	Tucholsky),	“Der	neue	Troubadour”,	Weltbühne	24/03/1921,	No.	12,	pp.	341	–	342.	
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Jazz	as	dance	

	

In	1920s	reception	and	practice,	jazz	as	a	musical	phenomenon	of	modernity	was	intricately	

linked	 to	 its	 associated	 (Afro-)	 American	 dances.	 In	 1927,	 journalist	 Bertold	 Mülhaupt	

portrayed	modern	dance	styles	as	the	expressions	of	the	young	generation’s	socio-political	

liberation	against	the	backdrop	of	changing	cityscapes:		

	

Jazz	 dance	 is	 a	 liberation	of	 dogma,	 an	 expression	of	 confidence	 and	 independence	of	 the	

individual.	The	development	correlates	with	 the	new	traffic	 system	 in	our	cities,	which	will	

teach	us	better	self-awareness	and	the	ability	to	make	independent	decisions.37		

	

The	dance	craze	of	the	1920s,	facilitated	by	an	abundance	of	new	dance	cafés,	dance	bands,	

and	printed	dance	music	collections,	fed	on	the	obsession	with	jazz.	In	Germany	of	the	early	

1920s,	 dances	 associated	with	 popular	 (Afro-)	 American	 culture	 could	 be	 as	 enigmatic	 as	

American	music,	and	once	again,	terminology	was	swiftly	adopted	as	part	of	the	anglicised	

post-war	 jargon.	While	syncopated	dance	music	such	as	ragtime,	foxtrot	and	the	Cakewalk	

had	been	introduced	to	Germany	in	the	early	1900s,	newer	styles	were	met	with	fascination,	

even	bewilderment.38	In	1922,	Heinz	Pollack	captured	the	influx	of	modern	dance	and	music	

styles	as	part	of	his	study	on	the	“revolution	of	social	dance”:	

	

Sounds	 of	 nature.	 Primitive	 movements.	 Negro-culture.	 New	 arm	 hold.	 New	 movements.	

Shoulder	dance.	Belly	dance.	Back	dance.	Yazz	[!]-	band-Music.	Shimmy.	Shimmy-Shag.	Paso-

doble.	Yazz-step,	Scottish-Espagnol,	Shimmy-Fox.	Expressionism,	Futurism	[…].	Revolution!39	

	

Just	 as	 Pollack	 equated	 jazz	with	 revolution,	 so	did	 countless	 others.	 For	many	observers,	

“jazz”	and	“Shimmy”	–	 regardless	of	 their	ambiguous	meaning	–	embodied	modernity	and	

                                                
37	Bertold	Mülhaupt,	“Für	oder	gegen	die	Jazzmusik?”,	Der	Artist	21/10/1927,	No.	2178.		
38	Susan	Cook’s	definition	of	the	foxtrot:	“Central	to	the	foxtrot,	which	had	appeared	in	1914,	was	its	

accompanying	music	with	four	beats	to	the	measure.	Above	a	steady	bass	line,	often	an	oom-pah	oom-pah	

pattern,	dance	bands	floated	syncopated	or	swung	melodies	which	gave	the	foxtrot	its	jazzy	flavour.”	See	Susan	

Cook,	Opera	for	a	New	Republic	–	The	Zeitopern	of	Krenek,	Weill	and	Hindemith,	Ann	Arbor:	UMI	Research	Press,	

1988,	p.	47.			
39	Heinz	Pollack,	Die	Revolution	des	Gesellschaftstanzes,	Dresden:	Sibyllen-Verlag,	1922,	p.	71.	
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became	visceral	expressions	of	a	progressive	mindset.	The	exaggerated	hip	movements	and	

kicks	of	the	Shimmy,	Charleston	and	Black	Bottom	aided	this	perception.40	Typically,	modern	

dance	styles	entered	the	public	realm	at	afternoon	dance	events	hosted	by	grand	hotels	and	

café	houses,	where	 small	orchestras	 (called	Salonorchester)	 catered	 for	 the	 tastes	of	 their	

pundits.	 In	 his	 enlightening,	 rather	 naughty	 Führer	 durch	 das	 lasterhafte	 Berlin	 (“Guide	

through	 sinful	 Berlin”)	 from	1931,	 Curt	Moreck	describes	 the	 so-called	 “5-Uhr-Tee”	 dance	

events	as	“preludes	to	Berlin’s	nightlife”,	where	“the	middle	classes	and	the	unconventional	

characters	 from	 the	 demimonde	 mingle”.41	 Berlin	 offered	 a	 wide	 palette	 of	 dance	

establishments,	 from	 the	 stodgy	 to	 the	 scandalous.	Unsurprisingly,	 conservative	observers	

feared	 the	 new	 social	 dances	 as	 improperly	 eroticised,	 “degenerative”	 symptoms	 of	 the	

American	influence.42	

	

In	 his	 study	on	German	dance	 culture,	 Christian	 Schär	 suggests	 a	 simplified	 chronology	of	

American	 dances	 arriving	 in	 Europe.	While	 the	 complexity	 of	 the	 American	 dance	 history		

defies	a	neat	timeline,	it	serves	as	a	useful	overview:	

	

Cakewalk:	~1900	

Two-Step:	~1900	

Boston,	Tango,	One-step:	~1910	

Ragtime:	~1912	

Foxtrot:	1914	(England),	1918	(Germany)	

Shimmy:	1920/21	

Charleston:	1925	(introduced	by	Josephine	Baker)	

Black	Bottom:	192743	

	

                                                
40	Ulrich	Kurth,	“‘Ich	pfeif’	auf	Tugend	und	Moral’	–	Zum	Foxtrott	in	den	zwanziger	Jahren’”,	in	Sabine	Schutte	

(ed.),	“Ich	will	aber	gerade	vom	Leben	singen”	–	über	populäre	Musik	vom	ausgehenden	19.	Jahrhundert	bis	zum	

Ende	der	Weimarer	Republik,	Hamburg:	Rowohlt	Verlag,	1987,	p.	367.		
41	Curt	Moreck,	Führer	durch	das	lasterhafte	Berlin,	Berlin:	Nicolai	Verlag,	1996	[1931],	p.	62.		
42	See	Schutte	p.	289f;	Schär,	p.	139f.		
43	For	detailed	descriptions	and	definitions,	see	Schär	pp.	82	–	96.		
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The	relatively	speedy	succession	of	modern	dance	styles,	and	a	lack	of	original	source	material		

led	to	a	complicated	assimilation	in	Germany.	There	was	much	confusion	about	the	specifics	

of	the	respective	dances,	and	names	were	used	interchangeably	on	many	occasions.		

From	the	early	1920s,	dance	manuals	sought	to	clarify	any	ambiguity	about	dance	technique	

and	etiquette.	One	of	the	earliest	publications	on	American	dances	was	the	compilation	Jazz	

und	Shimmy	–	Ein	Brevier	der	neuesten	Tänze,	published	in	1921.	It	comprised	instructions	for	

tango,	one-step	and	shimmy,	tips	on	dress	conventions	and	a	selection	of	newspaper	articles	

on	jazz	and	jazz	dance	history.	An	excerpt	from	an	article	published	by	Deutsche	Nachrichten-

Agentur	printed	in	the	volume	vividly	expresses	its	author’s	emotional	reaction	to	jazz	dance:		

	

Jazz	is	the	popular	dance	of	today,	one	has	never	seen	such	shaking	of	the	limbs	and	contorting	

of	the	body	on	the	dance	floor	before.	[…]	It	is	puzzling	how	people	of	sound	mind	can	take	

pleasure	in	this	nigger-banging-on-instruments.44	

	

Another	 article,	 originally	 published	 in	 Berliner	 Tageblatt,	 is	 less	 judgemental	 in	 its	

assessment,	but	applies	a	rather	wide	definition	of	jazz	dance:	

	

The	 word	 ‘Jazz’	 derives	 from	 the	 American	 negro	 dialect	 and	 means	 anything	 exotic.	 A	

futuristic	painting	or	a	random	combination	of	colours	can	be	called	jazz	in	the	United	States.	

Jazz	 isn’t	 a	 particular	 dance	 as	 we	 have	 assumed	 in	 Germany,	 but	 it	 denotes	 all	 forms	 of	

eccentric	dancing,	be	it	Foxtrott,	Onestep	or	Waltz.45	

	

The	 editor’s	 own	measured	 commentary	 provides	 an	 interesting	 balance	 and	 reflects	 the	

range	 of	 opinions	 and	 conceptions	 coexisting	 in	 the	 discourse	 about	 jazz	 and	 dance.	 He	

recognises	and	addresses	the	problem	of	definition	and	misappropriation:	“Jazz	bands	emerge	

everywhere.	Every	café	orchestra	acquires	a	cigar	case,	a	beater	and	two	kitchen-lids	and	calls	

itself	 Jazz-Band.”46	 Apparently	 however,	 the	 concern	 with	 stylistic	 integrity	 was	 often	 of	

negligible	interest.	As	journalist	Hans	Siemsen	casually	remarks:	“If	you	have	a	jazz	band,	you	

don’t	need	Schnaps”.47	Writing	for	the	left	wing,	liberal	weekly	magazine,	Weltbühne,	Siemsen	

                                                
44	Koebner,	1921,	p.	10.		
45	Ibid.,	p.	11.	
46	Ibid.	p.	4.	
47	Hans	Siemsen,	“Jazz-band”,	in	Weltbühne	10/03/1921,	No.	10,	pp.	287	–	288.	
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also	contributed	a	compelling	piece	on	jazz,	its	musical	features,	its	historical	background	and	

implications	for	modern	society:	

	

Jazz	 derived	 from	 a	 cross	 between	 European	 dance	 music	 and	 American	 Negro	 and	

Niggermusic.	There	is	a	piano,	there	is	a	violin,	maybe	there	is	a	bass,	but	above	all	there	is	a	

bassoon	[sic!]	and	clarinet,	flutes,	cymbals,	triangle	and	drums,	or	a	banjo	and	harmonica	and	

an	array	of	nameless,	fantastic	instruments,	which	do	not	exactly	sound	like	music	but	rather	

noise.48	[…]	This	music	and	its	rhythm	–	trampling	down	any	sense	of	sensibility	–	is	as	effective	

as	a	potion,	like	alcohol,	irresistible	like	nigger	music.	[…]	This	jazz	band	music	makes	you	feel	

intoxicated,	[it]	seeps	into	bones,	into	limbs,	into	legs.		[…]	Jazz	is	wonderfully	undignified;	it	

eliminates	any	decorum,	correct	posture	and	starched	collars.	Those	afraid	of	making	fools	of	

themselves	cannot	dance	it.	The	German	school	teacher	cannot	dance	it.	The	Prussian	officer	

cannot	dance	it.49	

	

The	understanding	of	jazz	as	linked	to	the	popular	dances	of	post-war	America	was	echoed	

regularly	in	contemporary	writing.	Physical	movement	that	was	thought	indecent	was	likened	

to	the	liberation	of	the	old	aristocratic	order,	and	both	the	mental	 limitations	and	physical	

restrictions	of	its	fashion.	Simultaneously,	the	syncopated	rhythms	of	new	popular	music	were	

a	welcome	antidote	to	the	heavy-beat	marches	of	Wilhelminian	Germany.	In	his	book	Musik	

und	 Tanz:	 Vom	 Kulttanz	 zum	 Jazz	 from	 1930,	 Rudolf	 Sonner	 drew	 connections	 between	

“primal”	movement	and	its	refinement	in	modern	sport:		

	

Jazz	 brought	 new	 means	 of	 expression,	 new	 opportunities.	 The	 suggestive	 power	 of	 its	

fascinating	rhythm	is	burning	with	primal	vitality	and	absolute	inhibition.	It	is	the	reflex	of	the	

rhythm	 ‘America’,	 reflected	 in	 coloured	 blood	 [Farbenblut].	 In	 the	 negro	 quarters	 of	 New	

Orleans	and	Francisco,	the	dances	are	wild	and	orgiastic.	Dance	masters	stylise	the	dances	to	

make	them	suitable	for	dancing	clubs,	where	they	are	offered	as	a	type	of	sport.	50	

	

                                                
48	It	must	be	assumed	that	Hans	Siemsen	failed	to	recognise	the	instrument	described	here	as	a	saxophone,	

therefore	describing	it	as	a	“bassoon”.		
49	Ibid.	Translation	of	last	paragraph	partly	adopted	from	Peter	Jelavich,	Berlin	Cabaret,	Cambridge,	Mass.:	

Harvard	University	Press,	1993,	p.	170.		
50	Rudolf	Sonner,	Musik	und	Tanz:	Vom	Kulttanz	zum	Jazz,	Leipzig:	Quelle	&	Meyer,	1930,	p.	96.		
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Demand	was	 indeed	high	 for	one-to-one	 tuition	or	classes	at	dance	clubs.51	For	 those	 less	

inclined	 or	 able	 to	 spend	 money	 in	 dance	 schools,	 radio	 dance	 instructions	 became	 a	

convenient	alternative.	In	the	late	1920s,	Walter	Carlos	presented	his	“Funk	Tanz”	lessons	on	

the	 radio	 station	 “Die	 Funkstunde”	 and	published	 accompanying	 leaflets	with	 explanatory	

tableaus.52		Aided	by	these	brochures,	aspiring	dancers	could	listen	to	Carlos’	instructions	and	

try	out	American	fads	at	home.	The	success	of	radio	dance	lessons	resulted	in	an	extensive	

publication	in	1928,	 in	which	Carlos	not	only	 included	dance	exercises	but	also	offered	the	

reader	advise	on	dance-floor	etiquette.53	

	

	

Sax	Appeal:	Jazz	as	sex54	

	

Closely	linked	to	the	notion	of	jazz	as	movement	is	an	understanding	of	its	 inherent	sexual	

connotations.	This	connection	was	made	not	only	on	the	grounds	of	distinct	musical	qualities	

but	 also	 in	 relation	 to	 jazz	 as	 an	 “anti-repressive	 freedom	 zone”	 penetrating	 a	 formerly	

prohibitive	 society	and	 collecting	 “subversive”	desires,	 as	Bernd	Ostendorf	 suggests.55	 The	

idea	of	jazz	expressing	and	enacting	sexual	desire	was	crucially	informed	by	the	genre’s	strong	

associations	with	black	American	performers	and	a	typically	European	reading	of	blackness	as	

primitive,	uninhibited	and	driven	by	primal	instincts.	Many	contemporary	accounts	describe	

acoustic	or	visual	experiences	of	jazz	as	emanating	an	irresistible	sexual	energy	that	Western	

civilisation,	 both	 female	 and	male,	 was	 collectively	 succumbing	 to.	 Bruno	 Frank’s	 novella	

Politische	Novelle	for	example	describes	a	black	female	dancer	as	a	cunning	charmer,	using	

facial	 contortions	 (her	mouth	 is	 described	 as	 an	 “African	 flesh	 funnel”)	 and	 her	 thighs	 to	

                                                
51	Further	dance	instruction	books	are	Eduart	Huppert,	Der	moderne	Tanz,	Graz,	1926;	Arthur	Landsberger,	“Zur	

Hygiene	und	Moral	des	Tanzes”,	in	Tanzsport-Almanach,	1924;	Friedrich	Treufreund,	Tanzen!	Tanzen!	Tanzen!,	

Barmen,	1919.	For	more	information	see	Schär	p.	275.	
52	Stephan	Wuthe,	Swingtime	in	Deutschland,	Berlin:	Transit	Buchverlag,	2012,	p.	67f.		
53	Walter	Carlos,	Funk-Tanz.	Tanz	Stil	1928	–	Ein	Lehr-	und	Übungsbuch	für	Anfänger	und	Fortgeschrittene,	Berlin:	

Verlag	Funkdienst,	1928.		
54	Sax	Appeal	was	an	American	short	film,	premiered	in	1931.	See	Edwin	M.	Bradley,	The	First	Hollywood	Sound	

Shorts	1926	–	1931,	Jefferson:	McFarland,	2009,	p.	428.		
55	Bernd	Ostendorf,	“Subversive	Reeducation?	Jazz	as	a	Liberating	Force	in	Germany	and	Europe”,	Revue	

française	d'études	américaines,	Hors-Série:	Play	It	Again,	Sim...	Hommages	à	Sim	Copans,	December	2001,	p.	59.	
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seduce	 the	 onlooker	 and	 launch	 “the	 obscene,	mocking,	 formidable	 triumph	 of	 the	 black	

sex.”56	This	vision	of	a	dancer	arguably	draws	on	the	public	appearance	of	dancer	Josephine	

Baker	(1906	–	1975)	in	the	capital,	which	elucidated	much	public	discourse	and	various	artistic	

responses.	Baker	consciously	 fed	the	cliché	 in	her	sexualised	dance,	costume,	and	through	

public	statements:	Der	Artist	quotes	Baker’s	recommendation	to	all	ladies	keen	to	preserve	

their	beauty	and	health:	sleeping	naked.57	It	was	not	only	the	dances,	however,	that	rendered	

jazz	erotic.	It	was	also	its	most	striking	visual	symbol	and	its	sounds:	the	saxophone.	Published	

in	the	magazine	Der	Auftakt,	composer	Erwin	Schulhoff	(1894	–	1942)	investigates	the	erotic	

qualities	of	the	instrument	in	a	humorous,	“dadaist”	(as	his	editor	suggests)	essay.	He	asserts	

that	it	is	suitable	for	the	expression	of	all	human	and	animalistic	feelings.	Hence,	he	suggests,	

“it	is	one	of	the	most	practical	items	for	the	nightly	desires	of	the	jeunesse	dorée.”	Its	shape,	

which	Schulhoff	describes	as	phallic,	makes	the	saxophone	particularly	attractive	to	women	

players,	who	can	be	sure	of	attracting	male	attention:	

	

A	female	saxophone	player	is	the	symbol	of	an	invitation.	A	conversation	between	two	lovers	

should	be	done	by	saxophone	[…].	The	result	would	be	a	sexually	healthy	generation,	which	–	

having	grown	up	with	the	saxophone	–	would	know	no	prudishness.58	

	

As	will	be	seen,	the	assumptions	about	the	connectivity	of	blackness,	jazz,	dance	and	eroticism	

extended	 to	 film	 production	 also,	 where	 several	 screenplays	 replicate	 the	 stereotypes	

captured	above.	The	saxophone	remained	a	potent	symbol	of	jazz	and	its	supposedly	titillating	

qualities	throughout	the	first	two	decades	of	sound	film	production.	

	

	

Dissemination	of	American	popular	song	and	jazz	

	

Dance	 music	 was	 widely	 disseminated	 through	 print	 publications	 targeted	 at	 both	 the	

amateur	and	professional	musician.	While	it	was	possible	for	keen	musicians	to	obtain	printed	

                                                
56	Bruno	Frank,	Politische	Novelle,	1928,	quoted	in	Marc	A.	Weiner,	“Urwaldmusik	and	the	Borders	of	German	

Identity:	Jazz	in	Literature	of	the	Weimar	Republic”,	The	German	Quarterly,	Vol.	64,	Autumn	1991,	No.	4,	p.	479f.		
57	Bob	Ellis,	“Jazzinternationale	Plaudereien”,	Der	Artist	21/10/1927,	No.	2183.		
58	Erwin	Schulhoff,	“Saxophon	und	Jazzband”,	Der	Auftakt	1925,	No.	5,	pp.	179	–	183.		
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music	 and	 popular	music	magazines	 from	Britain	 before	 the	war	 and	 from	 the	mid-1920s	

onwards,	the	economic	isolation	in	the	post-war	years	left	the	Germans	in	a	cultural	void.59		

Any	lack	of	British	or	American	source	material	was	compensated	for	by	a	plethora	of	German	

printed	music	compilations,	testifying	to	the	society’s	enthusiasm	for	American	music	but	also	

mirroring	 the	 imagination	 needed	 to	 sell	 print	 music	 identifiable	 as	 jazz	 and	 its	 relatives	

ragtime,	Shimmy,	Charleston,	Blues	etc.		

	

As	 far	 as	 original	 German	 songs	 were	 concerned,	 publishers	 somewhat	 disingenuously	

promised	 their	 buyers	 American	 jazz,	 using	 anglicised	 song	 and	 genre	 titles	 rather	 than	

delivering	 an	 “authentic”	 auditory	 experience	 of	 the	 genre.60	 Even	 more	 inventive	 were	

German	 composers	 disguised	 as	 Anglophones.	 Fred	 Ritzel	 informs	 us	 that	 the	 composer	

George	Elbon,	who	appeared	in	various	song	collections,	is	nobody	but	the	publisher	himself,	

Carl	Miese.61	This	marketing	strategy	was	adopted	by	others	too.	Raimund	Friedrich	Vesely	

(1900	–	1945),	who	published	dance	music	in	various	1920s	music	collections	and	became	a	

prolific	 film	music	 composer,	 would	 call	 himself	 Fred	 Raymond	 throughout	 his	 successful	

career.62		

	

In	addition	to	original	compositions	of	aspiring	German	musicians,	popular	American	songs	by	

Tin	Pan	Alley	composers	as	well	as	those	from	operetta,	revue	and	film	became	increasingly	

available.	 These	 were	 typically	 published	 as	 piano	 and	 voice	 arrangements	 suitable	 for	

domestic	use.	The	1926	edition	of	Zum-5-Uhr-Tee	vividly	captures	the	popularity	of	American	

songs.	 It	 combines	 German	 popular	 songs	 from	 operetta	 and	 revue	 with	 some	 American	

songs.	While	all	titles	and	song	lyrics	have	been	translated	into	German,	the	classification	of	

each	 entry	 ranges	 from	 the	 German	 “Lied”	 to	 “Foxtrot”,	 “Blues”,	 “Shimmy-Fox”	 and	

                                                
59	A	young	musician	reported	in	Der	Artist	that	he	had	been	able	to	obtain	English	and	American	dance	music	

through	the	London-based	publisher	Francis	&	Day	before	the	war	but	had	difficulties	renewing	the	standing	

order	after	the	war	initially.	See	Robinson,	p.	117ff.	In	the	second	half	of	the	1920s,	the	British	jazz	journal	

Melody	Maker	(founded	in	1926)	became	available	to	German	readers.	Kater,	1992,	p.	10.		
60	Fred	Ritzel,	“‘Hätte	der	Kaiser	Jazz	getanzt...’	US-Tanzmusik	in	Deutschland	vor	und	nach	dem	Ersten	

Weltkrieg”,	in	Schutte	(ed.),	p.	281f.	
61	Ibid.		
62	Zum-5	Uhr-Tee	-	Five	o’clock	Tea,	Eine	Sammlung	20	ausgewählter	Tanz-,	Operetten-,	und	Liederschlager,	Band	

6,	Berlin:	Wiener	Bohème	Verlag,	1926,	Stiftung	Deutsche	Kinemathek,	Schriftgutarchiv	Musik	Tonfilm	(Var).		
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“Onestep”	among	others	–	applied	to	both	American	and	German	songs.	Among	the	20	songs	

of	the	collection	are	six	of	(white)	American	origin,	among	them	Vincent	Youman’s	“I	want	to	

be	happy”	(translated	in	the	collection	as	“Ich	wär	so	gerne	glücklich”)	from	his	operetta	No	

No	Nanette,	and	Paul	Whiteman’s	“Wonderful	One”	 (“Rausch	einer	Nacht”).63	Other	sheet	

music	series	(such	as	1000	Takte	Tanz;	Tanztee	und	Tonfilm;	or	Zu	Tee	und	Tanz),	ran	similar	

formats,	 mixing	 German	 popular	 song	 with	 jazz-inspired	 titles,	 American	 and	 British	 film	

songs,	 operetta,	 Tin	 Pan	 Alley	 songs	 and	 jazz	 standards.	 Most	 sheet	 music	 collections	

published	commercial	songs	much	closer	in	style	to	the	fully-orchestrated	“symphonic	jazz”	

popularised	by	American	band	 leader	Paul	Whiteman	 (1890	–	1967)	 than	 to	experimental	

Afro-American	jazz	of	the	era.		

	

Whiteman,	while	not	the	first	American	bandleader	to	visit	Berlin,	had	left	the	audience	at	the	

city’s	 Große	 Schauspielhaus	 impressed	 after	 his	 performance	 in	 June	 1926.	 The	 Berliner	

Börsen-Zeitung	stated:	“American	sensation	at	the	Große	Schauspielhaus:	Paul	Whiteman,	the	

father	of	jazz	performs	with	his	jazz	orchestra!	[…]	For	the	first	time,	the	German	audience	

heard	 jazz	 yesterday.”64	 Not	 only	 did	 Whiteman’s	 jazz	 orchestra	 boast	 more	 than	 25	

musicians,	 but	 both	 the	 arrangements	 and	 original	music	 he	 presented	 –	 such	 as	 George	

Gershwin’s	Rhapsody	in	Blue	–	were	agreeably	tamed,	slick	and	pleasing	to	the	ear.65	In	his	

guide	to	jazz	music	(Jazz	–	eine	musikalische	Zeitfrage),	Paul	Bernhard	admiringly	writes	about	

Whiteman	as	“a	man	who	was	the	first	to	attempt	to	elevate	the	jazz	band	from	the	stadium	

of	 more	 or	 less	 improvised	 dance	 music	 to	 the	 spheres	 of	 the	 symphonic	 orchestra.”66	

Whiteman’s	success	in	Berlin	relied	on	the	popularity	of	his	imported	recordings.	While	his	

interpretations	 of	 jazz	 standards	 and	 popular	 songs	 were	 greeted	 with	 enthusiasm,	 the	

audience’s	 reaction	 to	 Whiteman’s	 “jazzed-up”	 versions	 of	 Wagner’s	 “Pilgerchor”	

                                                
63	Ibid.		
64	R.J.	“Paul	Whiteman-Jazzkonzert”,	Berliner	Börsen-Zeitung	26/06/1926,	No.	292.	Not	all	critics	were	as	

complimentary.	See	for	example	Oscar	Bie,	“Whiteman.	Großes	Schauspielhaus”,	Berliner	Börsen-Courier	

26/06/1926,	number	missing.			
65	See	Paul	Bernhard,	Jazz	–	eine	musikalische	Zeitfrage,	München:	Delphin-Verlag,	1927,	p.	93ff.	
66	Ibid.		
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(Tannhäuser)	was	 rather	 reserved	 in	 comparison.67	 Tampering	with	 the	heritage	of	one	of	

Germany’s	most	esteemed	composers	was	maybe	a	step	too	far,	even	for	the	most	avid	jazz	

lovers	of	the	Republic.		

	

In	the	1920s	and	1930s,	Whiteman	influenced	German	popular	music	much	more	significantly	

than,	for	example,	Louis	Armstrong.	Bob	Ellis,	journalist	for	Der	Artist	honours	Whiteman	in	a	

special	edition	on	jazz	(1927),	summarising	the	bandleader’s	biography	and	singing	praises	of	

his	achievements	in	cultivating	the	orchestral	jazz	sound.	He	ends	his	article	with	an	anecdote	

that	 captures	Whiteman’s	 cultural	 standing	 in	 America:	 During	 a	 poll	 at	 the	 University	 of	

Arkansas,	students	were	asked	to	name	the	world’s	greatest	musician	and	allegedly	picked	

Paul	Whiteman	as	winner,	with	Beethoven	coming	second.68	This	verdict,	if	true,	impressively	

reflects	the	international	popularity	of	Whiteman’s	“symphonic	jazz”	in	the	second	half	of	the	

1920s.		

	

“Cultivated”	 jazz	 was	 lauded	 by	 some	 and	 disliked	 by	 others.	 Composer	 and	 jazz	 pianist	

Friedrich	Hollaender	reminisced	on	Whiteman’s	whitewashed	versions	of	jazz	in	his	memoirs:	

“When	hearing	Whiteman’s	Rhapsody	in	Blue,	you	want	to	throw	the	towel”	[literal:	you	want	

to	throw	your	trumpet].69		

	

American	 records,	 as	well	 as	 printed	music,	 inspired	German	 band	 leaders	 and	 singers	 to	

record	their	own	versions	of	American	songs	and	jazz	tunes.	Bands	led	by	Julian	Fuhs	(1891	–	

1975),	Dajos	Béla	(real	name	Leon	Golzmann,	1897	–	1978),	Stefan	Weintraub	(197	–	1981),	

Marek	Weber	(1888	–	1964)	and	many	more	recorded	frequently	and	 in	great	abundance,	

with	 many	 recordings	 surviving	 until	 today.	 The	 familiarity	 with	 American	 music	 greatly	

informed	 composition	 for	 music	 film,	 which	 in	 its	 early	 days	 relied	 heavily	 on	 popular	

repertoire	and	stage	music	in	its	emancipation	as	a	genre.		

	

                                                
67	Hugo	Rasch,	“König	Jazz”,	AMZ	10/10/1930,	No.	57;	Lange,	p.	40.	As	David	Horn	points	out,	Eubie	Blake	

“jazzed	up”	the	Tannhäuser	overture,	while	Jelly	Roll	Morton	was	“well	known	for	his	ragtime	versions	of	famous	

arias	from	Verdi’s	operas.”	See	Cooke	&	Horn	(eds.),	p.	49.		
68	Bob	Elli,	“Jazzinternationale	Plaudereien”,	Der	Artist	21/10/1927,	No.	2183.		
69	Friedrich	Hollaender,	Von	Kopf	bis	Fuß	–	mein	Leben	mit	Text	und	Musik,	Bonn:	Weile,	1996,	p.	99.		
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Player	manuals	and	jazz	advertisements	

	

With	the	high	demand	for	American-style	jazz	came	the	need	for	suitable	music	tuition	and	

educational	material.	 In	 1928,	 Bernhard	 Sekles	 inaugurated	 an	 academic	 jazz	 class	 at	 the	

Frankfurt	 Hoch’sche	 Konservatorium,	 despite	 serious	 opposition.70	 In	 previous	 years,	 the	

music	 writers	 Alfred	 Baresel	 and	 Paul	 Bernhard	 had	 attempted	 to	 counteract	 what	 they	

deemed	 misappropriations	 of	 jazz	 in	 the	 German	 music	 scene.	 Bernhard’s	 Jazz	 –	 eine	

musikalische	Zeitfrage	offered	ample	practical	tips	on	how	bandleaders	could	arrange	printed	

music	for	their	ensembles.71	He	also	added	notated	“improvisations”	(“Jazzstimmen”)	to	the	

arrangements.72	 Alfred	 Baresel	 approached	 the	 topic	 of	 jazz	 education	 with	 scholarly	

diligence.	He	believed	in	jazz’s	“ability	to	rejuvenate	both	art	music	and	commercial	music	–	if	

properly	cultivated.”73	The	impact	of	his	Jazz-Buch,	first	published	in	1925,	was	considerable.	

The	book	was	to	serve	as		

	

[an]	 instruction	manual	 for	 playing,	 improvising	 and	 composing	modern	dance	pieces	with	

particular	focus	on	the	piano;	alongside	descriptions	of	modern	dances	in	both	musical	and	

psychological	 terms,	numerous	musical	examples	on	 the	possible	variations	on	 the	musical	

material	 for	 jazz	 use,	 technical	 exercises	 for	 the	 jazz	 pianist	 and	 instructions	 on	 putting	

together	a	jazz	band.74		

	

Baresel	also	arranged	well-known	pieces	for	 jazz	band	and	edited	 jazz	etude	books	for	the	

saxophone	and	piano.75	His	educational	books	were	complemented	by	a	dictionary	of	 jazz	

terminology	(Jazz-Fremdwörter-Buch),	published	in	1927.76	Its	editor	Bernhard	Egg	promised	

                                                
70	Kater,	1992,	p.	17,	Robinson,	p.	123.	
71	Bernhard.		
72	Robinson,	p.	121.		
73	Ibid.,	p.	124.		
74	Reproduction	of	4th	edition,	October	1926,	printed	in	Frank	Tirro,	“Jazz	Leaves	Home:	The	Dissemination	of	

‘Hot’	Music	to	Central	Europe”,	in	Budds	(ed.),	p.	72	
75	Alfred	Baresel,	Instruktive	Jazz-Etüden	für	Klavier,	Leipzig,	1928,	in	Kater,	1992,	p.	16.		
76	See	advertisement	in	Der	Artist	08/07/1927,	No.	2168.		
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the	potential	buyer	“a	short	but	comprehensive	essay	on	jazz	in	general	and	comprehensible,	

simple	translations	of	all	foreign	expressions	to	be	found	in	jazz-orchestra-parts.”77		

	

In	 his	many	 articles	 for	 progressive	music	 journals	 (such	 as	Der	 Artist,	Melos	 or	Auftakt),	

Baresel	also	“called	special	attention	to	the	unique	rhythm	of	the	Negros	and	warned	against	

an	overemployment	of	the	violin	in	any	true	jazz	formation”,	as	Michael	Kater	summarises.78	

Indeed,	musical	 culture	 in	Germany’s	 dance	halls	 and	 cafés	of	 the	1920s	 and	beyond	was	

steeped	in	the	Austrian	tradition	of	the	Stehgeiger	or	Schrammelgeiger,	solo	violinists	from	a	

mostly	 Hungarian	 background	 playing	 often-improvised	 salon	 and	 “gypsy”	 music.79	 As	

Bradford	Robinson	points	out,	it	is	no	accident	that	many	of	the	celebrated	dance	bandleaders	

of	the	mid-and	late	twenties	were	violinists	with	Hungaro-Slavic	backgrounds	such	as	Marek	

Weber,	Ernö	Geiger,	Barnabas	von	Géczy,	or	Dajos	Béla.80		In	light	of	this,	it	is	unsurprising	that	

the	protagonist	of	Ernst	Krenek’s	opera	Jonny	spielt	auf	(1927)	was	primarily	conceived	as	a	

jazz	violinist,	who	also	happens	to	play	banjo,	saxophone	and	trombone.81		

	

The	pivotal	 role	 of	 violinists	 as	 bandleaders	 and	 soloists	 in	Berlin’s	 coffeehouse	 and	 salon	

orchestras	 informed	 Germany’s	 unique	 early	 jazz	 sound.	 In	 fact,	 many	 trained	 violinists	

doubled	 as	 saxophone	 players	 when	 popular	 demand	 favoured	 the	 iconic	 instrument	 so	

closely	associated	with	American	jazz.	Contemporary	advertisements	 in	Der	Artist	 illustrate	

this	 vividly.	 Every	 issue	 of	 the	 magazine	 comprised	 up	 to	 eight	 pages	 of	 small,	 compact	

advertisements	 by	 café	 and	 cabaret	 owners,	 bandleaders,	 dancers	 and	 unemployed	

musicians.	 In	 the	 advertisement	 section	 on	 July	 1927,	 a	 “Jazzgeiger”	 also	 claims	 to	 be	

proficient	on	 saxophones	 (soprano,	 alto,	 tenor)	 and	 further	praises	his	 “soft	 tone,	 effects,	

                                                
77	Ibid.		
78	Kater,	1992,	p.	16.		
79	The	term	“Schrammelgeiger”	refers	to	the	founder	of	the	typical	instrumentation	of	violins,	guitar	and	

accordion	performing	folk	music	repertoire	in	pubs	(“Heurigen”)	in	and	around	Vienna,	Johann	Schrammel	(1850	

–	1893).	See	Grove	Music	Online,	“Johann	Schrammel”,	accessed	15/09/2016.		
80	Robinson,	p.	115;	Knud	Wolffram,	Tanzdielen	und	Vergnügungspaläste,	Berlin:	Edition	Heinrich,	1992,	pp.	223	

–	253.	For	further	information	on	bandleaders	and	soloists	refer	to	Wolffram’s	index	of	musicians	and	bands	of	

the	1930s	and	1940s.		
81	Albrecht	Dümling,	“Geige	oder	Saxophon?	Der	Jazzmusiker	Jonny	als	Symbol	der	Entartung”,	in	Dümling	(ed.)	

Das	verdächtige	Saxophon	–	‘Entartete	Musik’	im	NS-Staat,	Regensburg:	Conbrio	Verlag,	2015	[1988],	p.	16.	
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Hotstyle,	 improvisation,	 breaks”	 as	 defining	 features	 of	 his	musical	 performance.82	 In	 the	

edition	from	24	March	1933,	several	advertisements	allude	to	several	more	violinists	assuming	

the	role	of	saxophone	player:	83	

	

Violinist	–	Saxophonist	

	 Solo-player/	singer	

Experienced	in	most	difficult	repertoire	(jazz	and	concert)	

Instruments:	Alto-,	tenor	–	bass-saxophone,	clarinet,	violin	[…].	

	

First-class	Tenor-Saxophonist	(clarinet)	

and	excellent	violinist	(Stehgeiger)	

Very	experienced:	concert,	jazz,	cabaret	[…].	

	

First-class	Saxophonist-Cellist	

/Jazz-trombonist	

	

Eflat-alto,	bflat	tenor,	clarinet,	trombone,	tenor	guitar,	cello,	experienced	in	most	difficult	

repertoire	for	jazz,	cabaret,	concert.	Guaranteed	greatly	accomplished	on	all	instruments.	

Age:	30	years	[…].84	

	

Many	 advertisements	 in	 Der	 Artist	 not	 only	 highlight	 the	 assumed	 interchangeability	 of	

saxophones	and	violins	but	also	capture	 the	common	conception	of	 “jazz”	as	a	percussive	

instrument	and	style,	which	remained	common	throughout	the	1920s.	A	band	from	Paderborn	

described	itself	as		

	

2	 young	women,	2	gentlemen.	 Line-up:	Violin,	piano,	harmonium	 (our	own)	and	 Jazz.	All	 4	

members	good	singers.	Spirited	Stehgeigerin,	singer	 (bombshell).	On	 jazz:	original	Viennese	

singer.	(…).85		

	

                                                
82	Der	Artist	22/07/1927,	No.	2170.		
83	Der	Artist	24/03/1933,	No.	2466.		
84	Magazine	clippings	in	Appendix.	
85	Der	Artist	17/08/1928,	No.	2226.		
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Another	 advert	 reads,	 “First-class	 Cellist;	 (Jazz)	 without	 own	 machine.”86	 Music	 shops	

advertising	their	products	in	Der	Artist	used	similar	terminology.	In	October	1927,	an	advert	

by	Albert	Bartsch	(“Specialist	supplier	of	sheet	music”)	promotes	the	store’s	“Best	Charleston-

Machines	–	with	Cymbals,	Superior	Make,	Mk.	24.--.”87		

	

The	 interpretation	 of	 “jazz”	 or	 “Charleston”	 as	 a	 drum	 kit	 ties	 in	 with	 what	 German	

bandleaders	 thought	 to	 be	 the	most	 distinctive	 quality	 of	 jazz:	 rhythm.	 As	Michael	 Kater	

suggests	“German	musicians	of	the	republic	compensated	for	their	lack	of	inner	feeling	for	a	

secure	pulse	with	excessive	noise,	mistaken	the	drum	set	for	the	preeminent	 jazz	tool	and	

loudly	expressed	Rhythmus	for	its	quintessence.”88	His	observation	ties	in	with	a	quote	from	

Afro-American	music	critic	Charles	Peyton,	who	in	1926	described	American	jazz	as	“noise	and	

frivolity”,	suitable	for	the	accompaniment	of	humorous	film	scenes.89	 	Written	accounts	by	

1920s	chroniclers	reinforce	this	notion.	Pollack’s	account	of	German	jazz	bands	for	example	

calls	 attention	 to	 the	 element	 of	 trivial	 entertainment	 which	 seems	 easily	 to	 surpass	 the	

significance	of	musical	performance:	

	

Dance	musicians	 and	orchestras	 ashamedly	 burned	 their	 old	music,	 acquired	 red	 tailcoats,	

coloured	their	faces	black,	put	on	yellow	socks	and	blue	shoes,	purchased	children’s	trumpets,	

cow	bells,	guitars	and	toy	pistols	–	and	had	themselves	hired	as	original	Yazz	or	Shimmy	bands.	

[…]	The	audience	came	in	their	thousands	[…].	They	danced	and	sweated.90	

	

Once	 again,	 contemporary	 advertisement	 provides	 evidence	 for	 the	 drummer’s	 role	 as	

entertainer	of	the	band	(not	seldom	wearing	costume	hats	or	phony	cardboard	noses).91	The	

notion	of	creating	a	carefree,	even	ecstatic	atmosphere	was	understood	to	be	at	the	core	of	

any	jazz	band’s	remit.	In	July	1927,	an	ad	by	the	“Original	Jazz-Stimmungs-Trio”	reads:	

                                                
86	Der	Artist,	22/07/1927,	No.	2170.		
87	Der	Artist	21/10/1927,	No.	2183.	
88	Kater,	1992,	p.	14.		
89	Charles	Peyton,	“The	Musical	Bunch:	Things	in	General”,	The	Chicago	Defender	1926,	No.	22,	p.	8,	quoted	in	

Konstantin	Jahn,	“Jazz	als	Signum	von	Satire,	Parodie	und	Humor”,	in	Guido	Heldt,	Tarek	Krohn,	Peter	

Moormann,	Willem	Strank	(eds.),	Musik	in	der	Filmkomödie,	München:	Edition	Text	+	Kritik,	2017,	p.	81.	
90	Pollack,	p.	72.		
91	Koebner,	1921,	p.	109.		
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Original	Jazz-Stimmungs-Trio	

Vienna	-	Munich	

[…]	Violine	(Soloist),	piano	(composer),	

jazz	(first-class	humourist)	[…].”92	

	

A	common	term	appearing	alongside	jazz	advertisements	was	that	of	“Stimmung”,	used	to	

denote	the	capacity	of	jazz	musicians	to	provide	a	cheerful	mood	and	incite	laughter.	Usually,	

“Stimmung”	appears	in	compound	constructions,	such	as	

	

Stimmungs-Orchester	

Salon-,	Jazz-	und	Stimmungs-Kapelle		

Stimmungsmusik	

Stimmungsmacher	

Stimmungskapellmeister	

	
Occasionally,	attentive	and	well-read	critics	attempted	to	correct	their	peer’s	misconceptions.	

In	an	article	from	1927,	composer	and	author	Kurt	Hennig	highlights	Germany’s	progress	in	

performing	 authentic	 jazz	 music.	 With	 regards	 to	 previous	 years,	 his	 sarcastic	 remarks	

highlight	that		

	

the	violinist	did	not	need	to	be	any	good	at	all,	as	long	as	he	was	suitably	decorative	on	stage,	

both	 in	 terms	 of	 personal	 appearance	 and	musically.	 […]	 His	musical	 performance	was	 of	

secondary	importance,	as	long	as	he	added	[…]	a	schmalzy	glissando!	The	piano	player	is	much	

better	 off	 –	 the	man	with	 the	 iron	 pulse,	 a	 ‘syncopation-Henry’	 […].	 However,	 the	 pianist	

becomes	superfluous	once	the	‘jazz	king’	–	the	drummer	–	appears.	He	is	particularly	worthy	

when	doubling	as	an	acrobat,	changing	between	the	oddest	of	instruments	at	lightning	speed.	

Most	importantly,	a	drummer	had	to	resemble	a	negro	type.	If	a	genuine	black,	he	was	a	true	

winner!93	

	

                                                
92	Der	Artist	22/07/1927,	No.	2170.		
93	Der	Artist	21/10/1927,	No.	2183.		
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As	 this	quote	alludes,	 the	quality	of	 “Stimmungsmacher”	was	not	 the	only	 feature	 to	 lend	

authenticity	 to	 a	German	 jazz	band.	As	Henning	 suggests,	 hiring	 a	musician	of	 a	dark	 skin	

colour	would	have	been	a	feather	in	any	jazz	band’s	cap,	since	their	appearance	alone	bore	

the	association	with	Afro-American	jazz	musicians.	Secondly,	English	as	the	official	language	

of	both	America	and	England	became	a	signifier	for	modernity,	internationalism	and	progress,	

and	it	was	instantaneously	recognised	as	the	language	of	jazz.		

	

	

Race	and	language	in	jazz	reception	

	

With	new	economic	stability	beginning	in	early	1924,	Germany	became	attractive	for	touring	

musicians	from	America,	England	and	France.	However,	by	the	time	influential	figures	such	as	

Alex	Hyde	 (1898	–	1956),	Sidney	Bechet	 (1897	–	1959),	Sam	Woodings	 (1895	–	1985),	Lud	

Gluskin	(1898	–	1989),	Billy	Bartholomew	(1901	–	1972)	and	Josephine	Baker	graced	the	stages	

of	Germany’s	capital,	commercial	music	running	under	the	label	of	“jazz”	had	already	evolved	

as	a	unique,	arguably	German	genre.	Even	as	black	American	performers	came	to	Germany,	

their	performances	were	often	engineered	to	suit	European	tastes	and	prejudices.	Wooding,	

a	black,	Philadelphia-born	pianist	“hoped	to	attain	legitimation	as	a	black	artist”	by	performing	

music	in	the	style	of	Paul	Whiteman,	as	Kater	suggests.94	In	the	mid-1920s,	Wooding	brought	

his	variety	show	“The	Chocolate	Kiddies”	to	Berlin,	which	premiered	at	the	Admiralspalast	on	

25	May	1925	and	comprised	an	all-black	ten	to	twelve-piece	orchestra.95	The	score	was	in	part	

written	by	Duke	Ellington	(1899	–	1904)	and	had	been	assembled	with	a	European	audience	

in	mind.96	 The	 troupe	 (45	performers	 in	 total)	 included	 a	 chorus	 of	 female	 dancers	 and	 a	

number	of	actors,	some	of	which	performed	in	blackface.97	After	the	initial	success	in	Berlin,	

Wooding	toured	Europe	for	several	years,	eventually	returning	to	Germany	with	successful	

                                                
94	Kater,	1992,	p.	9.		
95	Tirro,	p.	79f.	The	show	was	extremely	successful,	it	ran	65	times	in	eight	weeks.	See	Jens	Gerrit	Papenburg,	

“Synkopierte	Moderne	–	Populäre	‘afroamerikanische’	Musikformen	in	Revue	und	Operette,	Berlin/	Wien	1900-

1925”,	in	Brandl-Risi,	Risi,	Komische	Oper	Berlin	(eds.),	p.	81.		
96	Kater,	1992,	p.	8;	Papenburg,	p.	80.		
97	Bo	Lindström	&	Dan	Vernhettes,	Traveling	Blues:	the	Life	and	Music	of	Tommy	Ladnier,	Paris:	Jazz	Edit,	2009,	p.	

87.		
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shows	in	cities	such	as	Leipzig,	Hamburg,	Frankfurt,	and	recurrently,	Berlin.98	In	addition	to	

performing	 on	 stage,	Wooding	 also	 recorded	 songs	 on	 the	 German	 labels	 Vox,	 Deutsche	

Grammophon	and	Brunswick	in	1925	and	1926.99		

	

Another	successful	 show	 involving	Afro-American	performers	was	 the	 famed	Revue	Nègre,	

which	had	introduced	the	young	dancer	Josephine	Baker	to	Parisian	audiences	in	1925	and	

initiated	the	hype	around	her	signature	dance,	the	Charleston.	The	revue	opened	in	Berlin	the	

following	January	in	Rudolf	Nelson’s	theatre	under	the	title	Neger	Revue.100	Following	critical	

and	 popular	 acclaim,	 Baker	 returned	 to	 Berlin	 the	 next	 year,	 appearing	 in	 Friedrich	

Hollaender’s	 revue	 Bitte	 einsteigen	 (Josephine).	 Her	musical	 accompanists	 from	 the	Revue	

Nègre,	 bandleader	 Claude	 Hopkins	 and	 the	 youthful	 clarinettist	 Sidney	 Bechet,	 as	well	 as	

choreographer	and	dancer	Louis	Douglas	(1889	–	1939),	also	returned	to	Berlin	and	continued	

to	work	for	stage	productions,	dance	venues	(Bechet	had	an	engagement	at	the	‘Wild-West-

Bar’	at	the	notorious	“palace	of	diversion”,	Haus	Vaterland)	and	film.101		

	

Upon	seeing	Baker	 in	Berlin,	 Ivan	Goll,	author	of	 the	 intellectual	periodical	Die	Literarische	

Welt,	wrote	an	enthusiastic	review.	The	article	polemicises	against	right-wing	attitudes	and	

frames	black	performers	as	torch	bearers	of	modernity:	

	

The	Negroes	are	conquering	Paris.	They	are	conquering	Berlin.	They	have	already	filled	the	

whole	continent	with	their	howls,	with	their	laughter.	[…]	The	Negroes	are	here.	All	of	Europe	

is	 dancing	 to	 their	 banjo.	 It	 cannot	 help	 itself.	 Some	 say	 it	 is	 the	 rhythm	 of	 Sodom	 and	

Gomorrah	...	Why	should	it	not	be	from	paradise?	In	this	case,	rise	and	fall	are	one.	[…]	Negroes	

dance	with	their	senses.	(While	Europeans	can	only	dance	with	their	minds.)	102	

                                                
98	Ibid.	See	Tirro,	p.	79	for	a	list	of	musicians.	According	to	Wolffram,	Sam	Wooding	and	“his	12	chocolate	

kiddies”	appeared	at	the	Café	Berlin	as	late	as	April	1930.	See	Wolffram,	p.	47.		
99	Wuthe,	p.	12.		
100	Lareau,	2002,	p.	44.		
101	Kater,	1992,	p.	8;	Tobia	Nagl,	‘“Afrika	spricht”	–	Modernismus,	Jazz	und	‘Rasse’	im	Kino	der	Weimarer	

Republik’,	in	Andrea	Pollach,	Isabella	Reicher,	Tanja	Widmann	(eds.),	Singen	und	Tanzen	im	Film,	Wien:	Zsolnay	

Verlag,	2003,	p.	172f.		
102	Source	of	original	German	text:	Ivan	Goll,	“Die	Neger	erobern	Europa”,	in	Die	literarische	Welt	15/01/1926,	

No.	2,	pp.	3	–	4,	translated	as	“The	Negros	are	Conquering	Europe”,	in	Anton	Kaes,	Martin	Jay,	Edward	
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Groll’s	depiction	of	black	American	performers	sits	at	the	core	of	1920s	jazz	dance	reception.	

Describing	“Neger”	as	dancing	“sensually”	and	white	Europeans	as	“dancing	only	with	their	

minds”	 but	 eventually	 succumbing	 to	 the	 rhythms	 of	 jazz,	 he	 taps	 into	 the	 commonly-

expressed	divide	between	intellectually	able	but	emotionally	debilitated	Europeans	and	free-

spirited,	 primitive,	 and	 sensual	 Afro-Americans,	 embodying	 the	 wilderness	 of	 the	 African	

jungle.		

	

Accounts	of	black	performers	as	exotic	and	equipped	with	hypnotic	qualities	mirrored	 the	

understanding	of	jazz	as	either	liberating,	or	threatening	music	of	Otherness.	The	right-wing	

crusade	 against	 jazz	 was	 fuelled	 by	 fears	 that	 the	 sacrosanct	 German/Austrian	 art	 music	

tradition	 could	be	 infiltrated	beyond	 recognition.	Music	 critic	 and	 composer	Hans	Pfitzner	

wrote	in	1926,	“The	jazz-foxtrott	flood	is	the	musical	expression	of	Americanism;	a	danger	for	

Europe.	 […]	 Those	 who	 have	 heard	 such	 an	 American	 jazz	 concert	 will	 have	 gotten	 an	

impression	 of	 what	 has	 surfaced	 to	 take	 the	 place	 of	 our	 maltreated,	 dying	 culture.”103		

Pfitzner’s	 assessment	 of	 jazz	 as	 inherently	 linked	 to	America’s	militaristic	 endeavours	was	

extreme,	albeit	somewhat	typical	for	politically	right-leaning	cultural	critics.	

	

On	 the	 other	 hand,	 Goll’s	 account,	 while	 brimming	 with	 racial	 prejudices,	 Euro-centric	

attitudes	and	assumptions	of	white	supremacy,	nonetheless	speaks	of	envious	admiration	and	

curiosity.	As	Peter	Jelavich	summarises:	“Many	reviewers	did	not	regard	[these	comments]	as	

insulting,	 since	 they	 imputed	 to	 blacks	 a	 vital	 energy	 lacking	 in	 decadent	 and	 war-weary	

Europeans.”104	

	

To	comply	with	audience’s	expectations,	black	performers	recreated	and	thereby	reinforced	

the	stereotypical	imagery	of	primitivism	and	even	animalism	that	stood	in	stark	visual	contrast	

to	the	‘civilised’	urban	societies	they	entertained.	This	phenomenon	was	not	specific	to	shows	

                                                
Dimendberg	(eds.),	The	Weimar	Republic	Sourcebook,	Berkeley:	University	of	California	Press,	1994,	pp.	559	–

560.		
103	Hans	Pfitzner,	“Drittes	Vorwort”	to	“Die	neue	Ästhetik	der	musikalischen	Impotenz:	Ein	

Verwesungssymptom?”	in	Gesammelte	Schriften,	Vol.	2,	Augburg:	Filser	Verlag,	1926	[1919],	p.	115f.		
104	Jelavich,	p.	170.		
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on	the	European	continent	but	harked	back	to	all-black	shows	on	Broadway.105	Replicating	the	

American	model,	which	was	steeped	 in	 the	minstrelsy	 tradition,	 Josephine	Baker	 famously	

appeared	 in	her	signature	banana	skirt,	and	performed	amid	 jungle	stage	décor.106	Similar	

vague,	 stylised	notions	of	 “Africanness”	 also	appeared	 in	early	German	 sound	 films.	Here,	

much	 like	on	the	 	stage,	the	performances	of	black	musicians	and	dancers	“were	primarily	

socio-cultural	rather	than	musical	events”,	according	to	Robinson.	As	such,	they	did	little	more	

than	evoke	 an	 atmosphere	of	 bristling	urbanity	 and	 frivolity.107	With	 very	 few	exceptions,	

black	performers	often	remained	anonymous.108		

	

Despite	performing	 in	 strongly	 clichéd	 settings,	Afro-American	musicians	and	dancers	only	

seldom	encountered	open	hostility	in	Europe,	as	Brenda	Dixon	Gottschild	suggests.109	While	

Afro-American	performers	suffered	severe	discrimination	in	America	and	were	restricted	by	

racial	 segregation	 laws	 to	 appear	 exclusively	 in	 all-black	 troupes,	 their	 status	was	 entirely	

different	status	in	Europe.	Here,	they	became	fascinating	novelties	and	objects	of	infatuation,	

encapsulating	 modern	 American	 spirit	 and	 adding	 a	 touch	 of	 exotic	 allure	 to	 the	 urban	

landscape.	In	fact,	venues	and	bands	were	keen	to	recruit	black	performers	in	the	second	half	

of	 the	1920s.	 In	a	 lengthy	article	agitating	against	 jazz,	author	Hugo	Rasch	quotes	a	Berlin	

newspaper	 to	 support	his	warning:	 “Since	 the	negro	band	has	 started	playing	on	 the	 roof	

terrace	 of	 our	 café,	 the	 place	 has	 been	 booked	 up	 by	 an	 enthusiastic	 crowd	 every	 single	

                                                
105	Nancy	Nenno,	“Femininity,	the	Primitive,	and	Urban	Space:	Josephine	Baker	in	Berlin”,	in	Katharina	von	

Ankum	(ed.),	Women	in	the	Metropolis.	Gender	and	Modernity	in	Weimar	Culture,	Berkeley,	Los	Angeles:	

University	of	California	Press,	1997,	p.	146.	Examples	of	all-black	musical	shows	were	The	Chocolate	Dandies,	

Darktown	Follies	and	Shuffle	Along.	
106	She	retained	this	look	as	part	of	her	stage	shows	up	until	the	early	1930s.	Photos	taken	at	a	performance	at	

London’s	Prince	Edward	Theatre	from	1933	show	her	surrounded	by	palm-trees	(Photos	by	D.	H.	Tomlin,	

03/10/1933,	Daily	Herald	Archive,	Science	and	Media	Museum	Bradford)	and	a	silent	film	clip	recorded	in	

Germany	in	1928	captures	her	in	a	similar	setting.	(Die	Haller-Revue	im	Admiralspalast	Berlin:	Josephine	Baker	

tanzt	im	Travel	Cunard,	1928.	Bundesarchiv-Filmarchiv	Berlin,	shelfmark:	25367).	
107	Quote	in	Robinson,	p.	113.		
108	Nenno,	p.	146.		
109	Brenda	Dixon	Gottschild,	Waltzing	in	the	Dark	–	African-American	Vaudeville	and	Race	Politics	in	the	Swing	

Era,	New	York:	Palgrave,	2000,	p.	149.		
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night.”110	 Advertisements	 in	 Der	 Artist	 reflect	 this	 trend	 also,	 with	 the	 occasional	 advert	

promoting	or	seeking	a	“Neger”.	One	advert	published	in	1927	reads:	

	

Negro	

Trapp-Drummer,	free	from	now	or	1st	August,	chorus-singer,	great	entertainer	

[“Stimmungsmacher”],	offers	including	information	on	salary	and	working	hours	[…]	to	be	

sent	to	Fritz	Malabar	[…]111	

	

When	genuine	black	performers	weren’t	available,	dark	make-up	had	to	come	to	the	rescue.	

Klaus	Schulz	quotes	English	bandleader	Ted	Heath	in	his	account	of	jazz	in	Vienna:		

	

(He)	 once	 mentioned	 in	 an	 interview	 that	 he	 performed	 in	 Vienna	 with	 his	 ‘Syncopated	

Orchestra’	[1922].	Before	the	concert,	he	painted	his	face	black	to	give	the	Viennese	audience	

[…]	a	proper	impression	of	an	authentic	negro-band.112	

	

Blackness	became	synonymous	with	notions	of	America	on	 the	one	hand,	and	 jazz	on	 the	

other.	One	example	of	an	operatic	work	adopting	a	rather	stereotypical	portrayal	of	an	Afro-

American	 is	 again	 Krenek’s	 Jonny	 spielt	 auf,	 which	 bundled	 several	 preconceptions	 about	

American	 jazz	 in	 its	protagonist,	 the	musician	 Jonny.	Krenek’s	work	premiered	 in	Berlin	 in	

October	1927.	With	25	performances	in	its	first	season,	Krenek	shared	the	third	rank	in	a	table	

of	all	opera	composers	performed	that	season	at	the	Städtische	Oper	(now	Deutsche	Oper),	

wedged	between	Verdi	(who	came	second	with	36	performances)	and	Mozart/Puccini/Bizet	

(also	25	performances	each).113	Across	Germany,	it	was	played	on	50	stages	within	the	first	six	

months.114	

	

                                                
110	Rasch,	1930.		
111	Der	Artist	22/07/1927,	No.	2170.		
112	Klaus	Schulz,	‘Vor	60	Jahren	kam	der	Jazz	nach	Wien.	Arthur	Briggs	und	Sam	Wooding’,	in	Jazz	Podium	

11/1985,	No.	11,	p.	10,	quoted	in	Michael	Jacobs,	“Montmartre	Stomp”,	in	All	that	Jazz:	Die	Geschichte	einer	

Musik,	Stuttgart:	Reclam,	2007,	p.	193.		
113	Table	in	AMZ	14/09/1928,	No.	37.	Wagner	is	leading	the	table	with	52	performances	in	total	(eight	different	

operas).		
114	Number	taken	from	Alfred	Baresel,	“Entwicklungsmöglichkeiten	der	Jazzmusik”,	Der	Artist	21/10/1927,	No.	

2178.	
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Krenek’s	“Jonny”	complied	with	established	presumptions	about	Afro-Americans:	he	is	a	free,	

uninhibited	man	with	lax	morals	and	a	tendency	to	committing	petty	crime.	His	mesmerising	

musicianship	constitutes	his	almost	indecent	charisma,	which	all	other	characters	in	the	opera	

find	impossible	to	resist.	Essentially,	Jonny	is	also	an	unscrupulous	womaniser	attempting	to	

seduce	white	women.115	Krenek	arguably	modelled	his	protagonist	on	the	“Jonny”	figure	from	

Friedrich	Hollaender’s	popular	 song	 “Jonny,	wenn	du	Geburtstag	hast”	 from	1920.116	Both	

composers	paint	a	picture	of	“Jonny”	as	a	black	travelling	musician	seducing	white	women	

with	 his	 songs.	 A	 veritable	 stock	 figure	 by	 the	 late	 1920s,	 “Jonny”	 also	 appears	 in	 Paul	

Abraham’s	 jazz	 operetta	 Blume	 von	 Hawaii	 (1931),	 Bruno	 Granichstaedten’s	 operetta	

Reklame!/Der	Dollar	 rollt	 (1930),	 and	 later	 in	Peter	Kreuder’s	 film	 song	 “Good	bye	 Jonny”	

(Wasser	für	Canitoga,	1939),	among	others.	

	

In	addition	to	some	jazz-inspired	musical	elements,	suggestive	terminology	in	Krenek’s	Jonny	

score	furthered	the	work’s	claim	as	a	jazz	opera.	As	insinuated	before,	English	terminology	

and	 language	were	 key	 in	 suggesting	 “authenticity”	 in	German	 jazz.	 Krenek	 peppered	 the	

score	with	markings	of	American	music	and	dance	styles,	such	as	the	Shimmy	or	blues.	In	a	

similar	 vein,	many	 bands	 and	musicians	 adopted	American	 or	 English-sounding	 names	 for	

added	credibility.	Examples	are	colourful,	ranging	from	the	“Weintraubs	Syncopators”,	to	the	

“Sid	 Kay	 Fellows”	 or	 “Paul	 Godwin	 and	 his	 Jazz	 Symphonians”	 [sic].	 Dance	 troupes	 also	

modelled	 themselves	 on	 their	 American	 and	 English	 counterparts,	 exchanging	 any	 other	

suitable	term	for	“Girls”	or	“Sisters”	in	their	title.	

	

Both	the	depiction	of	black	musicians	along	archetypal	 lines,	and	the	 liberal	use	of	English	

terminology	in	representations	of	 jazz	and	American	dance	were	established	as	markers	of	

modernity	and	cosmopolitanism	by	the	time	sound	film	technology	arrived.	As	will	be	shown	

in	Chapters	V	–	VII,	they	continued	their	existence	as	stock	devices	in	German	music	films	of	

the	Weimar	Republic,	and	beyond.		

	

	

	

                                                
115	Cook,	p.	86.		
116	Lareau,	2002,	p.	24	–	29.		
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Conclusion	

	

As	this	chapter	has	conveyed	through	various	examples,	Weimar	culture	and	its	reception	was	

infused	with	 ideas	about,	and	representations	of	 jazz	that	by	far	exceeded	 its	 identity	as	a	

musical	genre.	 Jazz	was	the	most	prominent,	and	possibly	the	most	contentious	marker	of	

Cultural	Americanisation,	but	 it	was	also	a	broad	concept	suitable	 for	modification.	By	 the	

time	 sound	 film	 technology	 became	 viable	 for	 commercial	 use,	 jazz	 and	 the	multifaceted	

meanings	the	term	had	acquired	were	inextricably	integrated	into	a	range	of	German	cultural	

practices	and	continued	to	signify	one	overarching	quality	in	all	contexts:	modernity.	As	such,	

it	could	not	be	ignored	by	the	pioneers	of	music	film	production.	
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Chapter	II	
	
“A	pretty	girl	is	like	a	melody”1:		
Transnational	revue	and	operetta	as	models	for	German	music	film	
	
	
“The	hands	in	the	factory	correspond	to	the	legs	of	the	Tiller	Girls.”	
(Siegfried	Kracauer)2	
	
	
Amerika	schwärmt	lange	schon	für	Österreich,		
weil	dort	die	Tracht	so	nett	und	die	Musik	so	weich!		
Die	Dirndl,	die	man	in	August	in	Salzburg	sah,		
die	waren	alle	garantiert	aus	USA	
In	Holly-holly-holly-holly-	Hollywood	
singt	man	wie	am	Wolfgangsee	
Da-Holly-holly-holly-holly-uh-	
Didldum,	tschinbum,	juché!	(…)”	
(Ralph	Benatzky,	Hans	Weigel:	Axel	an	der	Himmelstür)	3	

	
	
	
	
Introduction	

	

Popular	musical	theatre	was	one	of	the	most	significant	cultural	institutions	in	both	Germany	

and	America	during	the	early	decades	of	the	20th	century.	In	both	countries,	it	also	played	a	

significant	role	in	the	stylistic	development	of	the	music	film.	In	an	aesthetic	sense,	nothing	

had	a	 stronger	 impact	on	early	American	music	 film	of	 the	 sound	 film	era	 than	 the	grand	

musical	 shows	 on	 Broadway,	 which	 increasingly	 shared	 their	 creative	 personnel	 with	 the	

burgeoning	sound	film	industry	in	the	late	1920s.	Many	music	films	of	the	1930s	and	1940s	

were	adaptations	of	Broadway	musicals;	not	only	would	original	Hollywood	productions	adapt	

the	dances,	music,	 design	and	 formal	 structure	of	Broadway	 shows,	but	 also	 capitalise	on	

																																																								
1	“A	Pretty	Girl	is	Like	a	Melody”	is	a	song	written	by	Irving	Berlin	for	the	Ziegfeld	Follies	of	1919.	
2	Siegfried	Kracauer,	“The	Mass	Ornament”,	in	Thomas	Y.	Levin	(ed.	and	transl.),	The	Mass	Ornament:	Weimar	

Essay,	Cambridge	Mass.:	Harvard	University	Press,	1995	[1927],	p.	79.	
3	Song	lyrics	taken	from	the	complete	published	director’s	book	of	the	operetta	Axel	an	der	Himmelstür,	music	

by	Ralph	Benatzky,	libretto	by	Paul	Morgan	and	Adolf	Schnitz,	lyrics	by	Hans	Weigel,	based	on	the	Vienna	

premiere	in	1936,	Berlin:	Ludwig	Doblinger,	1936,	Staatsbibliothek	Berlin,	shelfmark:	Mus.	Tb	485/5.	English	

translation	in	Appendix.		
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singers	and	actors	who	had	begun	their	career	on	the	stage.	Above	all,	the	theatre	industry	

itself	became	the	go-to	subject	matter	for	the	music	film	in	“backstage”	narratives.4	

	

German	music	 film	 after	 1929	was	 substantially	 influenced	 by	 the	 cosmopolitan	 trends	 in	

popular	 musical	 theatre,	 with	 the	 American	 dimension	 arguably	 its	 strongest	 focus.	

Consequently,	the	analysis	of	generic	traditions	in	German	music	film	of	the	sound	film	era	

must	concern	itself	with	the	complex	transnational	and	transcultural	interrelations	between	

American	 and	 German	 stage	 and	 screen	 genres	 –	 relations	 that	 were	 complicated	 by	

competition	and	enriched	by	cross-fertilisation.		

	

To	 establish	 the	 relevance	 of	 international	 theatre	 traditions	 for	 the	 burgeoning	 German	

music	film,	this	chapter	explores	the	formats	of	revue	and	operetta	and	the	roles	they	inhabit	

in	metropolitan	life	of	the	late	1920s.	Long	after	music	film	had	established	itself	as	a	self-

confident	screen	genre,	operetta	and	revue	remained	points	of	reference,	and	inspiration	–	

often	openly	embraced	as	diegetic	performances	as	part	of	the	film	narrative.5		

	

	

Jacques	Offenbach	and	the	origins	of	cosmopolitan	operetta	

	

German	 popular	 music	 theatre	 and	 the	 films	 of	 the	 early	 sound	 era	 were	 considerably	

indebted	 to	 the	19th-century	 traditions	of	early	French	operetta.	 From	 its	 inception,	opéra	

bouffes	 by	 Jacques	 Offenbach	 (1819	 –	 1880)	 and	 his	 librettists	 (most	 importantly	 Henri	

Meilhac	and	Ludovic	Halévy),	operetta	was	uncompromisingly	topical,	mirroring	cultural	and	

societal	trends	and	commenting	on	its	urban	surroundings.	From	its	earliest	days,	operetta	

had	 also	 thrived	 on	 its	 transcultural	 fabric.	 During	 France’s	 Second	 Empire,	 the	 urban	

landscape	 underwent	 significant	 changes,	 with	 innovations	 such	 as	 high-circulation	

newspapers,	 railway,	 gas	 lighting	 or	 the	 daguerreotype	 process,	 which	 made	 commercial	

																																																								
4	For	more	information	on	backstage	musicals,	see	Jane	Feuer,	The	Hollywood	Musical,	London:	Macmillan	Press,	

1982,	p.	15ff,	p.	42ff.	
5	Regarding	music	films	of	the	Nazi	era,	Kevin	Clarke	suggests	that	in	the	reference	to	diegetic	stage	

performances	within	the	narrative,	the	terms	“operetta”	and	“revue”	are	used	interchangeably.	Clarke,	2011a,	p.	

197.		
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photography	viable.	In	his	account	of	19th-century	Paris,	Siegfried	Kracauer	describes	streets	

busy	with	journalists,	foreign	aristocracy,	artists,	dandies,	and	courtesans:	a	playground	for	

the	unconventional	 and	bohemian.6	 The	 joie	 de	 vivre	 of	 bohemian	 flaneurs,	 but	 also	 their	

criticism	of	established	authorities	and	class	divisions	influenced	the	development	of	opéra	

bouffe.	 Some	 of	 Offenbach’s	 most	 treasured	 operettas,	 such	 as	 La	 Grand-Duchesse	 de	

Gérolstein	(1867)	or	La	Belle	Hélène	(1864),	were	responses	to	the	authoritarian	leadership	of	

Napoleon	 III.7	As	Herman	Hofer	suggests,	Offenbach’s	musical	 theatre	acted	as	“the	moral	

authority	of	the	nation.”8	However,	Offenbach’s	operettas	were	not	only	instruments	of	social	

criticism,	but	also	biting	and	 frivolous	parodies	of	operatic	 convention.	Thinly	disguised	as	

mythological	tales	and	peppered	with	contemporary	dance,	they	shed	the	conventions	of	the	

grand	opera,	and	poked	fun	at	its	royal	audience.9	To	quote	German	novelist	and	critic	Erich	

Kästner	(1899	–	1974),	Offenbach	and	his	librettists	were	“spoofing	their	genre	with	its	own	

techniques”.10	Essentially,	modes	of	playing	and	pretence	are	revealed	through	techniques	of	

musical	exaggeration	and	obvious	inconsistencies	in	both	score	and	libretto.	In	doing	so,	the	

very	 foundations	 of	 operatic	 convention	 and	 its	 institutional	 context	 could	 be	 exposed	 to	

ridicule,	 and	 characters	 on	 stage	 reduced	 from	 noble	 to	 pompous,	 foolish,	 and	 most	

importantly,	human.	Only	insufficiently	masked	in	“costumes	of	past	époques”,	as	Paul	Bekker	

remarked	in	his	1909	book	on	Offenbach,	“we	encounter	fellow	contemporaries”.11		

	

																																																								
6	Siegfried	Kracauer,	Jacques	Offenbach	and	the	Paris	of	His	Time,	transl.	by	Gwenda	Davis	and	Eric	Mosbacher,	

New	York:	Zone	Books,	2002	[1937],	p.	96.	
7	See	also	Volker	Klotz,	Operette	–	Porträt	und	Handbuch	einer	unerhörten	Kunst,	München:	Piper	Verlag,	1991,	

p.	48.	
8	Herman	Hofer,	“Konspiration	and	Kontestation	bei	Jacques	Offenbach:	Zum	Theater	im	Zweiten	

Kaiserreich,”	in	Rainer	Franke	(ed.),	Offenbach	und	die	Schauplätze	seines	Musiktheaters,	Regensburg:	

Laaber,	1995,	p.	97.	
9	For	example	Orfée	aux	enfers	(1858)	and	La	Belle	Hélène	(1864).	
10	Erich	Kästner,	“Die	Dreigroschenoper,”	Neue	Leipziger	Zeitung	14/08/1928,	reprinted	in	Sylvia	List	

(ed.),	Erich	Kästner:	Sonderbares	vom	Kurfürstendamm	–	Berliner	Beobachtungen,	Berlin:	Atrium,	

2015,	pp.	63	–	66.		
11	Paul	Bekker,	Jacques	Offenbach,	Berlin:	Marquardt	&	Co.,	1909,	p.	85,	quoted	in	René	Michaelsen,	

“‘Eine	andere	Ausdrucksform	für	ernste,	philosophisch	begründete	Inhalte’	–	Jacques	Offenbachs	

Spuren	in	Kurt	Weills	Musiktheater,	am	Beispiel	von	‘Der	Zar	lässt	sich	fotografieren’”,	in	Andreas	

Eichhorn	(ed.),	Kurt	Weill	und	Frankreich,	Münster:	Waxmann,	2014,	p.	162.		
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Several	of	Offenbach’s	musical	and	dramatic	features	recommended	the	format	of	operetta	

to	early	pioneers	of	music	films	(of	both	the	silent	and	sound	film	era)	and	their	use	of	song.	

The	susceptibility	of	so-called	“Offenbachiaden”	to	popular	forms	of	music	and	dance,	as	well	

as	their	ironic	undertones	and	moments	of	self-reflection,	make	them	important	precursors	

and	inspiration	to	both	20th-century	operetta	and	music	film.	Aptly,	the	Germans	would	call	a	

new	screen	genre	to	emerge	in	1929	“Tonfilm-Operette”.12	By	the	early	20th	century,	operetta	

had	long	had	a	love	affair	with	depicting	the	exotic	and	foreign,	while	–	in	an	Offenbachian	

manner	–	 increasingly	 looking	for	critical	but	 light-hearted	depictions	of	present-day	urban	

environments.	 In	 choosing	 America	 as	 subject	 matter,	 German,	 Austrian	 and	 Hungarian	

composers	and	librettists	met	both	demands	in	1920s	and	early	1930s	stage	and	film	operetta.		

	

	

American	and	German	operetta	in	the	first	decades	of	the	20th	century	

	

At	the	start	of	the	20th	century,	America	–	lacking	its	own	historical	performance	traditions	–	

had	 long	 relied	 on	 European	 works	 to	 fill	 up	 the	 theatre	 seasons.	 Before	 the	 desire	 for	

distinctly	American	 theatre	entertainment	 gained	momentum,	a	 taste	 for	 European	 comic	

opera,	or	operetta	prevailed.		As	Gerald	Bordman	states,	genre	distinctions	were	unclear	and	

had	 “gone	 by	 many	 names	 –	 opéra	 bouffe,	 comic	 opera,	 musical	 romance,	 [or]	 musical	

comedy.”13	While	early	pioneers	of	American	musical	theatre	pressed	ahead	with	producing	

musical	 comedies	 on	 Broadway,	 imported	 operetta	 of	 the	 Viennese	 tradition	 became	

fashionable	 and	 fertilised	 America’s	 own	 branch	 of	 operetta	 composition.	 The	 taste	 for	

Viennese	music	and	Austrian	 themes	was	stimulated	by	a	Broadway	production	of	 Johann	

Strauss’s	Vienna	Life	(Wiener	Blut)	in	1901,	and	reached	its	climax	with	the	American	premiere	

of	Franz	Lehár’s	The	Merry	Widow	(Die	lustige	Witwe)	in	1907.14	This	work	enjoyed	enormous	

																																																								
12	See	Chapter	IV.		
13	Gerald	Bordman,	American	Operetta,	from	H.M.S.	Pinafore	to	Sweeney	Todd,	Oxford:	Oxford	University	Press,	

1981,	p.	5.		
14	The	libretto	was	written	by	Victor	Léon	and	Leo	Stein,	adapted	from	Heni	Meilhac’s	L’attaché	l’ambassade.	
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popularity	all	over	the	world	and	triggered	a	veritable	Merry	Widow	craze	after	its	Manhattan	

premiere	at	the	New	Amsterdam	Theatre.15		

	

Building	 on	 the	 success	 of	The	Merry	Widow,	 American	 producers	 subsequently	 imported	

more	than	twenty-five	different	operettas	from	Vienna	and	Berlin,	among	them	Leo	Fall’s	The	

Dollar	Princess	 (1909)	and	Oscar	Straus’s	A	Waltz	Dream	 (1908)	and	The	Chocolate	Soldier	

(1909).16	 Many	 imported	 works	 remained	 a	 major	 part	 of	 the	 Broadway	 scene	 until	 the	

outbreak	of	World	War	One,	which	would	ultimately	damage	the	popularity	of	German	and	

Austrian	operetta.17	Several	composers	of	European	origin	were	instrumental	in	developing	

an	 American	 operetta	 tradition,	 which	 was	 based	 on	 European	models	 but	 attempted	 to	

incorporate	 distinctly	 American	 idioms.	 Irish-born,	 German-bread	 Victor	 Herbert	 (1859	 –	

1924)	was	the	earliest	American	operetta	composer	of	importance,	his	pieces	including	hits	

Naughty	Marietta	(1910)	and	Sweethearts	(1913).	Later	exponents	of	the	post-World	War	One	

era	were	Rudolf	Friml	(1879	–	1972)	and	Sigmund	Romberg	(1887	–	1945).	Both	embarked	on	

successful	careers	as	operetta	composers	at	a	time	when	post-war	audiences	craved	escapist	

entertainment	and	operetta	embraced	exotic	subject	matter,	a	trend	feeding	on	the	decade’s	

taste	 for	 Orientalism	 and	 Native	 American	 features.18	 Friml’s	 biggest	 success,	Rose	Marie	

(1924),	 capitalised	 on	 this	 trend	with	 its	 song	 “Indian	 Love	 Call”,	 and	 became	 the	 fourth-

longest-running	musical	show	of	the	1920s.19	Rose	Marie	was	superseded	by	Romberg’s	hit	

show	of	 the	 same	year.	His	Student	Prince	 in	Heidelberg	was	based	on	 the	1901	play	Alt-

Heidelberg	 (Old	Heidelberg)	and	ran	for	an	unusual	608	performances.20	While	not	 literally	

recreating	Viennese	settings	of	earlier	operetta,	it	exploited	the	visual	and	aural	symbols	of	

an	idealised	old	Europe.	As	Kevin	Clarke	points	out,	regional	references	to	Austria	or	South	

																																																								
15	See	for	example	Orly	Leah	Krasner,	“Birth	Pangs,	Growing	Pains	and	Sibling	Rivalry:	Musical	Theatre	in	New	

York,	1900	–	1920”,	in	William	A.	Everett	&	Paul	R.	Laird	(eds.)	Cambridge	Companion	to	the	Musical,	Cambridge:	

Cambridge	University	Press,	2008,	p.	61.	
16	Krasner,	p.	61.		
17	Stanley	Green,	Broadway	Musicals:	Show	by	Show,	London:	Faber	and	Faber,	1985,	p.	15.		
18	William	A.	Everett,	“American	and	British	Operetta	in	the	1920s:	Romance,	Nostalgia	and	Adventure”,	in	

Everett	&	Laird	(eds.),	p.	73.		
19	Green,	p.	45.		
20	Richard	Traubner,	Operetta:	A	Theatrical	History,	London:	Victor	Gollancz	Ltd.,	1984,	p.	358.	
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Germany	were	mostly	interchangeable	in	the	American	imagination.21	Both	drew	on	nostalgic	

imagery	of	similar	romanticised	pastoral	landscapes,	quaint	beer	taverns,	stately	castles,	and	

noble	princes	in	smashing	uniforms.	Waltzes	were	standard	fare	in	many	American	operettas	

and	even	found	their	way	into	works	now	considered	to	be	musicals	rather	than	operettas.	

While	operetta	increasingly	lost	its	audiences	to	the	musical	comedy,	it	still	retained	enough	

momentum	to	endow	the	fledging	sound	film	industry	with	its	legacy.	Many	American	music	

films	paid	tribute	to	both	American	and	German/Austrian	operetta,	or	recreated	existing	stage	

works.22		

	

While	home-grown	American	operetta	continued	to	exist	and	even	flourish	in	the	hands	of	

Friml	and	Romberg,	staged	entertainment	on	Broadway	gradually	veered	away	from	European	

models.	This	endeavour	of	extracting	America’s	cultural	industry	from	the	“courtly	muses	of	

Europe”,	as	Geoffrey	Block	puts	it,	gained	momentum	in	the	aftermath	of	World	War	One.23	

In	its	aspiration	to	forge	a	self-confident	American	musical	theatre	fit	to	provide	identification	

for	 city-dwellers,	 Broadway	 was	 increasingly	 concerned	 with	 musical	 entertainment	 that	

would	mirror	America’s	diverse	urban	societies.	Crucially,	with	the	commercialisation	of	jazz	

by	New	York’s	Tin	Pan	Alley	composers,	America	 finally	seemed	to	have	found	 its	national	

musical	 idiom.	 The	 gradual	 trajectory	 from	 operetta	 towards	 what	 is	 now	 known	 as	 the	

American	musical	was	irreversible.	In	the	1930s,	with	the	depression	rendering	operetta	“a	

part	of	the	old	discredited	order”	and	German	fascism	on	the	rise,	the	genre	finally	fell	out	of	

favour	on	Broadway.24	

	

In	the	1920s,	Germany	was	similarly	busy	reshaping	its	theatrical	scene.	Since	before	the	turn	

of	the	century,	operetta	was	like	no	other	musical	genre	entrenched	in	a	complex	transcultural	

																																																								
21	Kevin	Clarke,	“Walzerträume	–	Wien	als	Setting	in	Bühnen-	und	Tonfilmoperetten	vor	und	nach	1933”,	in	

Mänz	&	Rother	(eds.),	p.	112.	From	here	on	referenced	as	Clarke,	2007a.	
22	Examples	are	The	Merry	Widow	(film	versions	from	1925	and	1934),	Rose-Marie	(film	version	from	1936),	

Viennese	Nights	(original	film	operetta	from	1930),	Naughty	Marietta	(film	version	from	1935),	Maytime	

(derived	from	Walter	Kollo’s	Maienzeit,	film	version	from	1937),	Rio	Rita	(film	versions	1929	and	1942),	The	

Chocolate	Soldier	(based	on	Oscar	Straus’s	operetta	Der	tapfere	Soldat,	film	version	from	1941).		
23	Geoffrey	Block,	“The	Melody	(and	the	Words)	Linger	on:	American	Musical	Comedies	of	the	1920s	and	1930s”,	

in	Everett	&	Laird	(eds.),	p.	108	f.	
24	Bordman,	1981,	p.145.	
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industry	 and	 media	 network.	 It	 was	 therefore	 particularly	 suited	 to	 absorb	 international	

trends.25	Even	before	Vincent	Youman’s	operetta	hit	No,	No,	Nanette	(1924),	which	Stanley	

Green	describes	as	“probably	the	most	popular	musical	of	the	Twenties”,	premiered	at	Berlin’s	

Metropoltheater	in	November	1925,	composers	writing	for	the	German	market	had	started	

adopting	and	emulating	American	musical	 idioms	and	narrative	themes.26	No,	No,	Nanette	

was	not	only,	as	Thomas	Siedhoff	suggests,	a	“sensational	success”	with	Berlin	audiences,	it	

inadvertently	also	presented	composers	with	something	like	a	recipe	for	subsequent	German	

operettas.27	 Firstly,	 its	 sound	 world	 derived	 from	 American	 popular	 music,	 jazz	 and	

Charleston.	 Secondly,	 dance	 was	 presented	 as	 an	 indispensable	 dramaturgical	 catalyst.	

Thirdly,	its	subject	matter	revolved	around	money,	a	trope	which	had	already	become	one	of	

the	most	pertinent	symbols	for	American	society.28	

	

	

American	subject	matter	in	German	operetta	

	

Before	 jazz	 music	 and	 its	 associated	 dances	 flourished	 in	 the	 1920s,	 a	 small	 number	 of	

European	 operettas	 had	 already	 been	 preoccupied	 with	 urban	 America	 and	 its	 often-

conflicted	relationship	with	Europe	since	before	the	turn	of	the	century.	Arguably	the	earliest	

example	of	a	German/Austrian	operetta	to	comment	on	American	society	was	Carl	Millöcker’s	

Armer	Jonathan	(1890),	which	negotiates	feelings	of	admiration	and	disgust	for	the	capitalism	

of	the	“New	World”.29	Leo	Fall’s	Die	Dollarprinzessin	(1907)	addressed	similar	themes.	

	

In	the	1920s	and	early	1930s,	operetta	composers	tapped	into	cosmopolitan	trends	in	popular	

culture	and	complemented	established	musical	forms	with	adopted	popular	American	dances,	

inserted	English	language	fragments	and	courageously	approached	jazz.	Examples	range	from	

																																																								
25	On	the	industry	of	operetta	production,	see	for	example	Scott,	2016,	pp.	254	–	279;	Len	Platt,	“Berlin/London:	

London/Berlin	–	an	Outline	of	Cultural	Transfer	1890	–	1914”,	in	Tobias	Becker,	Len	Platt,	David	Linton,	Popular	

Musical	Theatre	in	London	and	Berlin	1890	to	1939,	Cambridge:	Cambridge	University	Press,	2015,	pp.	23	–	43.	
26	Green,	p.	47.	
27	Thomas	Siedhoff,	“Aufstieg,	Fall	und	Emanzipation	des	deutschen	Musicals”,	in	Nils	Grosch,	Elmar	Juchem	

(eds.),	Die	Rezeption	des	Broadwaymusicals	in	Deutschland,	Münster,	Waxman,	2012,	p.	44.		
28	Ibid.		
29	Klotz,	1991,	p.	297.	
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Emmerich	Kálmán’s	Gräfin	Mariza	(1924)	and	Herzogin	von	Chicago	(1928),	Eduard	Künneke’s	

Lady	Hamilton	(1926),	to	Mischa	Spoliansky’s	Zwei	Krawatten,	Bruno	Granichstaedten’s	Der	

Orlow	(1925)	and	Reklame/Der	Dollar	rollt	(1930)	and	later	Paul	Abraham’s	Viktoria	und	ihr	

Husar	 (1930),	Blume	von	Hawai	 (1931),	Ball	 im	Savoy	 (1932)	and	Märchen	 im	Grand-Hotel	

(1934).	 These	 operettas	 embraced	 American	 dance	 rhythm	 and	 combined	 conventional	

symphonic	 instrumentation	with	 the	 sounds	of	 the	 jazz	band.	 To	give	only	one	 illustrative	

example,	 Abraham’s	 instrumentation	 seemed	 to	 be	modelled	 on	Whiteman’s	 band,	 using	

muted	 trumpets,	 saxophones,	 banjo,	 a	 string	 section	 and	 drums.	 The	 piano,	 of	 which	 he	

included	 at	 least	 two	 in	 some	of	 his	 scores,	was	 particularly	 significant	 for	 his	 style.30	 His	

arrangements	also	implemented	jazz	techniques	such	as	flutter-tonguing	and	glissandi.		

	

However,	references	to	jazz	were	not	only	confined	to	the	score.	American	culture	and	society	

also	became	fashionable	subjects	for	librettists,	often	possibly	acting	on	behalf	of	publishers	

and	 their	 understanding	 of	what	might	 produce	 profitable	 results.	 The	 saxophone,	 as	 the	

genre’s	most	 recognisable	 symbol,	 lent	 itself	well	 to	 visual	 representations	 of	 jazz	 and	 its	

associated	meanings.	Complying	with	a	favourite	cliché,	its	sound	becomes	an	aphrodisiac	in	

Der	 Orlow,	 by	 Granichstaedten	 (1879	 –	 1944).	 In	 the	 song	 “Spiel	 my	 jazzband,	 spiel”,	 a	

yearning	lover	sings:	

	

Oh	saxophone,	be	my	love	messenger	

send	out	your	dulcet	sounds	

and	bring	me	her	heart	[…].31	

	

																																																								
30	R.A.S.	“Viktoria	und	ihr	Husar	[Leipzig]”,	no	source	07/07/1930.	Archiv	der	Akademie	der	Künste,	Paul	

Abraham	Archiv	80.	See	also	the	score	Märchen	im	Grand	Hotel;	Lustspieloperette	in	zwei	Akten,	mit	einem	Vor-

und	Nachspiel	von	Alfred	Savoir,	von	Alfred	Grünwald	und	Dr.	Fritz	Löhner-Beda,	Musik	Paul	Abraham;	

Vollständiger	Klavierauszug	mit	Text;	1934	Doremi	Musikverlag,	A.G,	Basel,	Copyright	1934	by	Dr.	Alexander	

Maerton,	Budapest.StaatsbibliothekBerlin,	shelfmark:	DMS	224699.		
31	Original	lyrics:	“Oh	Saxophon,	sei	du	mein	Liebespostillon,	send	deine	süßen	Töne	aus	und	bringe	mir	ihr	Herz	

[…].”	Der	Orlow,	Textbuch	der	Gesänge,	Operette	in	drei	Akten.	Von	Ernst	Marischka	und	Bruno	

Granichstaedten,	1927.	Staatsbibliothek	Berlin,	shelfmark:	TG858	Mus.	
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Kálmán,	 who	 was	 a	 great	 admirer	 of	 Gershwin	 and	 Porter,	 captured	 the	 Zeitgeist	 in	 his	

Herzogin	von	Chicago,	aided	by	librettists	Alfred	Grünwald	and	Julius	Brammer.32	The	work	

combines	 pentatonic	 melodies	 evoking	 pastiche	 “native	 American”	 sounds	 (“Rose	 der	

Prärie”),	Hungarian	Csárdás,	Viennese	waltzes	and	the	music	idiom	and	iconography	of	urban	

jazz	(“Ein	Slowfox	mit	Mary”,	“Yazz	das	ist	die	Mode”	among	others).	Beyond	implementing	

modern	dance	music,	 the	Herzogin’s	plot	was	also	concerned	with	the	 influence	of	 jazz	on	

traditional	Viennese	operetta	and	the	broader	trend	of	Cultural	Americanisation:	we	meet	a	

wealthy,	 metropolitan	 American	 lady,	 who	 in	 her	 quest	 to	 secure	 a	 European	 heir	 for	

marriage,	unsettles	the	life	of	a	Ruritanian	prince.	When	modern	America	meets	old	Europe,	

conflicts	are	inevitable,	but,	as	we	are	assured,	not	irresolvable.	At	the	end	of	the	operetta,	in	

a	 completely	 unexpected	 turn	 of	 events,	 a	 Hollywood	 film	 producer	 appears	 on	 stage	 –	

effectively	a	modern	deus	ex	machina	–	to	demand	a	happy	end.	Subsequently,	the	couple	is	

united.	Despite	all	differences	of	tradition	and	etiquette,	America	and	Europe	–		jazz	and	waltz	

–	embrace.	A	similar	storyline	inspired	Paul	Abraham’s	Märchen	im	Grand-Hotel,	again	written	

with	Alfred	Grünwald	and	Abraham’s	other	long-time	collaborator	Fritz	Löhner-Beda.	Here,	

the	 daughter	 of	 Hollywood	 film	 producer	 Makintosh	 travels	 to	 Paris	 not	 only	 to	 seek	

inspiration	for	a	new	film,	but	also	book	Europe`s	bankrupt	aristocracy	to	act	as	protagonists	

in	the	story	of	their	own	lives.		

	

Despite	the	attempts	of	rejuvenation,	German	operetta	faced	a	crisis	in	the	interwar	period.	

On	 the	one	hand,	 it	 represented	 the	entertainment	 for	 the	bourgeois	elites	of	 the	ceased	

monarchy	and	was	apt	to	be	judged	as	reactionary	and	outdated.33	Radio	and	the	burgeoning	

																																																								
32	Kevin	Clarke,	Im	Himmel	tanzt	auch	schon	die	Jazzband:	Emmerich	Kálmán	und	die	transatlantische	Operette,	

Neumünster:	Bockel	Verlag,	2007,	p.	87,	p.	203ff.	From	here	on	referenced	as	Clarke,	2007b.		
33	One	of	the	era’s	most	esteemed	critics,	Herbert	Ihering	commented	on	the	need	for	a	reform	of	operetta:	

“The	sedate,	bourgeois	audience	visiting	the	operetta	in	the	pre-war	years	has	ceased	to	exist.	What	is	the	

consequence?	Operetta	can	only	survive	in	a	renewed	form.	Not	in	so-called	modernisations,	not	in	so-called	

adaptations,	but	fundamentally	different.	An	operetta	with	new	subject	matter,	with	new	music	and	a	new,	

dissolved	form.	An	example:	Dreigroschenoper.”,	in	Die	Scene,	“Krisis	der	Operette.	Eine	Rundfrage”,	1929,	pp.	

33	–	65,	quoted	by	Wolfgang	Jansen,	“Auf	der	Suche	nach	Zukunft:	Zur	Situation	der	Operette	in	den	

ausgehenden	Zwanziger	Jahren”,	in	Nils	Grosch	(ed.),	Aspekte	des	modernen	Musiktheaters	in	der	Weimarer	

Republik,	Münster:	Waxmann,	2004,	p.	34.		
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sound	 film	 industry	 became	 serious	 competition.34	 Operetta	 was	 also	 regarded	 to	 have	

developed	 into	 a	 commodity	 with	 little	 artistic	 value.	 A	 comment	 by	 theatre	 producer	

Herrmann	Haller	captures	both	arguments:	

	

Operetta	had	been	completely	industrialised	[…].	They	were	produced	on	demand,	just	as	you	

order	a	custom-made	suit	from	the	tailor.	[…]	Composers	simply	reached	into	their	drawers	

for	a	few	older	songs	(“Schlager”)	they	always	had	in	store.	People	wanted	to	hear	comedians	

telling	jokes	and	get	away	from	the	same	stiff	old	love	stories.35	

	

Consequently,	Haller	decided	to	focus	on	producing	revues	instead.	In	some	ways,	the	genres	

became	increasingly	alike,	with	a	clear	distinction	impossible	at	times.	Der	Artist	commented	

in	1927:	“What	unites	revue	and	operetta	is	their	dependence	on	popular	types	of	dance.	In	

the	past	 those	were	Waltz,	Rheinländer,	Polka,	Galopp,	and	 today	 they	are	Boston,	Blues,	

Slowfox,	Shimmy.”36	To	ensure	 lasting	commercial	 success	without	completely	abandoning	

the	successful	operettas	of	previous	decades,	 impresario	Erik	Charell	 (real	name	Erich	Karl	

Löwenberg,	1894	–	1974)	decided	to	revamp	existing	works	to	comply	with	audience	demands	

and	 its	 taste	 for	 popular	 American	 music.	 These	 reconfigurations	 included	 Gilbert	 and	

Sullivan’s	Mikado,	Kálmán’s	Csárdásfürstin,	Fall’s	Madame	Pompadour	and	Lehár’s	Die	lustige	

Witwe.37	In	addition	to	modernising	existing	repertoire,	Charell	and	composer	Ralph	Benatzky	

(1884	–	1957)	co-created	a	genre	amalgamating	musical	elements	of	the	operetta	with	the	

fragmented	 narratives	 and	 visual	 spectacle	 of	 the	 revue	 (literally	 “Revue-Operette”).38	 Its	

most	successful	production,	Benatzky’s	Im	Weißen	Rössl	(1930)	boasted	modern	dance	music	

complementing	the	operetta	score.39	Other	revues	equally	bridged	the	musical	differences	

																																																								
34	Jansen,	2004,	p.	32.		
35	Hermann	Haller,	quoted	in	Paul	Erich	Marcus,	Und	der	Himmel	hängt	voller	Geigen:	Glanz	und	Zauber	der	

Operette,	Berlin:	Blanvalet,	1955,	p.	127.		
36	Torius,	“Was	will	der	Gast	hören”,	Der	Artist	15/07/1927,	No.	2169.		
37	Fritz	Henneberg,	Ralph	Benatzky	–	Operette	auf	dem	Weg	zum	Musical.	Lebensbericht	und	Werkverzeichnis,	

Wien:	Edition	Steinbauer,	2009,	p.	79.	
38	See	for	example	Lenz,	p.	62.	Benatzky’s	three	revue	operettas	written	under	the	helm	of	producer	Charell	

were	Casanova	(1928),	Die	Drei	Musketiere	(1929)	and	Im	Weißen	Rössl	(1930).	
39	Traubner,	pp.	326f.	The	score	was	not	only	Benatzky’s	but	combined	songs	by	Bruno	Granichstaedten,	Robert	

Gilbert,	Robert	Stolz.	Eduard	Künneke	orchestrated	the	music.		
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between	operetta,	 jazz	 and	popular	 song	and	united	original	music	by	 composers	 such	as	

Walter	Kollo,	Friedrich	Hollaender,	Mischa	Spoliansky	(the	latter	two	worked	for	both	small	

political	 cabarets	 and	 commercial	 revues),	 with	 older	 works	 by	 Jerome	 Kern,	 George	

Gershwin,	Irving	Caesar,	Rudolf	Friml	and	Jacques	Offenbach.40		

	

A	late	example	of	an	operetta	revolving	around	an	American	subject	matter	is	Ralph	Benatzky	

and	Paul	Morgan/Adolf	Schütz’s	Axel	an	der	Himmelstür	from	1936,	which	not	only	parodies	

Hollywood	and	its	taste	for	Austrian	subject	matters,	but	also	introduced	Swedish	singer	Zarah	

Leander	(1907	–	1981)	in	her	role	as	American	film	diva	Gloria	Mills	to	the	German-speaking	

public.41	 Similar	 to	 colleagues	Kálmán,	Abraham	and	Granichstaedten	 and	 their	 respective	

librettists,	among	others,	Benatzky	proves	his	awareness	of	the	involvement	of	Germany	and	

America’s	 cultural	 industries.	 His	 operetta	 simultaneously	 absorbs	 and	 lampoons	

international	 trends.	 The	 cross-fertilisation	 of	 operetta,	 the	 recording	 and	 sheet	 music	

industries,	and	film	is	at	its	most	obvious	and	interesting	in	these	examples.		

	

Several	themes	emerge	from	the	artistic	exploration	of	“America”	in	popular	music	theatre.	

They	would	subsequently	translate	into	the	scores	and	scripts	of	German	music	films.	While	

jazz	music	and	modern	dances	were	the	most	obvious	influences,	other	themes	on	stage	and	

screen	were	 the	 alleged	American	obsession	with	money;	 its	 lack	 of	 tradition	 and	 refined	

culture;	Hollywood	as	the	domineering	film	industry;	and	as	in	the	cases	of	Herzogin	and	Axel,	

the	 Americans’	 weakness	 for	 Viennese	 music	 and	 imagery,	 among	 others.	 Evidently,	 the	

popularity	 of	 original	 American	 film	 operettas	 such	 as	Viennese	 Nights	 (1930),	 as	 well	 as	

adaptations	of	existing	works	such	as	The	Vagabond	King	 (1930),	The	Merry	Widow	 (1925;	

1934)	 or	Married	 in	Hollywood	 (1929,	 based	on	Oscar	 Straus’	Hochzeit	 in	Hollywood	 from	

1928)	did	not	go	unnoticed	abroad	and	might	have	helped	to	propel	the	German	production	

of	similar	films.	While	some	operettas	had	been	adapted	for	German	silent	film	already	in	the	

early	1920s,	the	film	magazine	Der	Film	attributed	the	rekindled	fashion	of	Viennese	operetta	

in	German	music	films	to	the	American	influence.	In	his	review	for	the	1930	operetta	film	Zwei	

																																																								
40	Walter	Rösler,	Das	Chanson	im	deutschen	Kabarett	1901	–	1933,	Berlin:	Henschelverlag,	1980,	p.	177	
41	She	would	become	a	major	film	star	in	Nazi	Germany.	Axel	an	der	Himmelstür	premiered	at	the	Theater	an	der	

Wien	(Vienna)	on	01/09/1936.		
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Herzen	im	Dreivierteltakt,	Kurt	London	remarks,	“Look	to	America,	which	has	long	understood	

the	popularity	of	Viennese	music.”42	

	

	

The	revue	from	the	Folies	to	Ziegfeld	

	

When	 considering	 the	 influence	 of	 American	 stage	 entertainment	 on	 the	 dramaturgy	 and	

aesthetic	of	both	American	and	German	film,	the	genre	of	the	American	revue	and	its	close	

relatives	in	Paris	and	Berlin	are	crucial.		

	

At	the	very	core	of	the	revue	(French	for	“review”)	as	a	theatrical	genre	is	the	idea	of	creating	

a	spectacle	through	the	presentation	of	a	swift	procession	of	impressions	passing	before	the	

spectators’	eyes.	First	coined	 in	a	militaristic	context	 (meaning	a	 troupe	parade)	 the	revue	

evolved	into	annual	presentations	“consisting	of	satirical	scenes	‘passing	in	review’	of	recent	

events”	in	early	19th-century	France.43	Providing	a	satirical	commentary	on	political	scandals	

and	 cultural	 events	 at	 the	 Opéra	 and	 Opéra-Comique,	 the	 format	 of	 the	 revue	 gained	

increasing	popularity	until	1848,	when	the	censorship	of	France’s	Second	Empire	forced	the	

genre	 into	harmless	 and	apolitical	 entertainment.44	However,	 in	 its	more	 risqué	 form,	 the	

revue	lived	on	at	the	peripheries	of	legality.	It	was	in	Parisian	taverns	and	brothels	that	the	

Cancan	 gained	popularity	 and	 the	 cult	 of	 the	 chorus	 girl	 began.	 Subsequently,	 the	 cancan	

travelled	to	the	music	halls	in	Paris	and	London,	and	was	finally	deemed	socially	acceptable	

after	 Offenbach	 controversially	 included	 the	 dance	 in	 his	 Orphée	 aux	 enfers	 (1858).	 In	

America,	 the	 sensational	appearance	of	a	French	ballet	 troupe	 in	The	Black	Crook	 in	1866	

initiated	 the	 trend	 of	 the	 chorus	 kickline.45	 From	 the	 1890s,	 chorus	 girls	 became	 staple	

																																																								
42	Kurt	London,	“Zwei	Herzen	im	Dreivierteltakt”,	Der	Film	15/03/1930,	No.	11.		
43	Grove	Music	Online,	“Revue”,	accessed	01/12/14.	
44	Reinhard	Klooss	&	Thomas	Reuter,	Körperbilder.	Menschenornamente	in	Revuetheater	und	Revuefilm,	

Frankfurt:	Syndikat,	1980,	p.	15.	Similar	forms	emerged	in	England	around	the	same	time	as	“reviews”.	
45	Ibid.,	pp.	17	–	19;	see	also	Stanley	Green,	p.	3;	Ethan	Mordden,	Broadway	Babies	–	the	People	Who	Made	the	

American	Musical,	New	York:	Oxford	University	Press,	1983,	p.	39.		
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features	 in	 American,	 French	 and	 English	 vaudeville	 acts	 and	 revues,	 which	 increasingly	

capitalised	on	displaying	cleverly	arranged	and	costumed	female	bodies.	46		

	

Theatres	increasingly	presented	revues	as	visual	spectacles	from	the	late	19th	century,	with	

emphasis	on	costume,	stage	scenery	and	technology	rather	than	satirical	content.47	In	1886,	

the	Folies	Bergère	staged	its	first	successful	“outfit-revue”,	abandoning	critical	wit	altogether	

and	 focussing	 on	 the	 display	 of	 showgirls	 in	 lavish	 costumes,	 dance	 routines,	 extravagant	

costumes,	songs,	tableaux	vivants,	technical	effects	and	continuous	musical	accompaniment	

throughout	 the	 show.48	 In	his	 essay	on	 the	Parisian	 revue	of	 the	1920s,	 Jean-Claude	Klein	

asserts	that	after	World	War	One,	the	desire	for	sumptuous	effects	was	further	intensified,	

and	 	 “the	profusion	of	 colours	and	 ‘rich’	materials,	 along	with	 the	 role	of	 the	 ‘nude’	 gave	

primacy	to	visual	aspects	and	aural	pleasure,	to	which	all	other	considerations,	as	content	as	

well	as	form,	were	sacrificed.”49	Klein	also	suggests	that	music	was	considered	an	essential	

component,	 supporting	 visual	 spectacle,	movement,	 and	 gesture.50	 Song	 performances	 by	

stars,	“through	whom	people	began	to	‘recognise’	the	repertoire”	remained	a	central	feature	

to	the	revue.	It	was	a	continuous	tapestry	of	music	however,	that	held	the	revue	together.51		

	

This	model	of	revue	enjoyed	enormous	success	and	not	only	sustained	popularity	in	Paris,	but	

was	exported	to	other	European	countries,	notably	Britain	and	Germany,	and	further	afield	to	

America.	 Several	 features	 of	 the	 Parisian	 revue,	 as	 presented	 in	 the	 Folies	 Bergère,	 were	

adopted	 and	 remodelled	 successfully	 for	 the	 American	 stage.	 Like	 the	 French	 originals,	

American	 revues	 consisted	 of	 loosely-linked	 scenes	 and	 featured	musical	 numbers,	 dance	

routines	 and	 comedy	 sketches.	 They	 also	 drew	both	 on	well-known	musical	 numbers	 and	

newly	 composed	 songs	 from	 up	 and	 coming	 songwriters	 instead	 of	 using	 scores	 by	 one	

composer	or	 a	 composition	 team.	 The	 revue	 as	 a	model	 for	 theatre	 entertainment	 suited	

																																																								
46	Ibid.;	Katherine	Preston,	“American	Musical	Theatre	before	the	Twentieth	Century”,	in	Everett	&	Laird	(eds.),	

p.	27.		
47	Grove	Music	Online,	“Revue”,	accessed	15/12/2014.	
48	Ibid.;	Jean-Claude	Klein,	“Borrowing,	Syncretism,	Hybridisation:	The	Parisian	Revue	of	the	1920s”,	in	Popular	

Music,	Vol.5,	1985,	p.	176f.	
49	Klein,	p.	177f.		
50	Ibid.		
51	Ibid.,	p.178.		
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American	audiences	in	the	early	20th	century,	with	its	eclectic	theatre	traditions	and	diverse	

urban	society.52		

	

In	American	and	German	critical	writing,	the	emergence	of	the	revue	was	directly	linked	to	

processes	 of	modernisation,	 industrialisation	 and	 alienation	 in	 the	 country’s	metropolises.	

Charles	F.	McGovern	comments	on	the	anonymity	of	rapidly	expanding	urban	communities	in	

the	1920s;	“This	spectacular,	theatrical	and	yet	distant,	alien	environment	encouraged	people	

to	become	viewers,	passers-by	to	become	spectators	and	citizens	to	become	audiences.”53		

	

Most	 significantly,	 it	 was	 producer	 Florenz	 Ziegfeld	 Jr.	 (1867	 –	 1932),	 who	 not	 only	 fully	

established	the	American	revue,	but	who	“epitomised	all	that	was	luxurious	and	alluring	on	

Broadway.”54	A	superabundance	of	objectively	beautiful	bodies,	but	also	of	opulent	décor,	

costumes,	 colours,	 light,	music	and	comedy	were	 the	 ingredients	of	Ziegfeld’s	 fantastically	

expensive	shows.	55	Ziegfeld’s	main	rivals	were	George	White,	who	launched	his	George	White	

Scandals	in	1919,	and	the	Shubert	Brothers,	who	produced	annual	shows	from	1912	to	1924	

under	the	name	Passing	Show.56	Ziegfeld’s	productions	in	particular,	which	capitalised	on	the	

display	of	beautiful	women	as	the	centre	pieces	of	his	shows,	became	blueprints	not	only	for	

theatrical	revues,	but	also	for	American	music	films,	which	in	turn	strongly	influenced	German	

film	production.57	With	his	Follies,	which	ran	yearly	from	1907	to	1925,	(plus	shows	in	1927	

and	1930),	the	genre	of	the	American	revue	gained	shape.58	Establishing	himself	as	the	first	

great	 impresario	of	musical	productions	on	Broadway,	Ziegfeld	combined	the	multifaceted	

																																																								
52	Preston,	p.	14f.		
53	Charles	F.	McGovern,	“Consumer	Culture	and	Mass	Culture”,	in	Karen	Halttunen	(ed.),	A	Companion	to	

American	Cultural	History,	Oxford:	Blackwell	Publishing,	2008,	p.	189.	
54	Krasner,	p.	66;	Grove	Music	Online,	“Revue”;	for	detailed	accounts	of	Ziegfeld’s	life	and	work,	see	Charles	

Higham,	Ziegfeld,	Washington	D.C.:	Henry	Regnery,	1972;	Ethan	Mordden,	Ziegfeld	–	the	Man	Who	Invented	

Show	Business,	New	York:	St.	Martin’s	Press,	2008.	
55	The	1927	edition	of	the	Follies	cost	$289,035.35.	See	Higham,	p.	176.		
56	For	more	detailed	information	on	revue	series,	see	Krasner,	p.	68ff.;	Susan	A.	Glenn,	Female	Spectacle.	The	

Theatrical	Roots	of	Modern	Feminism,	Cambridge:	University	of	Harvard	Press,	2000,	p.	157.	
57	For	more	information,	see	Krasner,	p.	66.	Ziegfeld	tailored	his	first	revues	to	his	Polish,	French-bred	wife	Anna	

Held.		
58	Dates	from	Grove	Music	Online,	“Florenz	Ziegfeld	Jr.”,	accessed	06/10/2016.		
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forms	of	established	entertainment	 in	one	compelling	show,	capitalising	on	the	audience’s	

appetite	for	luxurious	display.	In	addition	to	the	French	influences,	Ziegfeld	drew	on	earlier	

American	theatre	traditions,	such	as	pantomime,	spectacle,	ballet,	burlesque,	melodrama	and	

operetta.59	In	essence,	his	revues	comprised	a	loose	arrangement	of	short	scenes,	sketches	

exploiting	 the	 idiosyncratic	 talents	 of	 star	 comedians,	 dances,	 production	 numbers	 with	

beautiful	female	performers,	songs	and	tableaux	vivants	that	displayed	female	nudity	in	the	

manner	of	artistic	still	lives.60		

	

The	 disjointed	 nature	 of	 the	 revue	 allowed	 Ziegfeld	 and	 his	 team	 to	 create	 evenings	 of	

continuous	 stimulation.	 Martin	 Rubin,	 in	 his	 study	 on	 choreographer	 and	 director	 Busby	

Berkeley	 (1895	 –	 1975),	 identifies	 several	 of	 what	 he	 calls	 “aggregate”	 forms	 of	 popular	

entertainment	 that	 would	 later	 inform	 the	 stage	 and	 film	 revue	 respectively.61	 As	 an	

aggregate,	 the	 revue	was	 inextricably	 related	 to	other	 types	of	 contemporary	 amusement	

around	 the	 turn	 of	 the	 20th	 century.	 The	 motivation	 to	 stun	 audiences	 by	 displaying	

extraordinary,	abundant	attractions	lay	at	the	very	heart	of	institutions	such	as	circuses,	world	

fairs	(i.e.	World’s	Fair	1893	in	Chicago),	amusement	parks	(Coney	Island	park	opened	in	1897)	

and	various	theatrical	forms	such	as	pantomime,	minstrel	shows,	vaudeville	and	Wild	West	

Shows.62	 Arguably,	 for	 some	of	 these,	 the	 act	 of	 displaying	was	more	 important	 than	 the	

subject	or	object	on	display.		

	

Regarding	music	films,	the	concept	of	the	aggregate	also	remains	useful.	Many	American	and	

German	films	classified	as	unified	musical	comedies	or	“Tonfilmoperetten”	ultimately	resisted	

a	 fully-integrated	 dramaturgy.	 The	 continuous	 friction	 caused	 by	 inexplicable	 outbursts	 of	

song	 and	 dance	 performances	 is	 one	 of	 the	 defining	 features	 of	 both	 the	 stage	 and	 film	

musical,	 inherited	 from	the	revue.	However,	 the	disjunction	between	narrative	 integration	

																																																								
59	Preston,	pp.	7	–	28.		
60	Block,	p.	111;	The	Oxford	English	Dictionary	defines	the	phrase	“tableau	vivant”	as,	“a	silent	and	motionless	
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62	Ibid.,	pp.	15	–	23.		
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and	indulgent	spectacle	has	arguably	become	one	of	the	genre’s	defining	features.	Also,	the	

quality	of	musical	numbers	(with	dance	or	without)	often	determined	the	success	of	a	stage	

show,	or	music	film.	As	Malte	Hagener	and	Jan	Hans	argue,	both	revue	and	cinema	audiences	

of	the	1920s	and	early	1930	tended	to	favour	the	spectacle	of	the	musical	number	over	the	

overall	narrative.63	

	

	

Commercial	revues	in	Germany	

	

In	the	mid-1920s,	the	commercial	revue	became	a	popular	form	of	entertainment	in	Berlin,	

and	responded	in	its	aesthetic	profile	to	Ziegfeld	and	his	American	colleagues.	The	German	

public	 was	 well-acquainted	 with	 Ziegfeld’s	 name	 and	 reputation.	 When	 he	 died	 in	 1932,	

magazines	 and	 newspapers	 published	 obituaries	 and	 essays	 on	 his	 achievements,	 such	 as	

popular	magazine	Revue	des	Monats	and	its	six-pages	article	on	“The	father	of	the	Girls”	(Der	

Vater	der	Girls).64	

	

From	their	beginnings,	commercial	revues	were	subject	to	critical	commentary.	Supporters	

and	 critics	 alike	 attributed	 the	 rise	 of	 the	 revue	 to	 the	 wider	 socio-cultural	 context	 of	

urbanisation,	modernisation	and	globalisation.	In	the	eyes	of	cultural	critic	Rudolf	Kastner,	the	

revue	was	an	expression	of	the	accelerated	speed	of	work	processes,	transport	and	urban	life	

in	general.	In	his	introductory	notes	to	Erik	Charell’s	revue	An	Alle..!	(1924),	Kastner	describes	

the	defining	feature	of	the	revue	as	“the	tempo,	which	has	to	urge	forward	at	all	times”.65	It	

																																																								
63	Malte	Hagener	&	Jan	Hans,	“Musikfilm	und	Modernisierung”,	in	Hagener	&	Hans	(eds.),	p.	10.		
64	Hubert	Miketta,	“Der	Vater	der	Girls”,	Revue	des	Monats	10/1932.	See	also	the	Ziegfeld	obituary	in	Berliner	

Börsen-Courier	23/07/1932,	No.		340.	In	1929,	Film-Kurier	reported	from	the	London	screening	of	Show	Boat,	a	

critic	writes	about	a	pre-show	short-film	of	the	Ziegfeld	Girls	interpreting	songs	from	the	stage	musical.	See	Film-

Kurier	15/04/1929,	No.		89.		

To	comply	with	the	historical	use	of	the	term,	the	abbreviated	and	capitalised	version	of	showgirl	will	be	used:	

Girl.	The	use	without	inverted	commas	does	not	wish	to	take	away	from	the	dilemma	of	the	term,	which	is	open	

to	contention.	In	quotes,	capitalisation	has	been	adopted	from	the	original	source.		
65	Rudolf	Kastner,	“Vom	Wesen	der	Revue”,	in	programme	for	the	premiere	of	the	Erik	Charell	revue	An	Alle..!	on	

18/10/1924	in	the	Großen	Schauspielhaus	Berlin,	quoted	in	Fritz	Hennenberg,	Ralph	Benatzky	–	Operette	auf	

dem	Weg	zum	Musical,	Wien:	Edition	Steinbauer,	2009,	p.	67.		
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seemed	that	 in	 the	busy	metropolis,	standstill	was	 inexcusable.	 In	 their	essay	“Revue	oder	

Theater”,	Walter	Benjamin	and	Bernhard	Reich	commented:	

	

There	must	 be	 something	 going	 on	 all	 around.	When	 the	 plush	 curtain	 falls,	 the	 audience	

cannot	be	 left	to	 its	own	device.	 It	will	become	lethargic	when	not	engaged	 in	activity.	The	

buffet	alone	is	not	enough.	Cinema	advertisement	on	the	curtain	is	much	too	little.	The	show	

must	carry	on	in	the	foyer.66		

	

Fleeting	impressions	and	juxtaposed	numbers,	strong	images	and	an	inundation	of	visual	and	

aural	stimuli,	bombastic	decorations	and	costumes;	the	Berlin	revue	was	–	 in	the	words	of	

scholar	Alan	Lareau	–	“a	victory	of	 the	visual	and	sensual	over	reason	and	narrative”.67	To	

some	contemporary	observers,	 the	 revue	not	only	provided	diversion	after	work,	but	also	

mirrored	rationalised	work	processes.	Adorno	and	Horkheimer	suggested	that	

	

It	[amusement]	is	sought	after	as	an	escape	from	the	mechanized	work	process	[…],	but	at	the	

same	 time	 mechanisation	 has	 such	 power	 over	 a	 man’s	 leisure	 and	 happiness,	 and	 so	

profoundly	 determines	 the	 manufacture	 of	 amusement	 goods,	 that	 his	 experiences	 are	

inevitably	after-images	of	the	work	process	itself.68		

	

In	this	sense,	 the	1920s	revues	seemed	to	be	defined	by	a	paradoxical	duality.	By	creating	

abstract	 worlds	 of	 awe	 and	 superficialities,	 they	 offered	 distraction	 from	 the	 pace	 and	

hollowness	of	modern	working	life,	while	simultaneously	mirroring	and	embodying	their	very	

symptoms.69	

	

																																																								
66	Walter	Benjamin,	Bernhard	Reich,	“Revue	oder	Theater”,	in	Rolf	Tiedemann,	Hermann	Schweppenhäuser,	

Theodor	W.	Adorno,	Gersholm	Scholem	(eds.),	Walter	Benjamin:	Gesammelte	Schriften	Vol.	4.2.,	Frankfurt:	

Suhrkamp,	1972,	p.	799.	
67	Alan	Lareau,	“Bitte	Einsteigen!	Josephine	Baker’s	1928	Return	to	Berlin”,	in	Reinhard	Zachau	(ed.),	Topography	

and	Literature:	Berlin	and	Modernism,	Göttingen:	Vanderhoeck	and	Ruprecht,	2009,	p.	69.	
68	Max	Horkheimer	&	Theodor	W.	Adorno,	“The	Culture	Industry”,	in	Max	Horkheimer	&	Theodor	W.	Adorno	The	

Dialectic	of	Enlightenment,	transl.	by	John	Cumming,	New	York:	Herder	and	Herder,	1972	[1969],	p.	137.		
69	Siegfried	Kracauer,	“Cult	of	Distraction:	Berlin’s	Picture	Palaces”,	transl.	by	Thomas	Y.	Levin,	New	German	

Critique,	1987	[1926],	No.	40,	pp.	91	–	96.	
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In	Berlin,	the	leading	producers	of	revue	were	Hermann	Haller,	James	Klein	and	Erik	Charell,	

working	 as	 resident	 directors	 at	 Berlin’s	 largest	 theatre	 venues	 (Admiralspalast,	 Komische	

Oper,	Grosses	 Schauspielhaus).	 All	 three	 producers	 used	 tested	 international	 strategies	 to	

create	 exuberant	 shows	 combining	 sketches,	 local	 celebrity	 actors,	 topical	 songs,	 and	

elements	of	nudity	(which	had	been	made	possible	by	the	abolition	of	theatre	censorship	in	

1919.)70	Erik	Charell	had	previously	worked	for	Max	Reinhardt	as	choreographer	and	assistant	

manager.	In	1923,	his	duties	led	him	to	New	York,	where	Reinhardt	oversaw	a	revival	of	the	

play	Das	Mirakel.71	It	is	likely	that	while	in	America,	Charell	took	the	chance	to	see	Broadway	

revues.	His	own	show	concept	echoed	Ziegfeld’s.	Just	like	his	American	counterpart,	Charell	

relied	 heavily	 on	 a	 prolific	 stage	 and	 costume	 designer,	 Ernst	 Stern	 (1876	 –	 1954),	 who	

specialised	 in	 intricately	 painted	 backdrops.72	 Charell’s	 approach	 to	 presenting	 beautiful	

women	 on	 stage	 also	matches	 Ziegfeld’s	 insistence	 on	 refinement.	 Countering	 the	 plump	

nudity	of	James	Klein’s	shows,	Charell	attempted	to	display	exposed	female	bodies	in	“artful	

arrangements”	that	sublimated	the	lewd	presentations	of	naked	skin	elsewhere.73	Similar	to	

Ziegfeld,	 Charell,	 Haller	 and	 Klein	 understood	 the	 appeal	 of	 abundance,	which	was	 partly	

made	necessary	by	the	large	premises	of	their	respective	theatres.74	In	an	article	published	in	

the	magazine	Uhu,	Charell	explained	his	conceptual	approach	for	producing	revues:		

	

In	contrast	to	the	playwright,	who	works	with	quill,	ink	and	paper,	the	revue-poet	and	director,	

who	 in	my	eyes	must	be	a	polymath	of	 the	arts	 (“Universalkünstler”),	 creates	with	human	

material	and	inorganic	material	(“Menschenmaterial	und	Sachmaterial”).75		

	

Charell’s	 team	 was	 keen	 to	 diffuse	 possible	 allegations	 of	 vulgarity	 by	 highlighting	 the	

producer’s	credo	of	elegance	and	taste	when	displaying	nudity.	In	the	essay	“Inszenierung	der	

Nacktheit”	(staging	of	nudity)	published	in	the	programme	for	Charell’s	revue	Für	Dich!	(1925),	

																																																								
70	Tobias	Becker,	“Unterhaltungstheater”,	in	Morat,	Becker,	Lange	et.al	(eds.),	p.	42.	
71	Stahrenberg,	p.	93;	also	see	Leonhard	M.	Fiedler,	Max	Reinhardt,	rororo	Bildmonographien,	Reinbek	bei	

Hamburg:	Rowohlt,	1975,	p.	120f.		
72	Hennenberg,	p.	73.		
73	Ibid.,	p.74.		
74	Janine	Dömeland,	“Grosses	Schauspielhaus,	Berlin:	Musiktheaterkonzepte	in	der	Weimarer	Republik”,	in	

Grosch	2004,	p.	147.	
75	Erik	Charell,	“Wie	eine	Revue	entsteht”,	in	Uhu	1925/1926,	p.	12,	quoted	in	Hennenberg,	p.72.		
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Stefan	 Großman	 speaks	 of	 the	 necessity	 to	 integrate	 nudity	 into	 a	 director’s	 conceptual	

approach.	As	he	asserts,	audiences	no	longer	want	to	see	“mass	displays	of	flesh”	served	“raw”	

in	 “dead”	 still	 lives.	 Instead,	 and	 here	 Charell	 departs	 from	 Ziegfeld,	 revues	 must	 offer	

intelligently-conceived,	sensuous	and	essentially	moving	nudity	in	the	tradition	of	Offenbach’s	

boisterous	Cancan.76	

	

	

Music	at	the	Follies	and	at	Berlin’s	revues	

	

The	 American	 revue	 institution	 Ziegfeld	 Follies	 was	 a	 direct	 precursor	 to	 the	 genre	 now	

recognised	as	musical	comedy	(or	musical),	and	often	the	personnel	involved	overlapped.	As	

Ann	Ommen	van	der	Merwe	emphasises	 in	her	book	on	the	history	of	 the	Ziegfeld	Follies,	

music	was	vitally	important	in	the	Follies,	but	“it	always	played	a	supporting	role”.77		While	

the	visual	elements	of	 the	 shows	were	at	 the	 forefront	of	Ziegfeld’s	mind,	he	also	proved	

astute	in	selecting	his	composers,	regularly	sourcing	his	musical	material	from	the	hotbed	of	

talent	at	Tin	Pan	Alley.	

	

Irving	Berlin	(1888	–	1989),	George	Gershwin	(1898	–	1937),	Jerome	Kern	(1885	–	1945),	Cole	

Porter	(1891	–	1964)	and	Richard	Rodgers	(1902	–	1979)	nurtured	their	early	careers	in	the	

Broadway	 revues	 of	 the	 early	 1920s,	with	 Berlin	 and	 Kern	writing	 for	 the	 Ziegfeld	 Follies,	

Gershwin	 contributing	 music	 to	 the	 George	 White	 Scandals,	 Rodgers	 composing	 for	 The	

Garrick	Gaieties	and	Porter	being	involved	in	the	Greenwich	Village	Follies.78	Soon	replacing	

the	sound	of	rag	was	jazz,	but	its	adaptation	on	Broadway	was	somewhat	precarious,	as	Gerald	

Bordman	 argues;	 “Its	 pushier,	 seemingly	 chaotic	 sound	 offended	 many.”79	 Nonetheless,	

Broadway	composers	drew	on	jazz,	rounding	its	edges	and	thereby	making	their	songs	suitable	

for	 commercialisation.	Paul	Whiteman	and	his	orchestra	played	 in	 the	1923	edition	of	 the	

																																																								
76	Stefan	Großmann,	“Inszenierung	der	Nackheit”,	in	theatre	programme	Für	dich!,	1925.	Stadtmuseum	Berlin,	

shelfmark:	V	–	9011604	S.	
77	Ann	van	der	Merve	Ommen,	The	Ziegfeld	Follies	–	a	History	in	Song,	Lanham,	Maryland:	The	Scarecrow	Press,	

2009,	p.	90.	
78	Block,	p.	111.		
79	Gerald	Bordman,	The	American	Musical	Theatre:	a	Chronicle,	Oxford:	Oxford	University	Press,	1978,	p.	298.	
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Follies,	and	while	their	repertoire	was	not	included	in	the	brochure,	it	is	likely	that	the	band	

played	its	usual	mix	of	light	jazz	and	popular	songs.80	In	addition	to	contemporary	music	of	a	

distinctly	American	tone,	the	1923	Follies	also	included	a	nostalgic	piece	harking	back	to	the	

beginnings	of	America’s	 love	affair	with	Viennese	waltz	 in	the	number	“I’d	 love	to	dance	a	

waltz	 with	 you”	 (by	 Victor	 Herbert	 with	 lyrics	 by	 Gene	 Buck).81	 Accompanying	 the	 song	

visually,	“individual	chorines	appeared	as	allegorical	representations	of	well-known	waltzes,	

including	Strauss’s	“Blue	Danube”	and	Lehár’s	“Merry	Widow	waltz”.82		

	

Appropriations	of	jazz	idioms	were	typical	of	the	revues	in	Paris,	London	and	Berlin	also.83	In	

the	European	capitals,	versions	of	American	commercialised	 jazz	and	 idiosyncratic	national	

forms	of	jazz	stood	side	by	side.	Revue	producers	in	Berlin	mostly	assigned	one	main	composer	

to	each	of	their	productions,	but	the	stage	music	of	composers	such	as	Benatzky	and	Kollo	

was	 frequently	 interpolated	with	 songs	and	musical	numbers	by	both	German/Austrian	or	

American	composers.	Charell’s	 first	 large-scale	revue	at	the	Grosse	Schauspielhaus	 in	1924	

comprised	not	only	a	star-studded	cast	but	also	complemented	songs	by	Ralph	Benatzky	and	

Rudolf	Nelson	with	compositions	by	Irving	Berlin	and	Jerome	Kern	among	others,	performed	

by	the	so-called	“Follies	Band”.84	Other	revues	used	arrangements	(and	new	German	lyrics)	of	

songs	by	American	composers	Irving	Berlin,	Rudolf	Friml,	and	Jerome	Kern	amongst	others.85	

Another	highlight	of	Charell’s	inaugurating	revue	was	a	performance	of	Paul	Whiteman.86	A	

year	later,	Charell’s	Mund	zu	Mund	featured	the	German	answer	to	the	American:	bandleader	

Bernard	Etté	with	his	“Jazz-Symphonieorchester”,	who	was	received	enthusiastically.87	Charell	

also	 decided	 to	 showcase	 the	 skills	 of	 Afro-American	 dancer	 Louis	 Douglas.	 Douglas’	

appearance	on	stage	prompted	positive	reactions,	with	a	critic	admiring	“the	lissom	brown	

																																																								
80	Ibid.,	p.	179.		
81	Ibid.	
82	Ibid.	
83	Klein,	pp.	180	–	183.		
84	Hennenberg,	p.	75.		
85	Original	programmes	printed	in	Wolfgang	Jansen,	Glanzrevuen	der	Zwanziger	Jahre,	Berlin:	Edition	Hentrich,	

1987,	pp.	189	–	203.		
86	Dömeland,	p.	142.		
87	ibid.			
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body	of	Louis	Douglas,	gliding	over	 the	 floor	on	 feet	 that	 skid	 forwards	 like	 snowshoes.”88	

Douglas	was	also	booked	by	Herman	Haller	in	his	revue	Wann	und	Wo?,	performing	alongside	

chorus	 girls	 in	 front	 of	 a	 painted	 backcloth	 showing	 a	 bare-chested	 woman	 playing	 the	

saxophone.89	Other	American	and	English	star	performers	adorned	the	stages	of	both	Haller’s	

and	Charell’s	revues,	among	them	Broadway	dancer	Billy	Revel,	the	Jackson	Girls	and	Boys	

from	 London	 and	 the	 English	 Tiller	 Girls,	 who	 had	 previously	 performed	 in	 Paris	 and	 had	

brought	a	new	standard	of	precision	dancing	to	the	Broadway	stage	when	appearing	as	part	

of	Ziegfeld’s	Follies	of	1922.90	Combinations	of	international	trends	and	the	mixing	of	popular	

and	“serious”	musical	forms	also	informed	the	musical	fabric	of	German	sound	film,	in	which	

popular	song	and	symphonic	music	coexist.	

	

In	both	America	and	Germany,	songs	composed	for	the	grand	commercial	revue	shows	quickly	

gained	widespread	popularity.	They	became	what	the	Germans	called	“Schlager”.91	The	revue	

as	a	breeding	ground	 for	popular	 songs	was	 soon	 to	be	 superseded	by	 the	music	 film	–	a	

development	 reflected	by	 the	many	 song	 collections	 published	 for	 private	 use.92	 Siegfried	

Kracauer’s	account	of	Berlin’s	busy	Friedrichstraße	pays	testimony	to	this	shift	also:		

	

The	one	[song]	from	the	Charell	movie	Congress	Dances	seems	to	have	caught	on	particularly	

strongly:	“Das	gibt’s	nur	einmal	–	das	kommt	nicht	wieder”	(“Only	once,	never	again”).	A	cigar	

																																																								
88	Monty	Jacobs,	“Mund	zu	Mund”,	Vossische	Zeitung	02/09/1926,	No.	415.	More	reviews	collected	in	Rainer	

Lotz,	Black	People:	Entertainers	of	African	Descent	in	Europe	and	Germany,	Bonn:	Birgit	Lotz	Verlag,	1997,	p.	

333f.	
89	Reproduction	of	a	promotional	photo	of	this	revue	is	printed	in	Mänz	&	Rother	(eds.),	p.	98.		
90	Henneberg,	p.	75;	Ommen,	p.	161;	Original	theatre	programme	Casanova,	Stadtmuseum	Berlin,	shelfmark	V	–	

9011607	S.	
91	This	term	is	now	closely	associated	with	highly	commercialised	German	“Volksmusik”,	however	in	the	early	

decades	the	term	simply	referred	to	a	commercially	successful,	popular	song.	On	the	history	of	Schlager	in	

Germany,	see	Julio	Mendívil,	Ein	musikalisches	Stück	Heimat	–	Ethnologische	Beobachtungen	zum	deutschen	

Schlager,	Bielefeld:	Transcript,	2008.		
92	Collections	of	printed	music	focussing	on	film	songs	included	Tanztee	und	Tonfilm,	1000	Takte	Tanz,	Zum	5	

Uhr	Tee,	Tanz	im	Film,	Musik	für	Dich,	Musik	zum	Tanz,	as	well	as	collections	published	by	Germany’s	main	film	

production	company	Universum-Film	AG	(UFA).	Copies	of	all	mentioned	music	collections	are	available	at	the	

Deutsche	Kinemathek	Berlin,	Sammlung	Musik	Tonfilm	[Var].	
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store	uses	it	to	advertise	a	cut-price	cigar,	and	it	 is	as	if	we	could	hear	Harvey	himself	[sic!]	

singing	the	touching	refrain.93		

	

Kracauer’s	description	highlights	the	dissemination	of	a	film	song	and	its	inscription	into	urban	

life	–	transcending	its	original	purpose.	The	film	he	mentions,	Der	Kongreß	tanzt,	was	directed	

by	revue	producer	Charell,	its	composer	was	Werner	Richard	Heymann	(1896	–	1961).		

	

	

Revue	staging	

	

American	and	German	music	film	productions	learned	a	lot	from	stage	revue	with	regards	to	

design,	the	effective	use	of	female	chorus	performers	and	choreography	of	big-scale	numbers.		

	

The	 premise	 of	 Ziegfeld’s	 revues	was	 the	 creation	 of	 over-dimensional	 ornaments,	whose	

single	parts,	be	it	 lavish	stage	decorations	or	female	bodies,	submitted	to	the	effect	of	the	

whole.	From	1915	onwards,	Ziegfeld	relied	on	the	exuberant	art	deco	set	designs	of	architect	

and	 theatrical	 designer	 Joseph	 Urban	 (1872	 –	 1933).94	 His	 contributions	 aided	 Ziegfeld	 in	

perfecting	at	least	three	main	paradigms	of	his	shows:	material	excess,	vastness	and	speed,	

while	adding	a	great	deal	of	sophistication	and	artistic	finery	to	the	shows.	Ziegfeld	had	been	

impressed	by	Urban’s	underwater	scenes	of	a	show	called	“Garden	of	Paradise”,	and	ordered	

similar	scenes	for	the	Follies	of	1915.95		

	

Water	 spectacles,	 which	 had	 been	 a	 thriving	 genre	 in	 19th-century	 theatre	 were	 popular	

features	 in	early	20th-century	American	theatre	entertainment	and	later	adopted	for	music	

																																																								
93	This	translation	by	David	Britt	ignores	that	“Harvey”	is	a	woman:	actress	Lilian	Harvey.	Siegfried	Kracauer,	“A	

Section	of	Friedrichstraße”,	first	published	as	“Ein	Stück	Friedrichstraße”	(1932),	republished	and	translated	in	

Whyte	&	Frisby,	p.	405.		
94	Krasner,	p.	67.	For	more	information	on	Urban,	see	John	Loring,	Joseph	Urban,	New	York:	Abrams	&	Chronicle	

Books,	2010	and	Mordden,	2008,	p.141ff.	
95	Higham,	p.	104.	
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film.96	Among	them	was	the	1916	extravaganza	The	Big	Show,	staged	in	the	vast	permanent	

water	tank	at	the	Hippodrome	in	New	York.	The	show	included	a	number	entitled	“Enchanted	

Waterfall”	 and	 comprised	 costumed	 “mermaids,	 spirits	 and	 naiads”	mingling	 in	 the	water	

before	ending	 the	number	with	a	 climactic	high	dive	 into	 the	pool.”97	Ziegfeld	also	 staged	

water	spectacles,	for	example	in	the	1914	Follies.98		

	

Busby	Berkeley,	the	choreographer	(and	director)	of	some	of	America’s	most	influential	early	

film	musicals	 took	 great	 inspiration	 from	 Ziegfeld.	 Describing	 his	 conception	 of	 the	 lavish	

waterfall	 scene	 in	 Footlight	 Parade	 (1933),	 Berkeley	 remarked:	 “I	 can	 see	 a	 big	 waterfall	

coming	down	 through	 the	 rocks,	with	girls	 sliding	down	 the	 rapids	 into	a	huge	Ziegfeldian	

pool.”99	 Arranging	 female	 performers	 as	 “human	 fountains”	 was	 not	 Berkeley’s	 invention	

either,	at	least	one	American	revue	(Earl	Carroll	Vanities	of	1928)	had	used	this	feature	also.100	

Water	spectacles	are	only	one	example	of	a	design	style	that	favoured	gigantism.	American	

revues	typically	used	over-dimensional	props	and	sets	paired	with	female	performers.	Martin	

Rubin	provides	a	long	list	of	inanimate	objects	represented	by	chorus	girls,	including	wedding	

cakes,	 coins,	 paint	 boxes	 and	 phonographs.101	 Representations	 of	 instruments	 were	

particularly	popular,	above	all	violins	and	pianos.102	Both	violins	and	pianos	were	used	as	props	

for	Berkeley’s	elaborate	choreographies	in	the	stage	show	International	Revue	(1930),	where	

“human	piano	keys	danced	along	a	giant	keyboard”.	In	his	later	films,	such	as	Gold	Diggers	of	

																																																								
96	Rubin,	p.	67.	For	more	information	on	water	spectacles,	see	Derek	Forbes,	“Water	Drama”,	in	David	Bradby,	

Louis	James,	Bernhard	Sharatt	(eds.),	Performance	and	Politics	in	Popular	Drama,	Cambridge:	Cambridge	

University	Press,	1980,	pp.	91	–	108.		
97	Rubin,	p.	68.		
98	Ibid.		
99	Tony	Thomas,	The	Busby	Berkeley	Book,	New	York:	New	York	Graphic	Society,	1973,	p.	70.	
100	Rubin,	p.	52.	A	tableau	of	naked	women	adorning	a	fountain,	“The	Fountain	of	Youth”	also	featured	in	an	

undated	show	from	the	Revuedeville	productions	at	London’s	Windmill	Theatre,	picture	printed	in	Raymond	

Mander	and	Joe	Mitchenson,	Revue.	A	Story	in	Pictures.	New	York:	Taplinger,	1971,	reprinted	in	Klooss	&	Reuter,	

p.	45.	
101	Ibid.,	p.	69f.		
102	Ibid.,	p.	62.	Examples	include	performers	dressed	as	giant	violins	in	The	Passing	Show	of	1928	or	the	1924	

black	revue	Dixie	to	Broadway	seeing	chorus	girls	grouped	around	an	outsized	piano.	
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1933,	 Gold	 Diggers	 of	 1935	 and	 Lady	 Be	 Good	 (1941),	 Berkeley	 used	 the	 same	 staging	

device.103		

	

A	prominent	feature	of	the	American	revue	and	the	Ziegfeld	Follies	was	the	show	staircase.	

This	set	piece	had	become	synonymous	with	Ziegfeld’s	designer	Urban,	who	had	first	used	a	

large	staircase	in	a	1917	Ziegfeld	production	entitled	The	Century	Girl.104	From	thereon,	the	

staircase	 appeared	 in	 the	 Follies	 regularly	 and	 became	 a	 symbol	 for	 the	 revue	

internationally.105	Presenting	young	female	performers	on	staircases	gave	show	producers	the	

opportunity	to	overcome	the	horizontality	of	the	stage.	

	 	

Some	of	the	earliest	film	musicals	using	wide	staircases	were	The	Hollywood	Revue	of	1929,	

King	 of	 Jazz	 (1930)	 or	 The	 Show	 of	 Shows	 (1929).	 Arguably,	 they	 anticipated	 the	 grand	

kaleidoscopic	effects	created	by	Busby	Berkeley’s	high-angle	shots	in	his	musicals	of	the	1930s.	

Before	his	Hollywood	career,	Berkeley	had	experimented	with	displaying	patterns	of	female	

performers	arranged	on	stairs	as	a	dance	director	on	Broadway,	where	one	reviewer	noted	

the	“high,	stage-wide	flight	of	steps”	displaying	“novelty	tableaux	effects”	 in	a	show	called	

Night	 in	Venice.106.	On	German	revue	stages,	staircases	frequently	featured	also,	and	were	

particularly	impressive	at	the	Grosse	Schauspielhaus.107	In	his	study	on	revues	in	Berlin	and	

Vienna,	Franz	Peter	Kothes	remarks	on	the	function	of	staircases;	“the	star,	who	glides	down	

the	staircase	in	a	god-like	manner,	is	sublimated	as	an	individual.”108	The	significance	of	the	

staircase	for	the	genre	of	revue,	which	extended	to	the	genre	of	the	film	musical,	was	captured	

by	George	Gershwin	in	a	song	he	composed	for	the	George	White	Scandals	of	1922;	“I’ll	build	

a	stairway	to	paradise”.109	

	

																																																								
103	Ibid.,	p.	62f.	The	ways	in	which	German	music	films	adopted	gigantism	and	instrument	props	in	the	1930s	and	

1940s	will	be	addressed	in	Chapter	VII.		
104	Ommen,	p.	114.		
105	See	also	Klooss	&	Reuter,	p.	33ff.		
106	Rubin,	p.	73.		
107	Dömeland,	p.	148.		
108	Franz	Peter	Kothes,	Die	theatralische	Revue	in	Berlin	und	Wien	1900	–	1938,	Wilhelmshaven:	Heinrichshofen,	

1977,	p.	81.		
109	Klooss	&	Reuter,	p.	43.		
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A	 revue	set	design	adopted	by	 the	 film	 industries	 in	both	American	and	Germany	was	 the	

depiction	of	metropolitan	skylines	presented	by	backdrops,	placards	or	miniature	models	of	

skyscrapers.	The	1929	edition	of	the	George	White	Scandals	included	a	number	showing	the	

transformation	of	chorus	girls	into	imitations	of	skyscrapers	stuck	to	their	backs.110	Four	years	

later,	Busby	Berkeley	recreated	the	same	effect	on	film,	in	42nd	Street.		

	

The	 trend	 extended	 to	 German	 revues,	 and	 here	 too,	 skyscrapers	 were	 symbols	 for	 the	

American	metropolis.	Architects	 such	as	Walter	Gropius,	Martin	Wagner	and	Hans	Poelzig	

began	to	envision	a	radically	modernised	version	of	Berlin,	which	in	its	current	state	seemed	

no	 longer	 to	 represent	 its	 increasingly	 diverse	 society.	 They	 were	 radical	 in	 outlook,	 and	

advocated	 clean-cut,	 cubicle-shaped	 houses	 in	 the	 style	 of	 “Neue	 Sachlichkeit”	 (New	

Objectivity),	eschewing	the	decorative	frills	and	ornaments	of	the	past.111	In	their	aspirations	

for	a	modernised	cityscape,	architects	and	city-planners	increasingly	looked	to	the	American	

metropolis	for	inspiration.	The	fascination	with	the	American	skyscraper	is	closely	intertwined	

with	a	wide	acceptance	of	America	as	the	“leader	of	the	industrial	world”.112	As	Ian	Boys	White	

and	David	Frisby	highlight,	“America	stood	for	advanced	building	technologies,	steel	frames,	

skyscrapers	and	a	 skyline	 that	did	not	have	 to	 respect	 the	 royal	palace	and	 the	cathedral:	

precisely	 the	 new	 condition	 of	 Berlin.”113	 Despite	 the	 ambitions	 of	 the	 collective	 around	

Gropius,	 skyscrapers	 remained	 a	 rare	 sight	 in	 the	 1920s,	 in	 part	 due	 to	 the	 economic	

depression	and	hyperinflation	in	1923.114	Representations	of	skyscrapers	lining	the	top	of	the	

cityscape	in	German	revue	designs	are	therefore	more	likely	to	have	referred	to	the	American	

metropolis	 as	 the	 ultimate	 symbol	 for	modernity	 and	 technological	 process.	 For	 the	 1926	

revue	An	 und	 Aus	 at	 Berlin’s	 Admiralspalast,	 theatrical	 producer	 Hermann	 Haller	 chose	 a	

backdrop	depicting	a	metropolitan	skyline	at	night	for	the	Tiller	Girls’	performance.115	As	Kevin	

Clarke	points	out,	Kálmán’s	operetta	Die	Herzogin	von	Chicago	also	used	a	backdrop	depicting	

a	metropolitan	skyline.	The	stage	directions	of	the	1929	performance	in	Vienna	read:	

																																																								
110	Rubin,	p.	65.	
111	For	a	detailed	history	of	the	Bauhaus	academy	and	its	aspirations,	see	for	example	Michael	Kater,	Weimar	–	

from	Enlightenment	to	the	Present,	New	Haven:	Yale	University	Press,	2014,	pp.	135	–	164.		
112	Whyte	&	Frisby	(eds.),	p.	316.	
113	Ibid.		
114	Ibid.		
115	A	picture	of	this	number	is	printed	in	Jansen,	1987,	p.	125.	
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During	the	orchestral	overture,	a	cloth	has	been	lowered.	In	a	modern	painting	style,	it	depicts	

Broadway	 in	New	York,	with	all	 buildings	having	neon	 signs	advertising	 “Charleston”.	 Little	

electric,	colourful	lights	have	been	fixed	to	the	cloth,	which	light	up	one	by	one.116	

	

The	trend	of	emulating	American	cityscape	in	stage	settings	neither	stopped	after	the	New	

York	stock	market	crash,	which	damaged	America’s	reputation	of	the	land	of	prosperity,	nor	

with	the	dawn	of	National	Socialist	power	in	1933.	It	continued	to	feature	in	urban	stage	

entertainment,	and,	increasingly,	on	the	screen,	all	will	be	explored	in	Chapters	V	to	VII.		

	

	

Chorus	girls	as	expressions	of	modernity	

	

“A	 Pretty	Girl	 is	 Like	 a	Melody”,	 a	 song	written	by	 Irving	Berlin,	 became	 the	hymn	of	 the	

Ziegfeld	Follies	since	its	premiere	in	1919.	Its	lyrics	as	well	as	its	musical	fabric	encapsulate	the	

very	essence	of	Ziegfeld’s	concept	of	showmanship.	The	song	first	accompanied	a	group	of	

showgirls	parading	on	stage	in	costumes	representing	famous	and	loved	melodies	from	the	

19th-century	Romantic	era.117	As	they	walked	out,	Berlin’s	song	merged	into	the	respective	

melodies	 depicted.118	 Both	 the	 song	 and	 the	 staging	 suggest	 a	 correlation	 between	 the	

physical	appearance	of	female	performers	and	the	piece	of	music	presented:	A	“pretty	girl”	

essentially	inhabits	similar	characteristics	as	music	from	the	Romantic	era	–	she	is	perfectly	

formed,	 harmonious,	 alluring.	 As	 Ziegfeld	made	 sure,	 his	 Girls	 also	 possessed	 qualities	 of	

timeless	beauty	that	appealed	both	to	his	audiences’	senses	and	emotions.		

	

Ziegfeld	invested	considerable	time	and	money	to	transform	young	women	into	creatures	of	

legend.	 In	 the	 process	 of	 doing	 so,	 his	 performers	 were	 sublimated,	 but	 arguably	 also	

objectified.	 Hundreds	 of	 physically	 perfected,	 albeit	 depersonalised	 Girls	 were	 used	 as	

																																																								
116	Libretto	and	stage	directions	Die	Herzogin	von	Chicago,	version	1929	for	the	Vienna	premiere,	p.	5,	quoted	in	

Clarke,	2007b,	p.	163.		
117	The	melodies	represented	in	costume	were	Dvořák’s	“Humoresque”,	Mendelssohn’s	“Spring	Song”,	

Schubert’s	“Serenade”,	Schumann’s	“Träumerei”,	Massenet’s	“Elegy”,	Offenbach’s	“Barcarolle”,	see	Ommen,	p.	

133.	
118	Ommen,	p.	133.		
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representations:	either	melodies,	inanimate	objects,	often	flowers	and	abstract	ornaments.119	

Where	individual	female	bodies	merge	into	a	moving,	but	ultimately	 lifeless	ornament	 in	a	

stage	presentation,	their	“feminine	material	excess	[is]	disciplined	with	the	visual	language	of	

geometry”,	as	scholar	Susan	Glenn	writes.	120	In	the	revue,	Girls	were	a	means	of	expression	

that	did	not	extend	to	any	other	meaning	or	dramatic	purpose	than	the	short-lived,	dazzling	

effect.	They	were	spectacle’s	tools	but	simultaneously	spectacle’s	innermost	substance.		

	

As	 Charles	 Higham	 intimates,	 Ziegfeld	 was	 “determined	 to	 reject	 the	 coarse,	 vulgar,	 ugly	

atmosphere	of	vaudeville	and	replace	it	with	glamour,	taste,	and	charm.”121	From	the	early	

1920s	 onwards,	 he	 used	 the	marketing	 slogan	 “Glorifying	 the	American	Girl”	 and	 in	 1929	

oversaw	the	production	of	a	film	revue	of	the	same	name.	The	elevation	of	young	females	as	

“glorified”	symbols	of	a	sophisticated	modern	America	required	large	sums	of	money	spent	

on	costumes	and	stage	designs,	giving	any	provocative	exhibits	of	nudity	an	air	of	elegance	

and	respectability.	Nudity	was	censored	 from	theatrical	performances,	but	 tolerated	when	

displayed	motionless.122	Ziegfeld	and	Joseph	Urban	were	very	clever	in	circumventing	this	law	

by	using	sheer	dresses	and	clever	lighting	which	showed	off	female	body	shapes.123		

	

In	his	quest	to	mould	almost	otherworldly	female	creatures	admired	by	the	public,	Ziegfeld	

relied	on	the	settings	of	Urban;	risqué	but	elegant	promotional	photography	of	Alfred	Cheney;			

tableaux	vivants	created	by	James	Ben	Ali	Haggin	Jr.;	opulent	costumes	by	designers	Lucile	

(Lady	Lucy	Duff-Gordon)	and	Erté;	and	on	dance	director	Ned	Wayburn.124	Wayburn	(1874	–	

1942)	was	responsible	for	inventing	the	“Ziegfeld	Walk”,	which	enable	women	to	gracefully	

and	securely	balance	large	headwear	while	walking	down	a	revue	staircase.	This	walk	played	

																																																								
119	Rubin,	p.	68.		
120	Glenn,	p.	177.		
121	Higham,	p.	29.		
122	John	H.	Houchin,	Censorship	of	the	American	Theatre	in	the	Twentieth	Century,	Cambridge:	Cambridge	

University	Press,	2009,	p.	75ff.		
123	Linda	Mizejewski,	Ziegfeld	Girl:	Image	and	Icon	in	Culture	and	Cinema,	Durham	N.C.:	Duke	University	Press,	

1999,	p.	93.	
124	Mordden,	2008,	p.	162f;	Higham,	p.	108f;	Klooss	&	Reuter,	p.	37f.		
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a	considerable	part	in	fostering	the	image	of	the	“Ziegfeld	Girl”.125	Wayburn	also	instigated	a	

system	that	divided	the	Girls	of	the	company	into	categories	of	show	suitability,	according	to	

their	 measurements	 and	 body	 shapes.126	 Ziegfeld	 had	 precise	 ideas	 about	 the	 physical	

attributes	of	his	performers	and	 frequently	 commented	on	his	 selection	strategies	 in	 local	

newspapers.127		

	

Despite	 their	obvious	objectification,	chorus	girls	were	more	 in	control	of	 their	career	and	

their	 sexuality	–	 their	 “commodity	value”	–	 than	previous	generations	of	women,	as	Linda	

Mizejewski	argues.128	This	reflected	a	general	trend;	parting	with	Victorian	traditions,	women	

of	 the	 younger	 generations	 increasingly	 joined	 the	 workforce	 and	 openly	 demanded	

suffrage.129	The	so-called	“New	Woman”	of	this	era	benefited	from	“independence,	mobility,	

professionalization,	and	a	delay	of	marriage.”130		

	

Likewise,	 the	emerging	Girl	 trend	 in	Germany	 can	be	 linked	 to	a	 changing	 socio-economic	

climate	in	which	women	gained	suffrage	in	1919	and	the	percentage	of	female	employees	in	

the	white-collar	sector	rose	steadily	throughout	the	1920s.131	Young	women	working	on	the	

revue	stages	of	the	large	cities	could	be	seen	to	symbolise	a	new	type	of	the	modern	young	

woman,	who	eschewed	her	ties	with	traditional	female	roles	and	gained	a	degree	of	control	

over	her	own	social	mobility.	Fritz	Giese	highlights	this	aspect	in	his	account	of	the	mid-1920s	

Berlin	revue:	

																																																								
125	A	detailed	analysis	of	the	“Ziegfeld	Walk”	and	Urban’s	staircases	can	be	found	in	Barbara	Stratyner,	Ned	

Wayburn	and	the	Dance	Routine:	from	Vaudeville	to	the	Ziegfeld	Follies,	Wisconsin:	Society	of	Dance	History	

Scholars,	1996,	p.	5,	55f.	For	more	information	on	the	connections	between	the	Follies	and	fashion,	see	

Mizejewski,	pp.	89	–	108.		
126	Stratyner,	p.	53.	Wayburn	divided	the	female	chorus	into	categories	A	to	E,	with	A	girls	being	the	showgirls,	

who	were	individually	featured.	
127	Mizejewski,	p.	112f.		
128	Ibid.,	p.	69.	
129	In	the	period	between	1890	and	1920,	the	increase	of	women	in	professional	careers	rose	by	226	percent.	

Statistics	in	Mizejewski,	p.	72.		
130	Ibid.,	p.	68.	
131	Günther	Berghaus,	“Girlkultur:	Feminism,	Americanism,	and	Popular	Entertainment	in	Weimar	Germany,	

Journal	of	Design	History,	Vol.	1,	1988,	No.	3/4,	p.	194f.	See	pages	193ff	for	detailed	information	on	female	

employment	rates.	
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On	the	stage	these	girls	offer	a	more	favourable	impression	than	in	their	offices	or	behind	the	

counters	of	 the	department	 stores.	Here,	 in	 the	 theatre,	 they	are	 seen	by	members	of	 the	

higher	 social	 orders,	 whom	 they	 would	 normally	 never	 have	 the	 chance	 to	 meet.	 Being	

employed	 as	 a	 Girl	 seems	 to	 be	 safe	 way	 to	 climb	 the	 social	 ladder.	 Perhaps	 one	 day	 an	

industrialist,	a	millionaire’s	son	or	a	lord	will	take	them	home	as	their	brides?132	

	

	

German	Girl-Kultur	and	its	reception	

	

In	Germany,	where	Girl	troupes	populated	the	revue	stages,	the	trend	came	to	be	known	as	

“Girl-Kultur”,	a	term	coined	by	Fritz	Giese	in	his	1925	study	of	the	same	name.133	Despite	the	

cultivation	of	revues	and	chorus	kicklines	in	the	Parisian	revue,	the	American	influence	was	

much	 more	 tangible	 where	 public	 opinion	 was	 concerned.	 German	 dance	 troupes	 were	

labelled	to	comply	with	the	trend:	Scala	Girls,	or	Haller	Girls,	among	others.134	

	

In	1926,	the	Film-Kurier	published	an	article	titled	“Was	sind	Girls?”	(“What	are	Girls?”),	which	

attempts	a	definition:		

	

In	 contemporary	 linguistic	 use,	 Girls	 are	 young	 ladies	who	 –	 clad	 in	 seductive	 costumes	 –	

perform	 in	 ballets	 and	 revues.	 Since	 they	 are	 from	 England	 or	 America,	 they	 neither	 call	

themselves	‘Mädchen’,	nor	‘Fräuleins’	or	‘junge	Damen’,	but	Girls.135		

	

Fashion	 and	 entertainment	 magazines	 began	 to	 publish	 extensive	 advice	 on	 how	 young	

women	 could	 transform	 themselves	 into	Girls,	 commenting	 on	 hair	 dyes,	 clothing,	 fitness	

																																																								
132	Fritz	Giese,	Girlkultur:	Vergleiche	zwischen	amerikanischem	und	europäischem	Rhythmus	und	Lebensgefühl,	

München:	Delphin,	1925,	p.	118,	quoted	and	translated	in	Berghaus,	p.	203.		
133	Giese,	p.	177ff.		
134	Jansen,	1987,	p.	104,	p.	142.	German	girl	troupes	were	often	ensembles	associated	with	a	particular	theatre,	

or	producer.		
135	Dr.	R.	Otto,	“Was	sind	Girls?”,	Film-Kurier	03/07/1926,	No.	57.		
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routines	and	diet.	Satire	was	never	far	behind,	with	Revue	des	Monats	publishing	“The	Girl	

chemically	analysed”.136	

	

The	 Girls’	 perfected,	 homogenised	 beauty	 and	 their	 similarity	 in	 body	 shape	 and	 height	

evoked	 an	 imagery	 associated	 with	 American	 rationalised	 working	 principles.	 Drawing	

connections	between	America’s	unrivalled	economic	 strength	and	“Girl-Kultur”,	 sociologist	

Siegfried	Kracauer	commented:	

	

The	‘Girls’	were	artificially	manufactured	in	the	USA	and	exported	to	Europe	by	the	dozen.	Not	

only	 were	 they	 American	 products,	 they	 also	 demonstrated	 the	 greatness	 of	 American	

production…	When	the	Girls	form	their	undulating	chorus	lines	they	demonstrate	the	virtues	

of	the	conveyor	belt.	Their	fast	dance	steps	seem	to	proclaim:	business,	business	[…].137	

	

In	 his	 essay	 “Das	 Ornament	 der	 Masse”	 (1927),	 Kracauer	 further	 discusses	 the	 cultural	

phenomenon	of	the	Girls	with	reference	to	the	English	dance	troupe	Tiller	Girls.138	This	group’s	

trademark	was	precision	dancing	of	military	perfection	and	the	arrangements	of	the	dancers	

in	 over-dimensional	 ornaments.139	According	 to	 Kracauer,	 the	 Tiller	Girls’	 uniform	dancing	

patterns	are	quintessentially	American:	“The	products	of	American	distraction	factories	are	

no	longer	individual	Girls,	but	indissoluble	Girl	clusters	whose	movements	are	demonstrations	

of	 mathematics.”140	 He	 explored	 the	 Girl	 phenomenon	 further	 in	 his	 1928	 essay	

“Girldämmerung”	(“Twilight	of	the	Girl”),	in	which	he	rendered	the	American	actress	Phyllis	

Hayes	 a	 “little	machine”	 (“Maschinette”).141	 As	 Kracauer	 scholar	Michael	 Ermarth	 argues,	

																																																								
136	Revue	des	Monats	03/1932.		
137	Siegfried	Kracauer,	“Girls	und	Krise”,	Frankfurter	Zeitung	26/05/1931,	translated	in	Berghaus,	p.	212.		
138	Kracauer,	1927,	p.	75.		
139	For	more	information	on	the	Tiller	girls,	see	Klooss	&	Reuter,	p.	64f.;	Jelavich	p.	176.		
140	Kracauer,	1927,	p.	75f.		
141	Siegfried	Kracauer,	“Girldämmerung”,	Frankfurter	Allgemeine	Zeitung	22/06/1928,	No.	462,	p.	2,	quoted	in	

Michael	Ermarth,	“Girls	Gone	Wild	in	Weimar	Germany:	Siegfried	Kracauer	on	Girlkultur	and	the	Un-Kultur	of	

Americanism”,	in	Modernism/Modernity,	Vol.	19,	No.1,	2012,	p.	3.	Arguably,	the	term	“Girldämmerung”	is	a	

word	play	on	the	Wagner	opera	Götterdämmerung.	
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“Girl-culture	and	its	feverish	aura	of	high-pressure	Americanism	were	for	Kracauer	the	latest	

form	of	advanced,	rationalised	“late”	capitalism.”142		

	

Practitioners	 confirmed	 this	 impression.	 The	 lifestyle	periodical	Das	Magazin	 published	an	

anecdotal	article	allegedly	written	by	dancer	and	actress	Barbara	la	May,	on	the	topic	of	“Girl	

and	 Flapper”.	 Reminiscing	 on	 her	 alleged	 experience	 training	 with	 “Mr.	 Ziegfeld”,	 she	

highlighted	that	“for	us	Girls,	I	mean	Dancing	Girls	–	the	motto	is:	Work!	Work!!	Work!!!”	She	

continues	to	describe	working	hours	of	16-hour	working	days,	and	the	custom	of	not	paying	

theatre	dancers	for	the	first	four	weeks.143	

	

To	 contemporary	 eyes,	 female	 dance	 troupes	 only	 tangentially	 resembled	 the	 natural	

movements	of	the	human	body.	In	1928,	author	Adam	Kuckhoff	described	“the	machine-like	

exactness	of	the	Tiller	Girls	work	like	a	metronome”.144	Erich	Kästner,	one	of	the	most	prolific	

writers	of	 the	era	 and	now	associated	with	 the	 literature	of	New	Objectivity,	 used	 similar	

imagery	 in	 his	 satirical	 poem	 “Chor	 der	 Girls”,	 in	 which	 he	 bemoans	 the	 monotony	 of	

perpetually-moving	legs	(“ewig	gleiches	Beinerlei”).145	Other	writers	used	expressions	such	as	

“precision	machine”	or	“Girl	machine”	when	evaluating	dance	troupes,	and	caricaturist	Paul	

Simmel	depicted	a	chorus	line	as	marching	out	of	a	Ford	factory	in	a	cartoon	for	the	Berliner	

Illustrirte	in	1926.146	In	October	1931,	the	Revue	des	Monats	published	a	photo	collage,	titled	

“Pillars	of	work	–	pillars	of	pleasure”,	which	pairs	an	image	of	factory	chimneys	with	that	of	a	

chorus	 line’s	 legs.147	 The	 same	 magazine	 printed	 a	 feature	 on	 Robert	 Negrell,	 “Der	 Girl	

Dompteur”,	 who	 likened	 his	 work	 with	 chorus	 girls	 to	 “drilling	 wild	 animals”.	 Comparing	

German,	American,	and	English	dancers,	he	asserted	that		

	

[t]he	American	Girls,	just	like	the	English,	have	no	subtlety,	and	believe	the	mechanical	to	be	

their	 ideal	 as	 dancers.	 Since	 Tiller	 invented	 the	 “Girl	 machine”,	 they	 strive	 for	 absolute	

																																																								
142	Ermarth,	p.	3.		
143	Barbara	la	May,	“Girls	und	Flapper”,	Das	Magazin	10/1929.	
144	Adam	Kuckhoff,	“Grösse	und	Niedergang	der	Revue”,	in	Die	Volksbühne	04/1928,	No.	1,	p.	6.		
145	Kästner’s	“Chor	der	Girls”	was	originally	published	in	1929.	Erich	Kästner,	Lärm	im	Spiegel,	München:	Dtv,	

1988	[1929],	p.	84.		
146	Reprinted	in	Jelavich,	p.	180	and	183.	
147	Revue	des	Monats	10/1931.		
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synchronicity	 in	movement	and	have	 the	greatest	ambition	 to	exercise	 their	 […]	steps	with	

military	precision.148	

	

On	a	 related	note,	 a	writer	 for	 the	Film-Kurier	makes	poignant	 remarks	on	 chorus	 girls	 as	

interchangeable	commodities	when	reporting	on	a	rehearsal	of	the	American	dance	troupe	

Hoffmann	Girls	at	the	variety	theatre	Scala:	

	

It	would	be	impossible	to	say	to	any	of	the	dainty	nymphs	‘You	are	the	slenderest	one	of	all!’	

One	is	as	slim	and	willowy	as	the	other.	They	are	an	ideal	sample	collection	of	the	‘American	

girl’	(…).149		

	

A	similar	understanding	of	revue	girls	as	moving	according	to	mechanic	principles	informed	a	

satirical	 number	 in	 Berlin’s	 cabaret	 theatre	 Tingel-Tangel,	 founded	 in	 1931	 by	 composer	

Friedrich	Hollaender.150	In	the	year	of	the	cabaret’s	inauguration,	the	“Tingel-Tangel-Girls”,	a	

mechanic	“machine”	of	eight	identical	Girls	made	out	of	plywood	operated	by	the	twin	sisters	

Grit	 and	 Ina	 van	 Elben	 on	 either	 side	 of	 the	 kickline,	 was	 presented	 on	 stage.151	 The	

Lichtbildbühne	aptly	called	the	act	“Girl-Robot”	[no	translation].152	

	

While	chorus	lines	and	their	synchronised	kicks	and	steps	offered	diversion	and	entertainment	

to	white-collar	workers,	their	acrobatic	routines	could	never	have	veiled	the	strenuous	hard	

work	involved	in	the	profession.	Being	a	chorus	girl	was	physical	labour,	with	slim	and	toned	

body	shapes	as	visual	evidence.	The	image	of	the	quintessential	chorus	girl	combining	leisure	

and	 work	 filtered	 down	 from	 the	 stage	 to	 both	 silent	 film	 and	 early	 sound	 films	 in	 both	

America	 and	 Germany.	 Films	 adopted	 lavish	 revue	 elements	 doubling	 the	 perfectly	

engineered	mass	ornaments	and	their	anonymous	performers	as	described	by	Kracauer.	They	

also	featured	the	chorus	girl	as	character,	who	–	once	stepped	off	the	stage	–	developed	into	

																																																								
148	Robert	Negrell,	“Girl	Dompteur”,	Revue	des	Monats	02/1933.	The	alleged	international	experience	of	Robert	
Negrell	could	not	be	verified	in	this	research.			
149	Waldemar	Lydor,	“Das	Interview	des	Film-Kurier,	Die	Hoffmann-Girls	zum	Film!”,	in	Film-Kurier	14/03/1925,	

No.	63.		
150	For	more	information	on	Friedrich	Hollaender’s	work	for	cabaret,	see	Rösler,	p.	182ff.		
151	A	picture	of	the	“machine”	is	reprinted	in	Stahrenberg,	p.	94.		
152	Anonymous,	“Bravo,	Hollaender”,	Lichtbildbühne	21/03/1931,	No.	69.		
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an	 unlikely	 heroine	 of	 numerous	 film	 scripts.	 Typically,	 this	 Girl	 was	 portrayed	 as	 feisty,	

confident,	inventive	and	romantic	at	heart,	and	she	appeared	in	films	of	the	backstage	musical	

type.		

	

In	backstage	musicals,	the	audience	is	introduced	to	the	inner	workings	of	the	musical	stage	

show,	 it	 follows	 a	 film’s	 protagonists	 into	 theatre	 rehearsals	 and	 reveals	 backstage	

relationships	between	members	of	the	theatre	crew.	At	times,	the	often-romanticised	notions	

of	theatre	work	approached	considerable	depictions	of	social	realism,	first	and	foremost	in	

the	early	American	 film	musicals	associated	with	choreographer	Busby	Berkeley,	produced	

during	the	years	of	the	Great	Depression.	In	films	such	as	Gold	Diggers	of	1933	and	42nd	Street	

(1933),	but	also	in	Dancing	Lady	(1933,	released	in	Germany	as	Ich	tanze	nur	für	dich	in	1934),	

chorus	girls	faint	in	exhaustion,	collapse	and	hurt	their	legs	during	gruelling	dance	rehearsals.	

In	Dancing	Lady,	the	chorus	girl	 is	directly	linked	to	America’s	technologised	society.	In	the	

imagination	of	a	Broadway	producer	(played	by	Clark	Gable),	the	chorus	girl	not	only	mirrors	

the	pace	of	modern	life,	she	becomes	the	extension	of	the	machine.	Explaining	his	vision	for	

a	new	show,	the	character	of	the	producer	passionately	exclaims:	

	

You’ve	gotta	give	them	something	outta	modern	everyday	life.	Something	out	of	a	city	spree.	

Give	them	the	slums,	burlesque	shows,	riveting	machines,	a	girl	who	has	to	beat	time	with	the	

city’s	rhythm,	a	girl	who	craves	to	dance,	do	you	get	it?153	

	

Normally,	backstage	musicals	include	scenes	of	diegetic	music	and	dance	numbers,	the	show	

being	 rehearsed	 in	 the	plot	becomes	 the	 show	we	 see	as	 the	 cinema	audience.	 The	1928	

German	 silent	 film	 Das	 Girl	 von	 der	 Revue	 however	 completely	 omits	 any	 elements	 of	

metatheatre	and	focusses	entirely	on	a	young	chorus	girl’s	quest	for	a	wealthy	suitor.	Here,	

as	in	many	other	films	on	either	side	of	the	Atlantic,	the	Girl	became	an	ambassador	for	self-

fulfilment	and	social	advancement,	shedding	her	stage	identity	as	canvas	for	the	spectator’s	

dreams	and	erotic	fantasies.		

	

	

	

																																																								
153	Dancing	Lady,	1936.	
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Conclusion	

	

As	will	be	seen	in	the	following	chapters,	elements	of	Cultural	Americanisation	as	manifested	

in	 popular	 musical	 theatre	 crucially	 informed	 the	 formal	 and	 aesthetic	 development	 of	

German	music	films.	In	the	process	of	adaptation	and	reshaping,	American	music	films	often	

acted	 as	 catalysts.	 In	 the	 early	 Hollywood	 musicals,	 which	 were	 still	 steeped	 in	 revue	

traditions,	Ziegfeld’s	legacy	is	particularly	evident.154	For	most	German	film	staff,	lacking	first-

hand	 experience	 of	 Broadway	musical	 theatre,	 early	 American	music	 films	were	 the	most	

accessible	and	representative	replications	of	the	large-scale,	lavish	Broadway	revue,	as	well	

as	 sources	 of	 inspiration	with	 regards	 to	 dance	 technique,	 scoring,	 and	 narrative	 themes.	

However,	 the	music	 films	of	 the	1930s	and	early	1940s	crucially	copied,	consolidated,	and	

furthered	 trends	 that	 were	 intricately	 linked	 to	 Weimar	 society	 and	 its	 aspirations	 for	

democratisation,	liberalisation,	and	modernisation.	Despite	the	ambivalent	relationship	with	

American	 history,	 politics	 and	 society,	 the	 curious	 and	 often	 passionate	 engagement	with	

American	culture	was	deeply	woven	into	the	fabric	of	both	popular	and	“high”	culture	by	the	

end	of	the	Weimar	Republic.		

																																																								
154	The	contributions	of	the	great	American	revue	to	the	genre	development	of	the	music	film	is	captured	in	film	

tributes	such	as	The	Great	Ziegfeld	(1936),	The	Ziegfeld	Girl	(1941),	and	the	Fred	Astaire	musical	Ziegfeld	Follies	

(1946).	
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Chapter	III	
	
	A	“violent	stimulation	of	the	heartstrings”1:	
American-German	film	relations	and	the	beginnings	of	German	music	film	production	
	
	
“I	think	that	talkies	will	do	much	for	music.	The	people	of	the	world	have	been	music	hungry	for	years.	
They	have	flocked	miles	to	hear	orchestras	and	bands.”		
(Paul	Whiteman)	2	
	

	

Introduction	

	

This	chapter	demonstrates	how	German	ideas	about	Cultural	Americanisation	were	applied	

to	both	German	and	American	 film.	While	 the	presence	of	American	 films	on	 the	German	

market	had	been	a	subject	of	public	debate	since	the	end	of	World	War	One,	the	competition	

they	presented	was	felt	much	more	acutely	with	the	dawn	of	sound	film	production.	In	order	

to	accommodate	a	meaningful	examination	of	 the	generic	developments	 in	German	music	

films	in	subsequent	chapters,	the	complex	entanglements	of	the	German	and	American	film	

industries	and	markets	at	the	very	start	of	the	sound	film	period	must	be	established	with	

some	rigour.	The	trade	relationships	established	early	in	that	process	shaped	the	relationship	

between	 the	German	and	American	markets	 for	many	 years,	 as	did	 the	discussions	 about	

American	national	stereotypes	and	cultural	values	in	the	trade	press.	From	the	earliest	days	

of	sound	film	production,	debates	about	the	role	of	music	in	German	film	were	influenced	by	

the	imported	American	music	films,	as	will	be	shown.		

	

	

Film	relations	between	America	and	Germany	at	the	end	of	the	Weimar	Republic	

	

In	 1928,	 just	 one	 year	 before	 sound	 film	 production	 arrived	 in	 Germany	 and	 swiftly	

transformed	the	country’s	cultural	landscape,	Adolf	Halfeld	published	his	critical	account	of	

																																																								
1	See	footnote	55.		
2	Hal	Hall,	“The	King	of	Jazz:	Paul	Whiteman	Makes	a	few	Remarks	anent	the	Talking	Pictures”,	American	

Cinematographer,	Vol.	10,	01/1930,	No.	10.	
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American	society	and	its	influence	on	Europe,	“Amerika	und	der	Amerikanismus”.	3	Halfeld’s	

attempt	to	capture	the	complexity	of	American	history,	culture,	economy,	and	above	all,	its	

enigmatic	national	psyche,	is	a	vivid	testament	to	feelings	of	fascination	and	anxiety	towards	

America	and	its	status	as	the	world’s	strongest	economic	and	militaristic	force.	The	publication	

draws	a	picture	of	an	uncultured	nation	substituting	materialism	and	capitalism	for	tradition	

and	enlightenment.	 Tracing	 the	manifestations	of	 a	 process	of	Americanisation	 in	 Europe,	

Halfeld	asserts,	that		

	

it	is	not	difficult	to	see	that	the	trend	of	Americanisation	is	neither	based	on	America’s	political	

or	 economic	 influence,	 nor	 on	 an	 imagined	 American	 Zeitgeist.	 The	 phenomenon	 of	

Americanisation	is	a	direct	consequence	of	America	controlling	90	per	cent	of	the	world’s	film	

production	and	therefore	controlling	the	most	monumental	propaganda	device	imaginable.4		

	

The	film	industry	was	widely	identified	as	pivotal	for	the	dissemination	of	American	culture,	

fashion,	and	values,	regardless	of	political	affiliation.	As	Thomas	Saunders	asserts,	“Hollywood	

became	 the	promotional	guardian	of	 the	American	dream	and	 the	primary	 instrument	 for	

domesticating	American	culture	in	Europe.”5	Both	commentators	of	a	conservative-nationalist	

mind-set,	and	those	moving	in	leftist	intellectual	circles	bemoaned	America’s	impact	on	the	

German	film	market,	which	had	enjoyed	a	few	years	of	excellent	international	reputation	due	

to	cutting-edge	filming	technique	and	a	series	of	feature	films	appreciated	for	its	remarkable	

artistic	standard	and	embrace	of	expressionism.6	A	critical	factor	for	the	growth	of	Germany’s	

film	production	sector	was	the	1917	foundation	of	the	Universum-Film	AG	(UFA),	a	company	

that	 soon	 after	 its	 inauguration	 controlled	 large	 portions	 of	 distribution,	 production	 and	

theatre	operations	and	which,	despite	financial	crises,	would	dominate	the	domestic	market	

for	the	next	two-and-a-half	decades.7	With	new	stability	and	economic	growth	 in	the	mid-

1920s,	Germany’s	domestic	market	became	once	again	attractive	to	foreign	companies.8	Just	

																																																								
3	Adolf	Halfeld,	Amerika	und	Amerikanismus,	Jena:	Eugen	Diederichs,	1928.	
4	Ibid.,	p.	10.	
5	Saunders,	p.	1.		
6	See	for	example	Saunders,	p.	69;	Kreimeier,	p.	173ff,	p.	183ff;	Kaes,	1993,	pp.	47	–	72;	Sabine	Hake,	German	

National	Cinema,	New	York:	Routledge,	2006,	pp.	28	–	39.		
7	Saunders,	pp.	22	–	24.	For	a	complete	history	of	the	UFA,	see	Kreimeier.		
8	Kaes,	1993,	p.	51.	
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as	 the	 American	 film	 industry	 had	 an	 interest	 in	 strengthening	 its	 monopoly	 through	

aggressive	market	expansion,	German	companies	–	above	all	UFA	–	were	equally	eager	 to	

reintroduce	American	 products	 to	 the	 cinemas.	 Long	 before	American	 imports	 challenged	

Germany’s	 film	 production	 and	 distribution	 during	 relative	 economic	 stability	 of	 the	mid-

1920s,	 the	first	American	films	appeared	sporadically	even	before	the	wartime	 import	ban	

was	officially	lifted	in	1921.9	As	soon	as	international	trade	was	resumed,	industry	and	press	

voiced	 their	 concerns.	 In	 June	 1919,	 the	 Film-Kurier	 published	 an	 article	 on	 UFA’s	 trade	

agreements	with	American	film	companies,	warning	against	uncontrollable	influx	of	imports.10	

Even	Erich	Pommer	(1889	–	1966),	who	was	to	become	UFA’s	most	successful	producer	from	

1921	onwards,	alerted	readers	to	the	dangers	of	low	import	tariffs:	“At	this	moment	in	time,	

foreign	 films	 flooding	 the	 German	 market	 due	 to	 lower	 tariffs	 will	 have	 catastrophic	

consequences	 for	 the	national	 film	 industry.”	He	 also	 echoed	a	popular	 assumption	when	

continuing:	

	

I	am	willing	to	admit	that	foreign	films,	above	all	American,	impress	with	their	technology	and	

excellent	photography.	However,	on	the	other	hand,	it	is	a	fact	that	in	terms	of	content	and	

intellectuality,	they	cannot	compete	with	German	films.11	

	

From	 1924	 until	 the	 end	 of	 the	 Weimar	 Republic,	 American	 films	 were	 imported	 and	

distributed	 in	 large	numbers,	with	German	exports	to	America	simultaneously	waning.12	 In	

order	to	ensure	the	quality	of	American	imports	and	to	strengthen	its	own	position	overseas,	

UFA	entered	a	trade	agreement	with	Paramount	and	Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer	(MGM)	in	1925,	

resulting	in	an	alliance	known	as	Parufamet.	On	the	American	part,	the	reason	for	investing	in	

the	agreement	was	twofold.	Firstly,	the	deal	secured	high	quality	UFA	productions	for	their	

own	market,	 and	 secondly,	UFA’s	exhibition	 company	owned	“the	nation’s	 largest	 theatre	

chain”	and	controlled	more	than	600	cinemas	in	the	country.13	From	a	German	perspective,	

the	investments	attached	to	the	deal	saved	the	UFA,	at	a	time	when	several	of	their	prestige	

																																																								
9	Saunders,	p.	5,	pp.	55	–	57.	German	cinemas	showed	American	films	from	early	1919	onwards.			
10	Anonymous,	Erich	Pommer,	“Ein	Attentat	gegen	die	deutsche	Filmindustrie”,	Film-Kurier	10/06/1919,	No.	7.	
11	Ibid.	
12	Kaes,	1993,	p.	71.		
13	Jan-Christopher	Horak,	“Rin-Tin-Tin	in	Berlin	or	American	Cinema	in	Weimar”,	Film	History,	Vol.	5,	03/1993,	

No.	1,	p.	54.		
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productions	 had	 overstrained	 their	 budget	 dangerously.	 The	 company’s	 hope	 to	 keep	

American	 importation	at	bay	while	expanding	their	own	production	for	the	foreign	market	

was	not	to	materialise.	While	Paramount	and	MGM	received	supervisory	rights	allowing	them	

to	 influence	artistic	decisions	of	new	UFA	productions	 set	 for	America,	UFA	had	not	been	

granted	equal	rights	for	American	films	distributed	in	Germany.14	The	original	deal,	which	was	

understood	 to	 compromise	 German	 artistic	 standards	 by	 producing	 films	 suitable	 for	 the	

American	market,	soon	became	unpopular	among	critics	and	industry	officials	and	underwent	

substantial	 revisions	 in	 subsequent	 years.15	 In	 1932,	 it	 was	 abolished	 altogether.	 While	

Parufamet	did	not	stand	the	test	of	time,	it	was	symptomatic	of	America’s	growing	influence	

on	the	world	film	market	and	in	Europe	especially,	where	Germany’s	resistance	was	the	only	

of	any	significance.16	It	was	also	emblematic	of	the	constant	oscillation	between	competition	

and	 cooperation	 between	 film	 industries	 in	 Germany	 and	 America;	 their	 ambivalent	

relationship,	that	filtered	down	to	contemporary	reception.		

	

	In	 1927,	 major	 American	 firms	 established	 branches	 in	 Germany	 which	 oversaw	 the	

distribution	of	American	films	(a	task	previously	delegated	to	German	companies),	but	which	

were	 “legally	 required,	 by	 quota	 regulations,	 to	 distribute	 as	 many	 German	 features	 as	

imports.”17	1927	also	saw	magnate	and	nationalist	politician	Alfred	Hugenberg’s	(1865	–	1951)	

acquisition	of	crisis-stricken	UFA,	which	he	incorporated	into	his	media	empire	and	restored	

to	unprecedented	dominance.18	Under	his	leadership,	UFA	evolved	into	a	serious	competitor	

to	the	main	Hollywood	companies.	A	member	of	the	DNVP	(German	National	People’s	Party),	

Hugenberg	endeavoured	to	“align	the	studio	more	effectively	with	a	nationalist	agenda.”19	

	

																																																								
14	Saunders,	pp.	68	–	73.		
15	Ludwig	Klitzsch,	UFA’s	chief	executive	from	1927,	lowered	UFA’s	quota	from	40	films	to	20	and	negotiated	a	

drop	of	the	percentage	of	American	films	UFA	was	required	to	release:	from	75%	to	33	½%.	See	Kreimeier,	p.	

217.		
16	Saunders,	pp.	1	–	5.	In	other	European	countries,	large	numbers	of	American	films	had	arrived	during	the	war	

and	Hollywood	distributions	dominated	national	markets.		
17	Saunders,	pp.	66	–	67.		
18	Saekel,	p.	145;	Hake,	2006,	p.	49.		
19	Hake,	2006,	p.	49.		
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UFA’s	 financial	 strength	 proved	 detrimental	 for	 smaller	 production	 companies	 which	 had	

relied	 on	 contractual	 commissions.20	 As	 a	 result,	 only	 three	 powerful	 German	 companies	

remained	competitive	by	the	end	of	the	decade;	UFA	dominated	production	and	Terra	and	

Tobis	controlled	the	distribution	sector.21	With	the	introduction	of	sound	film	production	in	

1927	(America)/1929	(Germany),	the	international	film	market	faced	new	challenges.	Not	only	

did	 the	 financial	 burden	 of	 acquiring	 costly	 sound	 equipment	 wipe	 out	 small	 production	

companies	and	cinemas.	In	Germany,	it	also	coincided	with	the	onset	of	the	world	economic	

crisis	following	the	New	York	Wall	Street	Crash,	which	had	devastating	effects	for	the	weak	

foundations	of	Germany’s	first	democracy.	Cinema	visitor	numbers	plummeted	from	-7%	in	

1929	to	-32%	in	1932,	and	the	number	of	German	films	distributed	nationally	shrank	to	half	

of	 those	 available	 in	 the	 silent	 film	 era.22	 Sources	 that	 regularly	 supplied	 film	 industry	

statistics,	such	as	the	Jahrbuch	der	Filmwirtschaft	or	the	Filmhandbuch	give	valuable	insights	

into	 the	 strains	 imposed	 on	 the	 film	 industry	 by	 the	 transition	 to	 sound	 film,	 which	 was	

worsened	 by	 so-called	 “Patentkriege”	 (patent	 battles)	 over	 sound	 systems,	 as	 well	 as	

illustrating	 the	 continuous	 influence	 of	 American	 short	 and	 feature	 films.	 After	 American	

feature	films	temporarily	exceeded	the	German	market	share	in	the	years	1924	and	1925	(212	

German	 vs	 216	 American	 films	 and	 185	 German	 vs	 216	 American	 films	 respectively),	 the	

American	share	would	subsequently	drop	and	slowly	decrease	throughout	the	1930s	(except	

for	a	rise	from	1936	to	1937).	While	UFA’s	new	economic	strength	under	Hugenberg	played	

an	important	part	in	the	dynamics	of	the	market	during	the	last	years	of	the	Weimar	Republic,	

so	 did	 the	 introduction	 of	 sound	 and	 its	 language	 barriers;	 these	 would	 benefit	 national	

markets	and	present	ample	problems	for	international	trade.	The	numbers	assembled	in	the	

table	below	are	taken	from	statistical	sources	published	for	the	film	industry;	Handbuch	der	

Filmwirtschaft	1929	–	1931,	Handbuch	des	Films	1935/36	and	Das	Filmschaffen	in	Deutschland	

1935	bis	39.23		

	

																																																								
20	Helmut	Korte,	Der	Spielfilm	am	Ende	der	Weimarer	Republik,	Göttingen:	Vandenhoeck	&	Ruprecht,	1998,	p.	

90.	
21	Ibid.,	p.	94.		
22	Korte,	p.	93,	Saekel,	p.	147.	
23	Alexander	Jason,	Handbuch	der	Filmwirtschaft	1929	–	1931,	Berlin:	Verlag	für	Presse,	Wirtschaft	und	Politik,	

1932;	Alexander	Jason,	Handbuch	des	Films	1935/36,	Berlin:	Hoppenstedt,	1935;	Alexander	Jason,	Das	

Filmschaffen	in	Deutschland	1935	bis	1939,	Berlin:	Institut	für	Konjunkturforschung,	1940.		
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German	market	shares	1928	–	1939	

	

German	 	 	 American	 	 	 All	feature	films	

long	feature	films	 	 long	feature	films	 	 	

	

1928	 	 224	(0	of	which	sound)	 	 199	(0	sound)	 	 	 517	(0	sound)	

1929	 	 183	(8	of	which	sound)	 	 142	(10	sound)	 	 	 413	(no	information)	

1930	 	 146	(101	sound)	 	 79	(29	sound)	 	 	 284	(150	sound)	

1931	 	 144	(142	sound)	 	 85	(59	sound)24		 	 278	(244	sound)	

1932	 	 132	(all	sound)	 	 	 55	(all	sound)	 	 	 213	(no	information)	

1933	 	 129	 	 	 	 64	 	 	 	 206	

1934	 	 129	 	 	 	 41	 	 	 	 211	

1935	 	 92	 	 	 	 41	 	 	 	 188	

1936	 	 112	 	 	 	 27	 	 	 	 175	

1937	 	 94	 	 	 	 39	 	 	 	 172	

1938	 	 99	 	 	 	 35	 	 	 	 161	

1939	 	 111	 	 	 	 20	 	 	 	 144	

	

America’s	imports	by	a	large	margin	contributed	the	biggest	percentage	of	foreign	films	on	

the	German	market,	the	second	biggest	being	France,	followed	by	Austria	and	England	in	the	

early	years	of	sound	film	production.25	Regarding	the	grand	total	of	long	feature	films,	these	

shares,	and	those	of	other	European	countries,	were	almost	meaningless.	

	

The	German	interest	in	the	American	film	industry	is	documented	for	example	in	Jahrbuch	der	

Filmindustrie	 1930,	 which	 features	 a	 lengthy	 section	 on	 American	 import,	 export,	 visitor	

statistics,	 production	 companies,	 censorship,	 and	 polls	 on	 the	 best	 directors	 and	 actors.26	

According	to	a	survey	among	more	than	300	American	newspaper	critics,	German	expatriate	

Ernst	Lubitsch	was	voted	“best	director”	in	1928	and	1929.	Emil	Jannings	was	picked	as	“best	

actor”.27		

																																																								
24	Jason,	1932,	p.	34.	Saunders	gives	conflicting	numbers	of	84	(58	sound)	for	the	year	1931.	See	Saunders,	p.	

223.		
25	Jason,	1935,	p.	286.		
26	Karl	Wolffsohn,	Jahrbuch	der	Filmindustrie	1930.	Berlin:	Verlag	Lichtbildbühne,	1930,	pp.	577ff.	
27	Ibid.,	p.	589.		
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Losing	 esteemed	 film	 personnel	 to	 such	 powerful	 competition	 caused	 uneasiness	 among	

German	film	critics,	which	reflected	a	general	scepticism	towards	Hollywood’s	monopolistic	

position.28	In	particular,	Lubitsch’s	series	of	commercial	and	critical	successes	in	America	was	

received	 ambiguously.	 One	 critic	 writing	 for	 the	 Berliner	 Lokal-Anzeiger	 openly	 accused	

America	of	stealing	the	venerable	director	from	the	Germans,	“just	like	everything	that	is	near	

and	dear	to	us.”29		

	

The	 much-dreaded	 “Überfremdung”	 (over-alienation)	 was	 a	 catchword	 of	 the	 day.30	 As	

Thomas	 Saunders	 poignantly	 puts	 it,	 “Hollywood	 represented	 the	 erosion	 of	 traditional	

distinctions	 between	 culture	 and	 commodity,	 art	 and	 artifice,	 personal	 creativity	 and	

assembly-line	production,	the	fusion	of	high	and	low	culture,	and	a	catalyst	for	formation	of	a	

homogenised	mass	culture.”31	To	some	critics,	American	imports	streaming	onto	the	German	

market	must	have	evoked	reminiscences	of	war	times	and	America’s	role	in	Germany’s	defeat.	

The	martial	 language	used	 in	 in	 article	headings	 such	as	 “The	American	 threat	 to	 the	 film	

industry”,	“Germany	an	American	film	colony?”,	and	“The	American	danger”	reflect	this.32		

	

On	 the	 other	 hand,	 critics	 were	 also	 never	 shy	 to	 express	 a	 contrasting	 view	 of	 overall	

appreciation	 and	 admiration	 of	 American	 actors,	 technology,	 the	 dimensions	 of	 their	 film	

studios	and	the	status	of	cinema	culture	in	society.	

	

The	fears	of	market	domination	 led	to	the	 introduction	of	several	protectionist	quota	 laws	

throughout	 the	 1920s,	 which	 were	 subsequently	 revised	 and	 complemented	 by	 further	

legislation	 by	 the	Nazi	 government	 from	 1933	 onwards.	 Germany	was	 the	 only	 European	

country	that	countered	the	aggressive	expansion	of	the	American	film	industry	with	a	set	of	

																																																								
28	Saekel,	p.	56ff.		
29	Kros,	“Amerika	wird	europäisch”,	Der	Montag,	Sonderausgabe	des	Berliner	Lokal-Anzeigers	06/07/1931,	No.	

25.		
30	See	for	example	Adelheid	von	Saldern,	“Überfremdungsängste”,	in	Alf	Lüdtke,	Inge	Massolek,	Adelheid	von	

Saldern	(eds.),	pp.	213	–	244.		
31	Saunders,	p.	11.		
32	“Die	amerikanische	Gefahr	für	die	Filmindustrie”,	Film-Kurier	06/06/1919,	No.		6;	“Deutschland	amerikanische	

Filmkolonie?”,	Der	Film	15/04/1929,	No.		8;	“Die	amerikanische	Gefahr”,	Kinematograph	09/05/1926,	No.		10.		
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legal	regulations.33	With	the	new	currency	in	place,	the	quota	system	of	earlier	years	required	

some	 readjustments,	 not	 least	 because	 foreign	 films	 became	 more	 affordable	 and	 were	

therefore	extremely	attractive	to	renters.34	Firstly	the	so-called	“Kontingenzgesetz”	stipulated	

that	a	film	could	only	be	imported	for	each	German	film	was	that	exported.	From	1926/1927,	

the	 “Kompensationssystem”	 ruled	 that	 for	 each	 imported	 film	 a	 German	 film	 had	 to	 be	

produced.	Both	systems	were	flawed,	as	Anton	Kaes	explains:		

	

The	result	of	the	Kompensationssystem	was	a	mass	production	of	German	films	that	were	only	

made	 to	 guarantee	 the	 import	 of	 American	 film	 hits.	 The	 Kontingentgesetz	 in	 turn	 was	

ineffective,	because	despite	German	films	being	shows	in	New	York	as	prescribed,	they	often	

closed	immediately	due	to	low	visitor	numbers.35	

	

After	 a	 short	 period	 of	 mostly	 unhindered	 import	 in	 1928	 and	 early	 1929,	 a	 further	

protectionist	law	was	passed	in	the	1929/1930	season	after	the	introduction	of	sound	film.	

From	 there	on	 the	 “Reichskommissar”	was	 lawfully	enabled	 to	 set	a	maximum	number	of	

yearly	film	imports	to	prevent	the	German	so-called	“Tonfilmkrise”	(sound	film	crisis)	 from	

doing	lasting	damage	to	the	German	film	economy.	Licenses	were	given	to	large	foreign	film	

companies	and	those	that	had	distributed	German	exports.	In	1930/1931,	210	foreign	films	

(90	sound	films,	120	silent	films)	were	accepted	for	distribution	in	Germany.36	The	quota	law,	

which	 directly	 countered	 the	American	 liberal	model	 of	 free	 economy,	 provoked	 criticism	

among	American	trading	partners.	The	intervention	in	film	politics	by	governmental	laws	was	

established	during	the	post-war	years	of	the	Weimar	Republic,	and	in	some	ways,	facilitated	

the	governmental	control	over	all	film	production	during	National	Socialist	rule.	The	basis	of	

all	governmental	intervention	was	the	“Reichslichtspielgesetz”	which	was	passed	on	the	12th	

May	 1920.	 This	 law	 ended	 18	 months	 of	 freedom	 from	 censorship	 and	 stipulated	 the	

institution	of	 two	censorship	offices,	which	had	 the	power	 to	deem	a	 film	unfit	 for	public	

screening	 if	 it	was	thought	to	present	a	potential	 threat	to	the	religious,	moral	or	national	

integrity,	 or	 state	 security.37	 The	 law	 was	 renewed	 and	 readapted	 in	 1922,	 1931	 and	 –	

																																																								
33	Kaes,	1993,	p.	71.		
34	Saekel,	p.	175.		
35	Kaes,	1993,	p.	71.		
36	Saekel,	p.	176.		
37	Ibid.,	p.	173.		
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famously	–	in	1934.38	In	1931,	an	added	passage	enabled	censorship	offices	to	ban	films	that	

posed	a	“threat	to	public	order”,	 thereby	expanding	the	right	to	place	 injunctions	on	films	

thought	to	be	objectionable	in	terms	of	political,	religious	or	moral	implications.39		

	

	

Reception	of	American-German	film	politics	and	American	films	

	

Before	 the	 arrival	 of	 sound	 technology	dominated	 the	 trade	press	 from	 roughly	mid-1928	

onwards,	film	trade	between	America	and	Germany	was	one	of	the	most	prevalent	themes.	

American	film	industry,	advertisement	strategies,	film	technology	and	American	lifestyle	were	

also	popular	topics,	and	especially	travel	reports	from	Los	Angeles	or	New	York	peppered	with	

personal	 anecdotes	 were	 given	 much	 editorial	 space	 in	 the	 Film-Kurier,	 Der	 Film,	

Lichtbildbühne,	 and	 Kinematograph	 –	 all	 of	 which	 at	 some	 stage	 in	 the	 1920s	 and	 1930s	

employed	a	correspondent	in	America.40	Article	series	such	as	“Auslandsspiegel”	in	Der	Film,	

“Neue	Filme	im	Ausland”	(mid-1930s)	and	“Amerika	Filme”	(mid-1930s)	in	Film-Kurier,	“Was	

der	 Broadway	 sieht”	 (early	 1930s)	 in	Kinematograph	 and	 “Das	Ausland	dreht	 das	Ausland	

zeigt”	 in	 Lichtbildbühne	 (mid-1930s)	 kept	 readers	 informed	 about	 new	 American	 film	

productions	even	for	most	of	the	Nazi	era.		

	

The	 coverage	 reveals	 both	 ongoing	 fascination	 and	 criticism.	 Stretching	 over	 years	 of	

publication,	 a	 set	of	distinct	qualities,	 symbols,	 casting	 types,	 and	aesthetic	 characteristics	

associated	 with	 American	 film,	 its	 economy	 and	 society	 is	 continuously	 reinforced	 in	

journalistic	writing.	Some	of	these	will	be	explored	in	more	detail	in	the	following	two	chapters	

regarding	their	representation	 in	German	films	during	the	Weimar	years	and	“Third	Reich”	

																																																								
38	The	1934	Lichtspielgesetz	will	be	explored	in	more	detail	in	Chapter	VI.		
39	Saekel,	p.	173.		
40	Travel	reports	from	American	locations	remained	a	feature	in	the	magazine	throughout	the	Weimar	Republic	

and	the	years	of	the	“Third	Reich”.	Examples	include	Chaparall’s	regular	features	on	Hollywood	in	the	last	years	

of	the	Weimar	Republic	in	Film-Kurier;	a	five-part	feature	in	November	1935	by	an	unnamed	author;	and	Georg	

Galewski’s	exploration	of	Hollywood	published	on	01/01/1929	in	Film-Kurier.	In	Der	Film,	an	unnamed	

corresponded	in	New	York	published	a	series	of	articles	on	American	cinema	culture,	starting	with	the	edition	

01/03/1929,	No.	5.	In	Lichtbildbühne,	Dr.	Friedrich	Kohner,	based	in	Hollywood,	contributed	features	on	film	

production,	see	for	example	the	edition	from	08/02/1930,	No.	34.		
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respectively.	Ernst	Toller,	writing	on	sound	film	in	America	for	the	daily	broadsheet	Berliner	

Börsen-Courier	in	January	1930,	dismisses	not	only	the	sound	film	in	one	sweeping	article,	but	

also	gives	his	reasons	for	regarding	American	film	as	generally	inferior:	

	

Dozens	 of	 new	 sound	 films	 are	 released	 every	month	 in	 America.	 The	most	 objectionable	

Kitsch,	 the	 sickliest	 sweet	 romanticism,	 and	 pettiest	 fabrications	 take	 turns.	 If	 they	 were	

amusing	at	least!	But	they	are	boring	and	tiring.	Time	and	again	we	see	hundred	naked	legs	of	

chorus	girls,	we	hear	the	same	stupid	 love	dialogues,	always	the	same	“Happy	end”.	[…]	Of	

course,	the	Americans	are	a	young	nation,	and	young	nations	just	as	young	people	in	general	

like	to	believe	in	the	illusion	of	eternal	life.	They	escape	reality	in	their	dreams.	They	transform	

social	disharmony,	class	struggle	and	emotional	conflict	into	harmony.41	

	

Other	 publications	 echoed	 the	 sentiment	 expressed	 here.	 Journalist	 Fritz	 Olimsky,	 who	

published	 film	 reviews	 for	 Berliner	 Börsen-Courier	 among	 others,	 commented:	 “The	

Americans	have	rightfully	come	to	the	reputation	of	relying	on	superficialities	in	their	artistic	

production	and	not	least	in	their	films.	In	too	many	cases,	this	ties	in	with	a	general	emptiness,	

if	not	to	say	lack	of	soul	[Seelenlosigkeit].”42	This	preconception	about	emotional	poverty	is	

connected	 to	 an	 understanding	 of	 America	 as	 being	 a	 young	 civilisation	 with	 no	 cultural	

heritage	comparable	with	European	history.		

	

Many	commentators	also	believed	that	America’s	assumed	obsession	with	marketability	and	

profit	margins	resulted	 in	the	production	of	films	that	were	tailored	to	mass	consumption,	

therefore	compromising	artistic	standards	and	avoiding	challenging	topics	in	film	art.43	Some	

critical	 observers	 also	 accused	 America	 of	 systematically	 expanding	 its	 economic	 and	

militaristic	 control	 in	 Germany	 through	 cultural	 influx.	 Herbert	 Ihering,	 a	 well-regarded	

theatre	and	film	critic,	and	an	avid	supporter	of	modern	American	culture	in	the	early	1920s,	

had	considerably	changed	his	mind	by	1926.	His	rather	apocalyptic	vision	saw	contemporary	

cinema	audiences		

	

																																																								
41	Ernst	Toller,	“Kurzer	Bericht	vom	Tonfilm	und	Theater	in	Amerika”,	Berliner	Börsen-Courier	12/01/1930,	No.	

19.		
42	Fritz	Olimsky	in	Saekel	p.	59.	
43	Film	publicist	Rudolf	Oertel,	quoted	in	Saekel,	p.	57.	
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being	 subordinated	 to	 American	 taste;	 they	 are	 being	 streamlined	 and	 uniformed	 […].	

American	 film	 is	 the	 new	world	military.	 It	 is	marching	 up.	 It	 is	more	 dangerous	 than	 the	

Prussian	military.	It	does	not	engulf	individuals.	It	engulfs	nations.44	

	

This	attitude	may	also	have	contributed	to	the	findings	of	a	poll	launched	by	the	Film-Kurier	

to	 map	 the	 popularity	 of	 German	 and	 American	 films	 respectively.	 According	 to	 the	

testimonials,	German	films	were	much	more	popular	with	audiences	during	the	mid-1920s,	

when	the	shares	of	German	and	American	films	on	the	market	were	close	to	even	for	a	few	

years.45	 A	 different	 reason	 for	 this	 discrepancy	may	 also	 have	 been	 the	 fact	 that	 usually	

American	films	were	not	dubbed	but	subtitled,	making	it	more	difficult	for	audiences	to	follow	

the	plot	and	enjoy	verbal	humour.		

	

Arguably,	it	was	also	America’s	pole	position	in	sound	film	production	and	its	role	in	initiating	

the	end	of	the	silent	film	era,	that	contributed	to	the	unease	felt	towards	its	films.	The	end	of	

silent	film	also	meant	the	end	of	the	cinema	musician.	The	existential	worries	of	composers,	

conductors,	musicians	and	cinema	directors	featured	in	numerous	press	articles	on	the	topic	

throughout	the	transitional	phase,	ending	in	1931.46	In	1929,	Guiseppe	Becce	(1877	–	1973),	

one	of	the	most	prolific	musical	directors	of	cinemas	in	the	1920s,	wrote	about	his	concerns,	

but	also	expressed	hope.	Sound	film	will	not	establish	itself	in	Germany,	he	wrongly	assumed,	

since	 “in	 this	 country	 we	 have	 high	 musical	 demands,	 and	 visitors	 will	 not	 be	 willing	 to	

substitute	the	live	orchestra.”	He	adds	that	Germany’s	“cultural	conditions”	are	different	to	

those	 in	 England	 or	 America.47	 Coming	 from	 a	 similar	 position	 of	 advocating	 Germany’s	

cultural	hegemony,	composer	and	“Kapellmeister”	at	the	Alhambra,	Paul	Dessau,	states	that		

	

																																																								
44	Herbert	Ihering,	Von	Reinhardt	bis	Brecht.	Vier	Jahrzehnte	Theater	und	Film,	Berlin:	Aufbau-Verlag,	1961	

[1926],	p.	509,	quoted	in	Anton	Kaes,	“Massenkultur	und	Modernität.	Notizen	zu	einer	Sozialgeschichte	des	

frühen	deutschen	und	amerikanischen	Films”,	in	Franz	Trommler	(ed.),	Amerika	und	die	Deutschen	–	

Beziehungen	im	20.	Jahrhundert,	Wiesbaden:	Springer	Fachmedien,	1986,	p.	272.		
45	Film-Kurier	31/5/1930,	no	number,	quoted	in	Saekel	p.	163.	
46	Wolffram	links	the	introduction	of	sound	film	to	Fred	K.	Prieberg’s	statistics,	claiming	that	in	1933,	almost	half	

of	“all	musicians,	music	teachers	and	Kapellmeister	in	dependent	positions	were	unemployed.	In	total	numbers,	

these	were	23.889,	or	46%.”	Fred	K.	Prieberg,	Musik	im	NS-Staat,	Weilerswist:	Dittrich,	2000,	p.	263.	
47	Dr.	Giuseppe	Becce,	Paul	Dessau	et	al.	“Filmmusiker	über	den	Tonfilm”,	Der	Film	01/08/1929,	No.	15.	
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the	enthusiasm	about	 so-called	sound	 film	 is	bewildering.	Considering	our	German	cultural	

traditions,	I	can	only	assume	that	this	enthusiasm	stems	from	the	excitement	about	anything	

new.	 I	 have	 no	 other	 explanation	 as	 to	why	 so	many	 people	 […]	 have	 been	 persuaded	 by	

American	Kitsch.48		

	

It	seems	that	many	writers’	criticisms	hinged	on	a	prescribed	set	of	criteria,	such	as	the	“happy	

end”,	which,	if	detected	would	immediately	result	in	an	unforgiving	review.	For	some,	even	

the	 fact	 that	 a	 film	 was	 American	 was	 enough	 to	 dismiss	 it.	 An	 unnamed	 American	

correspondent	writing	for	Der	Film,	expressed	his	frustration	over	one-dimensional	and	biased	

journalism:	

	

A	good	film	remains	a	good	film,	and	even	in	Germany	it	shouldn’t	matter	where	this	film	was	

made.	 […]	 Good	 films	 should	 be	 inspiration	 and	 encouragement.	 Germany’s	 film	 industry	

needs	good	commercial	films.	Based	on	the	experience	of	recent	years,	it	would	be	impossible	

to	satisfy	the	demand	with	purely	domestic	production.49	

	

Despite	frequent	criticism	of	American	films	entering	the	German	market,	critics	also	openly	

acknowledged	 the	 strengths	 of	 American	 products.	 Some	 authors	 praised	 the	 superior	

condition	of	the	American	production	in	their	travel	reports	and	enthuse	about	film’s	cultural	

significance	within	the	American	society,	which	resulted	in	generous	funding.	A	report	by	Der	

Film’s	correspondent	highlights	the	luxurious	cinemas	in	New	York,	which	“even	the	biggest	

and	most	comfortable	cinemas	in	Berlin	cannot	compete	with”.	As	a	case	in	point,	he	singles	

out	the	most	prestigious	cinema	in	America,	the	Roxy	in	New	York.	He	also	comments	on	the	

extraordinary	beauty	of	the	showgirls’	dancing	in	the	variety	programme	preceding	the	film.	

While	New	York’s	entertainment	industry	is	clearly	portrayed	as	superior	to	that	of	Berlin,	the	

author	admits	that	it	would	be	unfair	to	measure	German	film	production	and	consumption	

against	the	American	standard:	“For	America,	the	cinema	is	an	indispensable	necessity,	while	

in	 Germany,	 as	 I	 recently	 realised	with	 some	 amazement,	 it	 is	 still	 neglected	 […]”50	 Erich	

Pommer,	who	had	previously	worked	in	America	until	his	return	to	Germany	in	1927,	was	a	

																																																								
48	Ibid.	
49	Anonymous,	“Der	amerikanische	Tonfilm	und	seine	Ausbreitung	auf	ausländische	Märkte”,	Der	Film	

10/05/1930,	No.	19.		
50	Anonymous,	“Ein	Amerikaner	über	Berlin”,	Der	Film	01/03/1929,	No.	5.		
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lot	more	measured	in	his	regular	public	assessments	of	both	the	American	and	German	film	

industries.	In	his	1929	feature	in	Der	Film,	he	not	only	praises	the	progress	of	American	film	in	

its	departure	from	copying	spoken	drama,	he	also	calls	American	film	technically	superior	and	

recommends	America’s	innovations	as	models	for	a	strong	German	film	art	built	on	the	back	

of	the	country’s	rich	cultural	heritage.51	He	further	advises	the	German	society	to	accept	film	

as	 an	 art	 distinct	 from,	 but	 equal	 in	 value	 to	 traditional	 formats.	Only	 if	writers	 began	 to	

specialise	in	writing	film	manuscripts,	he	argues,	German	film	would	be	able	to	compete	on	

the	international	market.52		

	

The	conflicted	reception	of	American	film	politics	and	film	art	remained	a	common	theme	in	

the	popular	film	press	throughout	the	1930s	and	early	1940s,	almost	irrespective	of	national	

and	international	political	changes.	In	the	transitional	period	from	silent	to	sound	film,	when	

Hollywood	extended	its	influence	in	an	unprecedented	manner	and	threatened	to	dominate	

national	cinemas	even	in	the	world’s	leading	film	nations	(up	to	that	time,	Italy,	Britain,	France	

and	Germany),	 the	 controversy	was	at	 its	 peak	and	 regularly	drifted	 in	 and	out	of	heated	

polemics.		

	

	

Reception	of	American	music	film	

	

American	 film	producers	 quickly	 realised	 the	potential	 of	music	 on	 the	 screen.	Hollywood	

capitalised	on	music	films	from	the	earliest	day	of	sound	film	production.	In	1929,	every	fourth	

feature	film	was	a	musical,	before	the	genre	hit	an	early	crisis	in	1930.53	Over	the	course	of	

the	 1930s,	 the	 genre	 would	 gain	 new	 momentum	 with	 weighty	 contributions	 made	 by	

directors	such	as	Ernst	Lubitsch	(1892	–	1947),	Mervyn	LeRoy	(1900	–	1987),	Busby	Berkeley	

and	 Roy	 del	 Ruth	 (1893	 –	 1961)	 amongst	 others.	 In	 1930,	 the	 German	 Jahrbuch	 der	

Filmindustrie	reprints	a	table	originally	published	in	the	American	magazine	Film	Daily,	which	

lists	the	1927/1928	film	production	according	to	genre	and	subgenre.	It	reveals	that	the	genre	

																																																								
51	Erich	Pommer,	“Kunstform	und	Tonfilmproblem	des	internationalen	und	nationalen	Films”,	Der	Film	

15/06/1929,	special	edition,	No.	4.		
52	Erich	Pommer,	“Film,	Filmgeschäft	und	Weltmarkt”,	Der	Film	23/05/1928,	No.	9/10.		
53	Horst	Königstein,	“Let	the	Music	Play”,	in	Hagener	&	Hans	(eds.),	p.	25.		
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of	“Musikal	Komödie”	(a	translation	of	“musical	comedy”)	was	popular	from	the	cumbersome	

start	of	sound	film	production.54	

	

The	German	conception	of	the	American’s	incapacity	for	real	emotional	depth	in	many	cases	

translated	directly	into	contemporary	reviews	of	American	music	films	published	in	the	most	

popular	and	high-circulation	magazines.	In	his	review	of	the	music	in	The	Singing	Fool	(1928),	

the	first	American	sound	film	and	musical	to	be	released	in	Germany	(1929),	Der	Film	critic	

Kurt	London	vents	his	animosity	towards	American	film	and	society	in	general:	

	

We	knew	that	all	of	America	is	in	a	state	of	craze	about	sound	film,	and	that	only	strengthened	

our	scepticism.	I	am	sure	that	the	Yankees,	a	nation	without	our	culture	[…],	found	a	substitute	

for	proper	stage	art	in	sound	film	–	aided	by	cheap	ticket	prices.55		

	

Even	 more	 damning	 is	 the	 review	 of	 London’s	 colleague	 Hans-Walther	 Betz	 in	 the	 same	

edition:	

	

This	 violent	 stimulation	of	 the	heartstrings,	 this	accumulation	of	everyday	 sentimentalities,	

and	the	conscious	juggling	with	dramaturgic	gaudy	effects	of	the	oldest	theatre	traditions	were	

bound	to	make	sound	film	and	the	‘Singing	Fool’	a	success	with	the	audience.56		

	

The	 derogatory	 remarks	 on	 the	 audience’s	 susceptibility	 to	 what	 was	 often	 described	 as	

“Kitsch”	continue	in	the	following	lines.	Some	of	the	accusations	listed	are	“dishonesty	of	rare	

proportions”,	“the	principles	of	good	taste	were	violated”,	“inexplicable	denial	of	reality”	and	

“excessive	 emotionality”.57	 Betz	 concludes	 his	 tirade	 by	 asking	 “Should	 the	 technological	

innovation	displayed	in	the	film	make	us	forget	the	weakness	of	thought,	and	the	ignorance	

of	realistic	dramatic	development?”	This	suggestive	question	seems	to	sum	up	the	dilemma	

of	 the	 German	 writers’	 approaches	 to	 the	 influx	 of	 American	 films.	 The	 extent	 to	 which	

political	 affiliations	 and	 personal	 preferences	 played	 a	 role	 in	 judging	 American	 imports	

																																																								
54	Wolffsohn,	p.	588.	
55	Kurt	London/Walter	Betz,	“Amerikanischer	Tonfilmstart”,	Der	Film	04/06/1929,	no	number,	special	edition.		
56	Ibid.	As	predicted	by	critic	Betz,	The	Singing	Fool	became	America’s	highest-grossing	film	of	the	1920s	and	

most	of	the	1930s.	See	Fleeger,	p.	18.	
57	Ibid.	



	 97	

becomes	 apparent	 when	 contrasting	 aforementioned	 review	 with	 that	 published	 in	 Film-

Kurier.	 Here,	 Hans	 Feld	 describes	 The	 Singing	 Fool	 as	 a	 “miracle”	 that	 rightfully	 earns	 it	

“worldwide	success”,	despite	some	weaknesses.	Feld	does	however	highlight	a	feature	that	

was	 reinforced	 continuously	 in	 critical	 reception	 of	 American	 films:	 Al	 Jolson	 “turns	

melancholy	into	business”,	therefore	consciously	tapping	the	audience’s	emotions.58	Another	

concern,	 voiced	 by	 a	 critic	 of	 Berliner	 Lokal-Anzeiger	 and	 reprinted	 in	 Allgemeine	

Musikzeitung,	was	that	of	racial	infiltration	and	“Überfremdung”.	Here,	the	alleged	threat	on	

German	culture	emanates	from	the	absorption	of	black	traditions	and	values	into	American	

film,	as	critic	Richard	Stratz	argues:		

	

One	again:	American	and	Berlin!	There	is	an	image	on	the	cinema	screen,	that	of	the	Singing	

Fool,	the	white	jazz	singer,	who,	in	preparation	for	his	performance	as	a	negro	minstrel	blacks	

his	 face.	 Once,	 the	 Americans	 brought	 the	 niggers	 over	 as	 slaves.	 Now	 the	 slave	 takes	

vengeance.	 His	 former	master	 smears	 his	 face	with	 grime	 to	 look	 like	 him.	 The	 negro	 has	

crawled	into	his	soul.	[…]	Protect	your	holiest	goods	–	German	culture	–	German	art!59		

	

More	 typical	 than	 outright	 rejections	 were	 reviews	 that	 remained	 ambiguous	 in	 their	

judgement	of	American	films,	combining	both	sentiments	of	rejection	and	admiration.	One	

example	of	the	inner	conflict	and	juxtaposed	arguments	of	many	critics	is	a	review	of	the	1929	

silent	film	Show	People	(Es	tut	sich	was	in	Hollywood).	The	critic	of	Der	Film	condemned	the	

film’s	disregard	for	realism	while	generally	acknowledging	the	strength	of	its	effects:		

	

We	have	been	served	a	sweet	fairy	tale!	[…]	The	story	of	a	star.	Grossly	overdone.	Packed	with	

lies.	[...]	It	has	great	allure.	But	nothing	more	than	allure.	Hollywood’s	magical	film	productions	

must	 be	 admired.	 The	province	 –	 also	Berlin’s	 province	 –	will	 be	 enchanted.	And	 they	will	

believe	the	tale.60		

	

																																																								
58	Hans	Feld	&	Lotte	H.	Eisner,	“Der	singende	Narr”,	Film-Kurier	04/06/1929,	No.	131.	
59	Berliner	Lokal-Anzeiger	quoted	in	Hugo	Rasch,	“König	Jazz”,	AMZ	10/10/1930,	No.		41.		
60	Walter	Betz,	“Es	tut	sich	was	in	Hollywood”,	Der	Film	11/01/1930,	No.		44.	Other	American	silent	films	set	in	

the	stage	or	film	milieu	were	Out	All	Night	(Charleston	ist	Trumpf)	and	The	Fleet’s	in	(Mädel	aus	der	Tanzbar)	

amongst	others.	
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What	seemed	to	this	critic	like	a	cunning	attempt	to	lull	cinema	audiences	into	an	illusionary	

vision	of	reality,	was	understood	as	a	“refreshing	parody	of	the	film	industry”	by	another.61		

	

In	addition	to	The	Singing	Fool,	its	predecessor	Jazz	Singer	(German	release	date	1929)	and	a	

third	Al	Jolson	film,	Say	it	with	Songs	(Sag	es	mit	Liedern,	German	release	date	1930),	several	

early	American	music	films	were	released	in	Germany,	some	as	sound	versions,	others	silent.62	

Interestingly,	foreign	correspondents	working	in	New	York	or	London	also	contributed	reviews	

of	films	that	would	never	be	imported	to	the	German	market,	but	gave	readers	an	impression	

at	least.	This	practice	was	established	in	the	post-war	years	during	the	Weimar	Republic	but	

continued	during	National	Socialism.	The	table	below	shows	a	list	of	imported	films	(German	

distribution	titles	and	original	titles),	which	are	accumulated	from	film	reviews	and	statistical	

sources,	 including	a	database	of	 Illustrierter	Film-Kurier	 (an	eight-page	programme	booklet	

with	large	photo	prints	published	to	accompany	film	releases	of	the	era).	The	second	section	

of	the	table	lists	films	that	were	reviewed	by	correspondents,	some	of	which	would	later	be	

programmed	in	German	cinemas,	others	not.		

	

American	music	films	released	in	the	Weimar	Republic	(1929	–	1932)	

	

Film	title:	 	 	 	 	 													version:		 								year	of	German	release:	
	

Broadway		 	 	 	 	 	 silent		 	 	 	 	 1929	

Der	Jazzsänger	(The	Jazz	Singer)	 	 	 silent,	later	sound		 	 	 1929	

Der	singende	Narr	(The	Singing	Fool)	 	 	 sound	 	 	 	 	 1929	

Cilly	(Sally)	 	 	 	 	 	 sound		 	 	 	 	 1930	

Hallelujah	 	 	 	 	 	 sound		 	 	 	 	 1930	

Jazzkönig	(King	of	Jazz)	 	 	 	 	 sound		 	 	 	 	 1930	

Liebesparade	(Love	Parade)	 	 	 	 sound		 	 	 	 	 1930	

																																																								
61	Anonymous,	“Es	tut	sich	was	in	Hollywood”,	Lichtbildbühne	13/01/1930,	No.		11.	
62	Say	it	with	Songs	followed	in	the	vein	of	previous	Al	Jolson	vehicles.	Again,	a	critic	remarked	on	the	film’s	

“irresistible	Kitsch”,	which	he	describes	as	the	effective	“formula”	of	the	Al	Jolson	“brand”.		See	Walter	Kaul,	

“Sag	es	mit	Liedern”,	Berliner	Börsen-Courier	11/07/1930,	No.	318.	Additional	to	music	films,	several	other	

genres	of	American	film	imports	were	popular,	such	as	comedy,	drama	and	crime.	Throughout	1920s	the	films	

with	Charlie	Chaplin	Laurel	&	Hardy,	Buster	Keaton	and	Harold	Lloyd	were	particularly	well-received,	as	were	

several	films	with	Marlene	Dietrich	and	child-star	Shirley	Temple,	both	in	the	1930s.		
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Monte	Carlo		 	 	 	 	 	 sound		 	 	 	 	 1930	

Sag	es	mit	Liedern	(Say	It	with	Songs)	 	 	 sound	 	 	 	 	 1930	

Show	Boat		 	 	 	 	 	 silent		 	 	 	 	 1930	

Vorhang	auf	(Gold	Diggers	of	Broadway)63	 	 sound	 	 	 	 	 1930	

Der	lächelnde	Leutnant	(The	Smiling	Lieutenant)	 sound		 	 	 	 	 1931	

Wir	schalten	um	auf	Hollywood	(Hollywood	Revue)	 sound		 	 	 	 	 1931	

Schloss	im	Mond	(Love	Me	Tonight)	 	 	 sound		 	 	 	 	 1932	

	

	

Reviews	from	film	screenings	abroad:	

Jazz	Singer	 	 	 	 	 	 sound		 	 	 	 London,	Paris	

Broadway	Melody	of	1929	 	 	 	 sound		 	 	 	 London	

Show	Boat	 	 	 	 	 	 sound		 	 	 	 Wien/London	

Hollywood	Revue	of	1929	 	 	 	 sound		 	 	 	 Los	Angeles	

Gold	Diggers	of	Broadway*	 	 	 	 sound/colour		 	 	 Los	Angeles	

Hochzeit	in	Hollywood	(Married	in	Hollywood)*64	 sound		 	 	 	 Los	Angeles	

	

Just	like	their	silent	predecessors,	music	films	received	ambiguous	treatment	in	the	press,	but	

music	 and	 dance	 scenes	 seldom	 failed	 to	 impress.	 In	 its	 review	 for	 Broadway	 Melody	

(reviewed	 in	 London)	 the	 Film-Kurier	 praises	 that	 “all	 superlatives	 just	 about	 do	 this	 film	

justice”,	and	with	regards	to	Universal’s	film	Broadway,	a	sound	film	shown	in	a	silent	version	

in	1929,	its	critic	wrote	admiringly,		

	

																																																								
63	The	German	version	of	Gold	Diggers	of	Broadway	was	one	of	the	earliest	dubbed	films	on	the	German	market.	

See	Anonymous	(mar.),	“Kulissenmilieu	weiter	bevorzugt”,	Berliner	Börsen-Courier	15/07/1930,	No.	323.	
64	*denotes	films	that	are	considered	lost	or	only	survive	in	fragments.	The	music	for	Hochzeit	in	Hollywood	was	

written	by	Austrian	operetta	composer	Oscar	Straus.	See	film	poster	in	Mein	Film	02/1930,	No.	217.	See	also	

Margareta	Saary,	“Oscar	Straus	–	der	Tonfilmpionier”,	in	Fedora	Wesseler,	Stefan	Schmidl	(eds.),	Oscar	Straus:	

Beiträge	zur	Annäherung	an	einen	zu	Unrecht	Vergessenen,	Amsterdam:	Operetta	Research	Centre,	2017,	p.	

143f.	
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Showmanship	 dictates	 this	 film,	 a	 feast	 for	 the	 eyes,	 that	 is	 what	 it	 aims	 for.	 […]	 Most	

impressive	are	the	Broadway	lights,	the	mirroring	sheen	of	the	dance	floor,	 light-white	girl-

bodies	[Girlkörper].	That	is	how	Broadway	succeeds	–	and	so	does	this	film.65	

	

The	 Janus-faced	 reception	 of	 American	 films	 is	 even	 expressed	 by	 Erich	 Pommer,	 in	 a	

statement	on	sound	film	production	published	in	Der	Film	in	1928:		

	

The	Americans	have	excellently	shown	us	how	to	achieve	worldwide	success.	 […]	What	will	

you	find	in	every	film?	Beautiful	landscapes,	superb	photography,	talented	and	good-looking	

actors,	perfection	in	all	technical	aspects,	even	if	the	subjects	might	seem	trivial,	childish,	or	

naïve	to	us.66		

	

The	naivety	of	the	film	plot,	which	is	often	paired	with	elements	of	visual	and	aural	spectacle,	

is	also	highlighted	in	the	review	of	Sally	(The	German	release	title	was	Cilly,	1930)	published	

in	Berliner	Börsen-Courier.	 This	 film	was	based	on	 a	 Ziegfeld	 show	of	 the	 same	name	and	

featured	its	star	performer,	Marilyn	Miller.	One	of	the	earliest	colour	feature-films,	it	tried	to	

capture	the	dazzling	glory	of	the	Ziegfeld	revues.	Aptly,	the	critic	remarked:		

	

As	a	sound	film,	Cilly	is	technically	perfect.	Dialogue,	singing	and	music	sound	remarkably	clear	

and	pure.	[…]	All	in	all,	this	100%	colour	-	and	sound	film	is	nothing	more	than	a	filmed	Ziegfeld	

revue,	which	fascinates	in	its	specific	show-	and	dance-scenes.67	

	

Glamorous	 revue	 scenes,	 dancing	 skills	 and	music	 are	 often	 amongst	 the	more	 positively	

reviewed	elements	of	American	music	films.	Another	film	that	relied	heavily	on	revue	scenes	

was	Wir	schalten	um	nach	Hollywood.	Premiered	 in	Germany	 in	June	1931,	this	 film	was	a	

conglomerate	 of	 the	 star-packed	 MGM	 revue	 film	 Hollywood	 Revue	 of	 1929	 especially	

produced	 for	 the	 German	market.	While	 the	 appearance	 of	 stars	 such	 as	 Buster	 Keaton,	

composer	Oscar	Straus	and	star	actress	Joan	Crawford	(who	even	speaks	a	couple	of	lines	in	

German)	was	received	positively	in	Der	Film,	the	Berliner	Börsen-Courier	critic	–	aware	of	how	

																																																								
65	Anonymous,	“Wie	Broadway	entstand”,	Film-Kurier	29/11/1929,	No.	284.	The	film	was	based	on	the	play	

“Broadway”	(1926).	According	to	the	Film-Kurier	critic,	it	was	performed	in	Berlin	also.	
66	Pommer,	1928.		See	footnote	52.		
67	Walter	Kaul,	“Cilly”,	Berliner	Börsen	Courier	19/03/1930,	No.	132.		
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this	 film	was	 produced	 –	 objected	 to	 its	 fragmented	 nature	 and	 the	 poor	 acting	 skills	 of	

Austrian	 actor	 Paul	 Morgan.68	 American	 film	 stars	 were	 greatly	 admired	 in	 Germany	

throughout	 the	 1930s	 and	 early	 1940s	 and	 featured	 prominently	 in	 the	 popular	 press.	

Occasionally,	they	graced	German	stages	on	international	tours,	such	as	Jeanette	McDonald,	

whom	German	audiences	 knew	 from	her	 roles	 in	Love	Parade	 and	Monte	Carlo,	 and	who	

appeared	on	the	stage	of	the	Berlin	Kabarett	der	Komiker	in	autumn	of	1931.69	

	

The	 appreciation	 of	 American	 popular	music	 and	 its	 adaptation	 of	 black	 American	 jazz	 in	

Germany,	as	well	as	the	proliferation	of	modern	dance	styles	(particularly	tap	and	Charleston),	

was	arguably	furthered	by	music	films.	Based	on	the	American	model,	German	films	would	

subsequently	exploit	the	popularity	of	the	modern	jazz	idiom	in	its	film	songs	and	scores.	A	

film	of	great	significance	for	this	trajectory	was	King	of	Jazz	(Der	Jazzkönig),	a	film	modelled	

around	 the	 persona	 of	 band	 leader	 Paul	Whiteman,	which	 opened	 in	 German	 cinemas	 in	

October	1930.	This	 revue	 film,	which	was	produced	 in	 two-strip	Technicolour	 (highlighting	

green	 and	 red	 colours),	 features	 a	 series	 of	 loosely-connected	music	 and	 dance	 scenes,	 a	

cartoon,	and	sketches,	all	held	together	by	Paul	Whiteman	and	his	“jazz	orchestra”.	Arguably	

the	 film’s	 highlight	 is	 a	 performance	 of	 George	 Gershwin’s	 “Rhapsody	 in	 Blue”	 (which	

Whiteman	had	conducted	at	its	premiere	in	1924)	with	the	orchestra	placed	on	a	larger-than-

life	grand	piano	amidst	turquoise	stage	decorations,	joined	by	female	dancers	in	top	hats	and	

tails.70	In	Germany,	the	film	was	not	only	received	as	the	epitome	of	American	prosperity,	but	

also	as	a	hallmark	of	music	 film	production.	With	 few	exceptions,	 it	was	also	seen	to	be	a	

representation	of	authentic	American	jazz.	Indicative	of	American	discrimination	of	their	black	

population,	 the	 film’s	own	attempt	at	 laying	out	a	narrative	on	the	development	of	 jazz	 is	

wildly	inaccurate.	In	an	elaborately	staged	scene	entitled	“America	is	a	Melting	Pot”,	the	film	

																																																								
68	Walter	Kaul,	“Wir	schalten	um	auf	Hollywood”,	Berliner	Börsen-Courier	14/06/1931,	No.	266.	
69	Photo	and	blurb	in	Revue	des	Monats	11/1931.		
70	Richard	Barrios,	A	Song	in	the	Dark	–	The	Birth	of	Musical	Film,	Oxford:	Oxford	University	Press,	2009,	p.	177.	

Soloist	of	the	film	performance	was	Roy	Bargy.	More	detailed	information	on	the	film’s	production	in	Barrios,	pp.	

175	–	179.	
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portrays	various	European	folk	music	traditions,	all	leading	to	a	jazz	apotheosis.	The	influence	

of	Afro-American	music	however,	is	omitted	completely	in	this	scene.71		

	

The	Film-Kurier’s	review	opens	with	a	sweeping	“Paul	Whiteman,	the	king	of	America	[…]”,	

subsequently	reminding	readers	of	Whiteman’s	success	on	Berlin’s	stages.	The	critic	continues	

by	drawing	links	between	King	of	Jazz	and	Berlin	revue	culture:		

	

[O]ne	revels	in	sound	and	colour,	in	jazz	and	revue.	Haller	seems	to	be	topped	onto	Charell,	a	

sea	of	silk,	a	forest	of	fans,	mountains	of	glitter	and	tulle	overwhelm	the	viewer.	Colonies	of	

slim	Girl	legs,	trails	of	fabric	woven	into	another,	crowds	of	people.72	

	

Commenting	on	the	film’s	musical	elements,	he	continues:	“They	[the	musicians]	are	pouring	

their	soul	 into	the	music,	and	 it	 is	a	soul	of	 jazz.	They	play	trumpet,	saxophone,	banjo	and	

violin	and	an	array	of	bizarre	instruments,	like	gigantic	saucepans	from	a	witch’s	kitchen.”73	

The	Kinematograph,	printing	 its	 review	on	the	title	page,	was	similarly	 impressed.	 Its	critic	

exclaims:	 “Without	 any	 exaggeration	 for	 publicity’s	 sake,	 Paul	Whiteman	 can	 rightfully	 be	

named	the	uncrowned	king	of	all	jazz	players.”74	Typically	measured	is	Kurt	London’s	verdict	

in	Der	Film.	He	reminds	his	reader	that	Whiteman	has	not	indeed	invented	jazz,	as	commonly	

assumed,	but	had	done	much	to	promote	and		

	

elevate	jazz	from	the	negro	taverns	and	variety	joints	to	become	art	music	by	introducing	it	to	

the	concert	hall.	 […]	We	know	the	significant	extent	 to	which	 jazz	music	has	 influenced	art	

music,	so	it	is	without	any	exaggeration	that	you	could	say	Whiteman	has	indirectly	influenced	

an	entire	era	of	music.75		

	

																																																								
71	The	only	overt	references	the	film	makes	to	the	Afro-American	influence	are	a	comic	strip,	which	shows	

Whiteman	travelling	to	Africa,	and	a	prelude	to	the	Rhapsody	sequence,	in	which	dancer	Jacques	Cartier,	

costumed	as	a	Zulu	chief,	dances	on	a	drum.	See	also	Barrios,	pp.	176	–	178.		
72	Anonymous,	“Whitemans	musikalische	Ausstattungsrevue”,	Film-Kurier	16/10/1930,	No.	245.		
73	Ibid.	
74	Anonymous,	“Farbige	Revue”,	Kinematograph	16/10/1930,	No.	242.		
75	Kurt	London,	“Der	Jazzkönig”,	Der	Film	18/10/1930,	No.		4.	
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Kurt	London	here	echoes	the	verdict	of	Paul	Bernhard’s	jazz	publication,	quoted	in	Chapter	I.	

The	Berliner	Börsen-Courier’s	review	also	proves	that	there	was	some	understanding	of	the	

discrepancies	 between	 symphonic	 arrangements	 of	 popular	 songs	 using	 elements	 derived	

from	jazz,	and	more	experimental	jazz	that	Berlin	audiences	had	at	least	to	some	extent	been	

exposed	 to	 during	 the	 1920s.	 In	 its	 review	denouncing	King	 of	 Jazz	 as	 “a	 compendium	of	

American	kitsch	of	almost	unparalleled	proportions”	the	critic	asks:		

	

What	 has	 Paul	Whiteman	 become?	 […]	 [He]	 plays	 colourless,	 sobbing	 coffee	 house	music	

accompanying	overly	sweet	revue	tableaus.	Sometimes	we	are	still	reminded	of	the	virtuosity	

of	older	jazz	–	when	the	trombonist	plays	staccato	or	when	Willi	Hall	shows	off	his	art	of	violin	

playing.76			

	

King	of	Jazz	and	its	use	of	dance	scenes,	orchestral/big	band	arrangements,	popular	songs	and	

elements	of	revue	decorations	was	to	remain	a	significant	influence	on	Germany’s	music	films.	

Despite	its	ambiguous	reception,	the	film	was	an	archetype	for	German	music	film	production,	

and	several	of	its	scenes	were	quoted	directly	or	in	modified	versions.	As	an	interview	in	the	

American	trade	magazine	American	Cinematographer	reveals,	Paul	Whiteman	had	an	inkling	

about	King	of	Jazz’s	significance,	particularly	with	regards	to	the	dissemination	of	(symphonic)	

jazz.	 Whiteman’s	 semantics	 also	 synonymise	 popular	 music	 and	 jazz,	 both	 being	 deeply	

anchored	in	the	American	identity	by	1930.	The	interviewer	recounts:	

	

Whiteman	 declares	 that	 the	 so-called	 jazz	 of	 today	 is	 really	 the	 American	 music.	 […]	 The	

classical	music,	he	points	out,	has	come	from	Europe.	America	has	developed	the	popular	or	

jazz	music	which	has	taken	a	firm	hold	in	Europe.	Pictures,	he	declares,	will	plant	this	American	

music	more	firmly	in	all	parts	of	the	world.77		

	

A	 second	 American	 film	 released	 in	 Germany	 in	 1930,	 Hallelujah	 by	 director	 King	 Vidor,	

included	 depictions	 of	 jazz.	 While	 these	 starkly	 contrasted	 King	 of	 Jazz,	 they	 may	 be	

considered	 to	 have	 reinforced	 stereotypes	 of	 black	 American	 musicians.	 Hallelujah	 was	

Hollywood’s	first	film	using	exclusively	black	actors	in	a	milieu	study	including	several	music	

																																																								
76	Anonymous	(h.st.),	“Der	Jazzkönig”,	Berliner	Börsen-Courier	19/10/1930,	No.	489.		
77	Hal	Hall,	“The	King	of	Jazz:	Paul	Whiteman	Makes	a	Few	Remarks	anent	the	Talking	Pictures”,	American	

Cinematographer,	Vol.	10,	01/1930,	No.	10.	
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scenes.	In	a	sequence	set	in	a	Harlem	club,	a	jazz	combo	(Curtis	Mosby	and	his	Blue	Blowers)	

performs	 a	Dixie	 tune	with	 the	musicians	 complementing	 their	musical	 performance	with	

several	acrobatic	elements.	While	this	film	is	a	testimony	to	the	roots	of	jazz,	Herbert	Ihering	

fails	to	mention	the	music	in	his	review.	Instead	he	voices	bewilderment,	if	not	disgust,	caused	

by	the	“emotional	degeneration”	of	black	people,	displayed	–	according	to	Ihering	–		in	the	

film.78	He	asserts	that	

	

in	the	time	of	inflation	in	Berlin,	one	began	to	overestimate	the	negro	in	an	almost	grotesque	

manner.	 Tiredness	 of	 Europe	 [“Europamüdigkeit”]	 was	 equated	 with	 a	 yearning	 for	

primitivism.	A	negro	craze	took	hold	of	Germany	and	France	after	the	war.	People	honestly	

expected	cultural	refreshment	from	the	American	negro.	A	frightening	mistake.79		

	

A	review	by	Ernst	Toller	(reporting	from	a	screening	 in	America)	on	the	other	hand	speaks	

admiringly	of	the	film,	which	uses	the	“amateur”	black	actors,	their	“wildness”	and	“primitive	

grief”	to	great	effect.80		

	

Conclusion	

	

As	demonstrated	in	this	analysis	of	contemporary	late	1920s	and	early	1930s	film	reception,	

critics	established	a	set	of	criteria	 identified	as	 typically	American.	Often,	 their	contrasting	

views	 reflect	 personal	 opinions	 and	 political	 currents	 of	 the	 time,	 and	 hinge	 on	 the	

preconception	of	America	 as	 an	uncultured	nation.	 The	 vast	 quantity	 of	 these	documents	

alone	demonstrates	the	German	fascination	with	America,	which	also	manifests	itself	in	the	

use	of	American	vocabulary	in	review	writing,	such	as	“happy	end”,	“(keep)	smiling”,	“story”,	

“girl”	 and	 “sound”	 amongst	 others.	 While	 German	 critics	 often	 described	 American	 film	

technological	 development,	 direction	 and	 sometimes	 music	 as	 superior,	 various	 other	

elements	are	 regularly	 spurned	 in	an	 increasingly	 formulaic	manner.	The	most	 commonly-

expressed	 criticism	 targeted	 the	 tendency	 to	 produce	 “kitsch”;	 the	 preference	 of	

																																																								
78	Herbert	Ihering,	“Hallelujah”,	Berliner	Börsen-Courier	03/10/1930,	No.	462.		
79	Ibid.	
80	Ernst	Toller,	“Kurzer	Bericht	vom	Tonfilm	und	Theater	in	Amerika”,	Berliner	Börsen-Courier	12/01/1930,	No.		

19.		
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commerciality	over	artistic	value;	unrealistic	and	escapist	film	plots;	general	superficiality	of	

film	manuscripts;	exploitation	of	dazzling	but	“cheap”	effects;	and	exaggerated	acting.81	As	

seen	above,	racial	prejudice	also	played	a	role	in	the	evaluation	of	American	films	on	the	rare	

occasion.	Additionally,	the	significance	of	popular	song	and	stars	in	ensuring	a	successful	run	

of	a	film	was	frequently	commented	on.	The	crucial	role	of	song	will	be	discussed	in	Chapter	

IV.		

																																																								
81	A	fashionable	term	used	widely	in	the	early	20th	century,	“Kitsch”	initially	referred	to	objects,	texts,	designs	

and	images	considered	of	poor	taste	by	exhibiting	exaggerated	garishness,	sentimentality	and	mass	appeal.	In	

cultural	criticism	and	journalism,	“Kitsch”	was	directly	or	implicitly	described	as	opposing	serious,	“real”	art.	For	

more	information	on	the	complex	etymology	and	semantic	development	of	“Kitsch”,	see	the	collection	of	essays	

on	the	topic	by	prolific	authors	of	the	20th	century	(including	Frank	Wedekind,	Walter	Benjamin,	Theodor	W.	

Adorno,	Carl	Dahlhaus,	Pierre	Bourdieu,	Susan	Sontag	among	others)	in	Ute	Dettmar	&	Thomas	Küpper	(eds.),	

Kitsch	–	Texte	und	Theorien,	Stuttgart:	Reclam,	2007.		
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Chapter	IV	

	

“We	should	look	to	America”1:		

The	development	of	“Tonfilmoperette”	at	the	end	of	the	Weimar	Republic	

	

	

	

Introduction	

	

With	 the	beginning	of	 commercial	 sound	 film	production	 in	Germany,	demands	 for	a	new	

genre	that	effectively	utilised	the	possibilities	of	music	grew	louder.	Once	film	makers,	critics	

and	audiences	had	come	to	terms	with	the	unstoppable	success	of	sound	film	that	brought	

the	era	of	 silent	 film	 to	 a	 close	within	 a	mere	 two	years,	many	dreaded	 that	Hollywood’s	

technological	and	artistic	achievements	would	render	German	film	inferior.	Critics	began	to	

encourage	the	production	of	high-quality	films	that	would	build	on	German	achievements	in	

literature	 and	 drama	 while	 utilising	 the	 newest	 technological	 developments	 in	 film	

production	and	sound	recording.	In	the	years	after	1929	the	question	of	how	to	do	so	was	a	

pressing	concern	and	a	popular	topic	in	the	German	press.		

	

The	German	ambitions	for	a	strong	national	industry	were	often	based	on	the	awareness	of	

American	 professionalism.	 In	 March	 1928,	 Der	 Film,	 calling	 for	 reform	 and	 greater	

appreciation	 of	 film,	 optimistically	 postulated	 “We	 could	 build	 the	 German	 Hollywood.”2	

With	the	first	American	sound	films	showing	in	German	cinemas,	they	inadvertently	became	

models	for	domestic	production,	especially	with	regards	to	the	use	of	sound	and	music.	With	

the	 earliest	 American	 sound	 feature	 films	 essentially	 being	musicals	 (The	 Jazz	 Singer,	The	

Singing	 Fool),	 the	 idea	 of	 extensively	 using	music	 as	 a	 storytelling	 device	was	 established	

early	on.		

	

                                                
1	Anonymous,	“Schafft	endlich	die	deutsche	Tonfilmoperette”,	Lichtbildbühne	16/01/1930,	No.	14.	
2	Anonymous,	“Wir	könnten	das	deutsche	Hollywood	errichten...wenn	die	Lustbarkeitssteuer	nicht	wäre”,	Der	

Film	01/03/1928,	No.	4.	
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Even	 if	 music	 as	 a	 theme	 had	 existed	 in	 silent	 film,	 the	 opportunities	 to	 wed	 image	 and	

music	 in	 a	meaningful	 way	 were	 greatly	 enhanced	 by	 the	 earliest	 sound-on-disk	 systems	

(above	all	Vitaphone)	and	even	more	so	by	 the	system	of	physically	 combining	sound	and	

image	 on	 the	 same	 celluloid	 (“sound-on-film”).	 It	 was	 not	 long	 before	 film	 critics	 openly	

challenged	the	film	industry	to	make	the	most	of	the	possibilities	presented	by	technological	

innovation.	

	

In	the	early	months	and	years	after	the	change	to	sound,	the	production	companies	followed	

suit	 and	 embarked	 on	 what	 Michael	 Wedel	 calls	 an	 “inflationary	 aesthetic	 diffusion	 of	

musical	shares	in	the	film	narratives.”3	Wedel	alludes	to	the	extensive	use	of	music	almost	

completely	unrelated	 to	and	unmotivated	by	 the	underlying	 film	 script	 in	 a	wide	 range	of	

genres.	 Knowing	 that	 the	 new	 effect	 of	 presenting	 music	 on	 the	 screen	 would	 attract	

audiences,	producers	included	song	and	musical	elements	in	any	possible	genre,	from	“crime	

to	comedy”	–	for	reasons	of	pure	marketability.4	This	trend	inevitably	led	to	the	blurring	of	

genre	boundaries,	and	it	prompted	critics	to	dismiss	the	use	of	music	as	an	element	of	pure	

entertainment	compromising	the	overall	quality	of	film	as	art.5	As	much	as	critics	bemoaned	

the	excessive	use	of	music,	they	also	called	for	reform	and	innovative	methods	to	use	music	

in	a	meaningful	way	that	would	not	override	the	significance	of	the	image,	but	would	rather	

accompany	and	enhance	it.	

	

This	chapter	will	trace	the	development	of	the	German	music	film,	and	specifically	the	genre	

of	sound	film	operettas	(“Tonfilmoperette”),	which	 is	arguably	the	closest	 in	character	and	

musical	 dramaturgy	 to	 the	 American	 musical	 comedy	 or	 film	 musical.6	 Like	 its	 American	

counterpart,	 the	 typical	 German	 Tonfilmoperette	 combined	 elements	 of	 comedy,	 verbal	

repartee,	dance	and	musical	performance,	and	was	reliant	on	the	talents	and	popularity	of	

screen	 stars.	 The	 chapter	 is	 concerned	with	 the	 development	 of	German	music	 film	 in	 its	

earliest	 stages	and	 focuses	on	 the	ways	 in	which	 ideas	about	 the	aesthetic	 identity	of	 the	

genre	were	measured	against	 the	rival	 industry	 in	Hollywood,	which	remained	a	dominant	
                                                
3	Wedel,	2007a,	p.	244.		
4	Ibid.,	p.	245.		
5	For	example	Fritz	Hoek,	“Tonfilm	und	Musikkultur.	Man	muß	die	eigenen	Ziele	erkennen”,	Film-Kurier	

13/09/1930,	No.	217.		
6	Different	variations	and	spellings	were	used:	Tonfilmoperette,	Tonfilm-Operette,	Film-Operette,	Filmoperette.		
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point	 of	 reference.	Various	 aspects	will	 be	 considered	 in	 this	 context,	 such	 as	 the	 genre’s	

embedding	 in	 operetta	 traditions;	 strong	 bonds	 with	 prolific	 directors,	 producers,	

production	 companies	 and	 composers;	milieus	 and	 thematic	 focus;	 the	 use	 of	music;	 and	

reception	history.	Both	the	thematic	angle	of	the	analysis	and	the	use	of	neglected	sources	

contribute	an	original	perspective	on	the	topic.	

	

	

The	inception	of	German	music	film	

	

In	 the	 quest	 for	 a	 genre	 of	music	 film	with	 a	 clear	 and	 distinguishably	 German	 profile,	 it	

seemed	logical	to	turn	to	the	rich	heritage	of	music	and	theatre	practice.	Consequently,	the	

term	“Tonfilmoperette”	began	to	appear	in	the	press	and	was	firmly	established	by	around	

1930.	 It	 was	 mostly	 used	 to	 denote	 a	 branch	 of	 German	 music	 film	 production	 that	

combined	high	artistic	standards,	commercial	goals	and	international	appeal.	The	term	has	

also	 become	 synonymous	 with	 the	 integration	 of	 music	 into	 the	 film	 narrative	 without	

diegetic	explanation.	This	aesthetic	and	organisational	principle	was	noted	by	contemporary	

critics	 and	 has	 been	 echoed	 by	most	 scholars	 of	 recent	 years	 as	 a	 defining	 factor	 for	 the	

genre.	 In	 recent	 years,	 several	 publications	 have	 been	 devoted	 to	 the	 genre	 of	

Tonfilmoperette	 during	 the	 Weimar	 Republic	 and	 beyond:	 most	 importantly	 two	

compendiums	published	by	Edition	Text	+	Kritik	in	1998	and	1999	respectively,	a	monograph	

on	German	music	film	1918	–	1945	by	Michael	Wedel	in	2007,	as	well	as	chapters	by	Thomas	

Koebner	 and	 Kevin	 Clarke.7	 While	 it	 has	 been	 noted	 that	 the	 boundaries	 between	

Tonfilmoperette	 and	 other	 types	 of	music	 films,	 such	 as	 the	musical	 comedy,	 singer-film,	

operetta	 film8,	 opera	 film,	 and	 revue	 are	 permeable,	 imprecise	 and	 often	 used	

interchangeably,	authors	have	attempted	to	define	this	genre	according	to	a	set	of	criteria	

                                                
7	Uhlenbrok	(ed.);	Hagener	&	Hans	(eds.);	Koebner,	2003;	Clarke,	2007a;	Clarke,	2015;	Clarke,	2011a.	
8	In	contrast	to	Tonfilmoperetten,	which	featured	mostly	new,	original	music,	operetta	films	used	existing	stage	

works	as	a	basis.	They	were	popular	even	before	the	dawn	of	sound	film.	In	Germany,	notable	examples	are	the	

1926	Die	keusche	Susanne	(based	on	an	operetta	by	Jean	Gilbert)	and	the	1925	Walzertraum	(based	on	an	

operetta	by	Oscar	Straus).	Sound	film	examples	of	operetta	films	are	Das	Land	des	Lächelns	(1930,	based	on	

Lehár’s	operetta	of	the	same	name)	or	Der	Vetter	aus	Dingsda	(1934,	based	on	Eduard	Künneke’s	operetta	of	

the	same	name).	On	silent	film	operetta,	see	Richard	Traubner,	“Operette	als	Stoff	und	Anregung.	Entwicklungen	

im	Musikfilm	1907	–	1937”,	in	Uhlenbrok	(ed.).	
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which	unites	aspects	of	form,	the	use	of	music	and	dance,	plot,	casting	and	production	and	

directorial	styles.9	To	give	just	one	example,	Michael	Wedel’s	typology	of	Tonfilmperette	is	

useful,	albeit	ignoring	questions	of	musical	styles.	In	summary	Wedel	suggests:	

	

1. In	contrast	to	operetta	films,	Tonfilmoperetten	are	not	adaptations	of	stage	repertoire.	

2. They	only	seldom	refer	to	existing	songs	and	other	pieces	of	music.	

3. Transitions	between	music	and	dialogue	are	fluid.	

4. In	 contrast	 to	 revue	 films,	 songs	 are	 no	 longer	 motivated	 through	 the	 narrative	 and	

explained	diegetically.	

5. Tonfilmoperetten	do	not	seek	to	realistically	portray	reality,	or	pretend	to	portray	reality.	

6. Tonfilmoperetten	interweave	the	acoustic	elements	of	music,	song,	dialogue	and	noise.	

7. Structurally,	 Tonfilmoperetten	 borrow	 from	 the	 stage	 operetta	 but	 modify	 structural	

elements	of	traditional	operetta.	

8. Tonfilmoperette	seeks	to	explore	the	specific	opportunities	of	sound	film	technology.	

9. The	repertoire	of	films	now	recognised	as	Tonfilmoperette	comprises	most	UFA	productions	

from	1929	–	1933,	which	were	the	most	commercially	successful	of	the	period.10		

	

In	their	discussions	of	Weimar	music	film,	scholars	mostly	ignore	the	historic	use	of	the	term	

Tonfilmoperette,	 which	 was	 applied	 much	 more	 generously,	 broadly	 and	 ambiguously	 in	

Weimar	press	than	 in	recent	scholarship.	While	the	etymology	of	the	term	started	 in	1929	

with	specific	 reference	to	Lubitsch’s	 first	 sound	and	music	 film	Love	Parade,	 it	was	quickly	

adopted	by	critics	to	describe	a	broad	range	of	music	films	not	necessarily	corresponding	to	

Wedel’s	 criteria.	 This	 chapter	 takes	 into	 consideration	 both	 approaches,	 but	 in	 coherence	

with	the	Weimar	press,	uses	a	slightly	broader	understanding	of	Tonfilmoperette	than	that	

suggested	 by	 Wedel.	 His	 typology	 of	 Tonfilmoperetten	 serves	 as	 a	 useful	 basis	 for	 the	

analysis	 in	this	and	the	subsequent	chapter.	Some	of	the	criteria	he	 identified,	however,	 is	

slightly	 too	 narrow	 and	 in	 one	 case,	 inaccurate.	 For	 example,	 reducing	 the	 canon	 of	

Tonfilmoperetten	 to	 UFA	 productions	 alone	 (point	 9)	 ignores	 many	 films	 by	 competing	

production	companies	that	were	similar	in	musical	dramaturgy,	milieu,	and	production	style.	

Wedel’s	 clear-cut	 distinction	 between	 Tonfilmoperetten	 and	 revue	 films	 (point	 4)	 is	 also	

                                                
9	Marko	Paysan,	‘“Aus	dem	Geist	des	Boulevards’	–	Zur	Physiognomie	urbaner	Tanzmusik	und	

Unterhaltungskultur	in	der	Tonfilmoperette”,	in	Uhlenbrok	(ed.),	p.	56.		
10	Wedel,	2007a,	pp.	269	–	271.		
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problematic,	 since	 many	 music	 films	 of	 the	 era	 combine	 different	 types	 of	 musical	

dramaturgy.		

	

Other	typologies	are	equally	problematic,	with	Steven	Cohan	dividing	American	music	films	

into	 types	 of	 “integrated	 form”	 and	 “aggregated	 form”.	 11	 The	 former	 corresponds	 to	 the	

term	“musical”	and	describes	musical	and	dance	performance	as	integrated	and	motivated	

by	the	narrative,	and	the	 latter	corresponds	to	the	term	“revue”,	using	musical	and	dance	

performance	as	interpolated	“numbers”,	unrelated	to	the	film	plot.12	While	this	dichotomy	

might	work	 for	 the	earliest	years	of	American	musicals,	 it	does	not	quite	apply	 to	German	

music	films.		What	Cohan	describes	as	“integrated”	forms,	namely	the	backstage	musicals	of	

the	early	1930s,	were	associated	by	 the	Germans	with	“revue”	and	“Bühnenmilieu”	 (stage	

milieu).	 The	 “integration”	of	music	 in	 the	German	discourse	was	 closely	 connected	 to	 the	

idea	of	unexplained,	even	implausible	song	and	dance	in	any	possible	milieu	or	at	any	given	

time	 throughout	 the	 narrative.	 The	 accepted	 premise	 of	 an	 inherent	 implausibility	 was	

arguably	 inherited	 from	 the	musical	 stage,	with	 operetta	 as	 the	 closest	 relative.	 Trying	 to	

employ	any	simple	dualism	to	capture	the	generic	hybridity	of	music	film	is	misguided.	Any	

categorisation	is	extremely	difficult,	and	often	arbitrary.	Some	of	the	films	Wedel	identifies	

as	 Tonfilmoperetten	 not	 only	 display	 “fluidity	 between	 dialogue	 and	 song”,	 but	 also	 use	

music	 performance	 as	 part	 of	 backstage	 setting	 or	 as	 part	 of	 background	 “atmosphere”	

unrelated	 to	 the	 plot.	 These	 hybrids	 are,	 for	 example	 Viktor	 und	 Viktoria	 (1933)	 or	

Einbrecher	(1930).	Another	of	Wedel’s	point	should	be	contested	here,	that	of	reference	to	

existing	songs	(point	2).	While	Wedel	argues	that	Tonfilmoperetten	“seldom	quote	existing	

songs”,	this	was	actually	a	common	practice	throughout	the	1930s.	It	ties	in	with	the	genre’s	

fondness	for	self-referencing,	which	will	be	discussed	in	this	chapter.			

	

	

	

	

	

                                                
11	Steven	Cohan,	“Introduction:	Musicals	of	the	Studio	Era”,	in	Steven	Cohan	(ed.),	Hollywood	Musicals:	The	Film	

Reader,	Routledge	Film	Readers,	London/New	York:	Routledge,	p.	9.		
12	Ibid.		
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The	significance	of	UFA	and	producer	Erich	Pommer	

	

As	 has	 been	 noted	 by	 authors	 such	 as	 Wedel,	 UFA	 was	 crucial	 for	 the	 development	 of	

Tonfilmoperette,	with	 Erich	 Pommer	 as	 the	 company’s	 head	producer.	 Pommer,	who	had	

worked	 for	 Paramount	 and	MGM	 in	 the	mid-1920s,	 was	 rehired	 by	 UFA	 director	 Ludwig	

Klitzsch.	Klitzsch	himself	visited	America	to	learn	more	about	the	possibilities	of	sound	film	

and	 promote	 UFA,	 which	 was	 in	 financial	 dilemma	 at	 that	 time.13	 Pommer	 brought	 his	

experience	of	the	great	American	studios	and	the	privileges	of	the	American	film	producer	to	

the	UFA,	where	he	put	a	decidedly	American	stamp	on	his	work.14	Despite	the	streamlining	

of	 UFA’s	 production	methods	 through	 the	 implementation	 of	 detailed	 shooting	 schedules	

and	 other	 measures	 to	 improve	 efficiency,	 Pommer’s	 approach	 was	 not	 entirely	 led	 by	

profitability.	 He	 envisaged	 the	 synthetisation	 of	 commercial	 appeal	 and	 high	 artistic	

standards	based	on	the	American	model,	an	endeavour	he	laid	out	in	the	Reichsfilmblatt	in	

1929.15	 In	his	 article	Pommer,	 suggested	 that	 “the	 task	of	 the	 film	 industry	 in	 the	 year	of	

1929	 is	not	 so	much	 the	 cultivation	of	 the	absolute	art	 film,	but	 the	 raising	of	 the	artistic	

level	of	the	entertainment	film.”16		

	

Pommer	achieved	outstanding	success	when	applying	his	formula	to	the	genre	of	the	sound	

film	operetta,	which	presented	ample	opportunities	to	show	off	new	sound	film	technology	

in	 music	 and	 dance	 scenes.	 The	 light-hearted	 entertainment	 of	 the	 sound	 film	 operetta,	

whose	cultivation	in	Germany,	or	even	invention	Pommer	has	at	times	been	credited	with,	

proved	to	become	a	genre	of	great	popular	appeal	and	critical	acclaim	both	in	Germany	and	

further	afield.17	Commenting	on	Pommer’s	 last	film	for	UFA,	the	1933	 Ich	und	die	Kaiserin,	

                                                
13	Ursula	Hardt,	From	Caligari	to	California:	Erich	Pommer’s	Life	in	the	International	Film	Wars,	Oxford:	Berghahn	

Books,	1996,	p.	104;	Vera	Thomas,	“Organisatorische	und	technische	Neuerungen	bei	der	Ufa”,	in	Mänz	&	

Rother	(eds.),	p.	48;	Hagener	&	Hans	(eds.),	p.	12.	In	addition	to	Klitzsch,	other	directors	and	producers	went	on	

study	trips	to	America	to	learn	about	the	practicalities	of	American	sound	film	production.	Among	them	Ludwig	

Berger,	E.A.	Dupont,	Fritz	Lang	and	Ernst	Hugo	Correll.		
14	Hagener	&	Hans	(eds.),	p.	12.		
15	Hardt,	p.	110.	Hardt	is	summarising	Erich	Pommer’s	article	“Künstlerische	Unterhaltungsfilme”	in	

Reichsfilmblatt	20/04/1929.	
16	Ibid.,	p.	113.	Translated	by	Hardt.		
17	Kreimeier,	p.	231.		
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critic	 Willy	 Haas	 claimed	 that	 it	 was	 Pommer,	 who	 “founded	 the	 genre	 of	 the	 stylised	

operetta	 film	 with	 revue	 influences,	 and	 thereby	 proved	 his	 confident	 handling	 of	 sound	

film.”18	 Under	 his	 auspices,	 UFA	 also	 developed	 an	 international	 profile	 with	 its	 most	

prestigious	 feature	 films	 produced	 in	 several	 languages.	 Of	 137	 German	 sound	 films	

produced	in	the	season	1930/1931,	more	than	a	third	(mainly	UFA	films)	were	produced	in	

multi-lingual	versions,	and	22%	of	all	films	of	the	early	years	of	sound	film	production	(1929	

–	1931)	were	produced	in	multiple	languages,	seven	in	total.19	

	

As	 Viktor	 Rotthaler	 argues,	 no	 other	 German	 producer	 in	 the	 early	 years	 of	 sound	 film	

production	 was	 as	 concerned	 with	 a	 “soundtrack”,	 “the	 mixture	 of	 dialogue,	 noise	 and	

music”	 as	 Erich	 Pommer.20	Under	 his	 leadership,	 the	music	 in	UFA’s	 sound	 film	 operettas	

exceeded	the	role	of	merely	 illustrating,	or	mimicking	the	action	on	screen.	 Instead,	music	

was	elevated	to	play	an	integral	part	in	developing	the	story	and	adding	meaning.	However,	

while	 UFA’s	 productions	 arguably	 championed	 sound	 film	 operettas,	 other	 production	

companies	also	contributed	notable	films	for	this	genre	and	its	close	relatives,	the	operetta	

film,	singer	film	and	above	all,	revue	film.	As	part	of	a	larger	network	of	musical	film	genres,	

the	 Tonfilmoperette	 was	 never	 an	 isolated	 German	 phenomenon,	 but	 responded	 to	

transnational	trends.		

	

	

The	American	dimension	of	Tonfilmoperette	

	

A	 point	 rarely	 mentioned	 in	 recent	 research	 is	 the	 idea	 of	 Tonfilmoperette	 as	 an	

international	 genre.	 This	 dissertation	 argues	 that,	 from	 its	 earliest	 days,	 the	 genre	 of	

Tonfilmoperette	was	conceived	not	 to	be	exclusively	German.	Comparisons	 to	 the	 films	of	

French	 director	 René	 Clair	 (1898	 –	 1981),	 and	 even	 more	 importantly,	 references	 to	

                                                
18	Willy	Haas,	“Ich	und	die	Kaiserin”,	Film-Kurier	23/02/1933,	No.	47.		
19	Kreimeier,	p.	231;	Jason,	1932,	p.	24.	The	languages	listed	here	are	English,	French,	Italian,	Polish,	Romanian,	

Spanish,	Hungarian.	For	a	comprehensive	account	of	UFA’s	multi-language	productions,	see	Chris	Wahl,	

Multiple-Language	Versions	Made	in	Babelsberg:	Ufa’s	International	Strategy,	1929	–	1939,	Amsterdam:	

Amsterdam	University	Press,	2015.	
20	Rotthaler,	p.	126.		
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American	music	film,	appear	frequently	in	German	film	reviews	during	the	last	years	of	the	

Weimar	Republic.	

	

The	 continuous	 process	 of	 reception,	 appraisal	 and	 criticism	 of	 domestic	 productions	 and	

those	 imported	 or	 watched	 abroad	 arguably	 aided	 in	 contouring	 the	 aesthetic	 profile	 of	

German	 Tonfilmoperette.	 While	 American	 productions	 entered	 the	 German	 market	 with	

considerable	 delay,	 critics	 were	 often	 aware	 of	 American	 film	 premieres,	 as	 the	 previous	

chapter	has	shown.	Already	 in	early	1930,	the	Lichtbildbühne	made	a	passionate	appeal	to	

the	German	industry	to	model	its	new	music	film	on	the	American	predecessors.	 Its	author	

bemoans	 the	 lack	of	 engagement	of	Germany’s	 outstanding	 contemporary	 composers	 (he	

names	Lehár,	Kálmán,	Straus)	in	the	creation	of	a	competitive	national	music	film	genre.	He	

subsequently	 compares	 the	 state	 of	 German	 film	 production	 to	 America’s	 sound	 film	

industry	to	validate	his	point:		

	

We	should	 look	 to	America.	Over	 there,	100%	sound	 film	operettas	have	been	successfully	

established	 for	months.	 They	 are	written	 by	 the	 best	 librettists,	 set	 to	music	 by	 the	most	

prominent	composers	and	taken	just	as	seriously	as	the	grand	stage	operetta.21		

	

An	 underlying	 accusation	 of	 his	 remarks	 is	 that	 of	 a	German	 arrogance	 towards	 film	 as	 a	

form	that	can	combine	popular	entertainment	and	high	art.22	This	article,	as	do	many	others,	

also	 alludes	 to	 the	perception	of	 “sound	 film	operettas”	 (and	 its	 close	 relative	 sound	 film	

revue)	 as	 basically	 American	 inventions.	 Elements	 such	 as	 the	 implementation	 of	 popular	

songs,	reliance	on	stars,	or	the	inevitable	resolution	of	all	conflicts	in	a	dazzling	“happy	end”	

were	directly	linked	to	the	American	film	industry,	an	impression	that	gains	weight	when	the	

reader	 encounters	 English	 terminology	 on	 a	 regular	 basis	 in	 German	 film	 reviews.23	 Even	

though	euphemistic	“happy	endings”	had	long	been	established	on	the	operetta	stage,	their	

use	in	film	was	widely	associated	with	America’s	film	production	in	the	press.		

                                                
21	Anonymous,	“Schafft	endlich	die	deutsche	Tonfilmoperette”,	Lichtbildbühne	16/01/1930,	No.	14.		
22	On	the	typically	German	distinction	between	E	(Ernste	Musik,	serious	music)	and	U	(Unterhaltungsmusik,	

popular	music),	see	for	example	Barrie	Kosky,	“E	und	U	–	ein	deutsches	Phänomen”,	in	Brandl-Risi,	Risi,	

Komische	Oper	Berlin,	pp.	29	–	33.		
23	See	for	example	Kurt	London,	“Die	Filmmusik	–	ein	Seismograph	der	kulturellen	Entwicklung”,	Der	Film	

21/12/1929,	No.	51;	Georg	Herzberg,	“Das	Mädchen	aus	der	Tanzbar”,	Film-Kurier	14/12/1929,	No.	297.		
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Throughout	the	first	years	of	German	sound	film	production,	the	success	of	music	films	was	

frequently	 measured	 against	 American	 counterparts.	 A	 review	 of	 Zwei	 Herzen	 im	

Dreivierteltakt	 (1930)	echoes	the	sentiment	of	an	earlier	quote	when	encouraging	German	

“eminent”	creative	talents	“to	join	the	efforts	of	the	new	art	[sound	film].”	If	they	did,	the	

critic	predicts	that	“there	will	be	a	competition	between	Berlin	and	Hollywood.	The	audience	

will	be	the	lucky	winner.”24	The	idea	of	competition	is	rather	typical	in	film	writing	of	the	era.	

In	 some	 cases,	 critics	 openly	 voiced	 their	 joy	 when	 they	 thought	 a	 German	 film	 finally	

succeeded	in	outperforming	American	productions.	In	a	review	of	Der	Kongreß	tanzt	(1931),	

the	 critic	 proposes,	 “people	will	 call	 this	 film	 […]	 ‘the	world’s	 biggest	 film	attraction’.	 It	 is	

much	 superior	 to	 similar	 works	 (for	 example	 from	 America).”25	 The	 same	 is	 true	 for	

comparisons	between	film	songs,	known	as	“Schlager”.	In	Kurt	London’s	music	review	of	Cilly	

(Sally),	he	writes:		

	

With	 regards	 to	 songs,	 our	 sound	 film	 operettas	 are	 certainly	 not	 inferior	 to	 this	 musical	

revue.	The	melodies	 in	Liebeswalzer	and	Dreivierteltakt	are	at	 least	as	good.	The	 two	main	

songs	are	‘Look	for	the	silver	lining’	by	Jerome	Kern	and	‘If	I’m	dreaming,	don’t	wake	me	too	

soon’	by	Joe	Burke.	Both	very	pretty,	very	sentimental,	like	caviar	for	the	masses.	However,	

they	don’t	have	any	more	pizzazz	than	our	sound	film	songs.	 In	general,	you	could	say	that	

our	film	songs	have	by	far	superseded	the	Americans	in	terms	of	quantity,	and	occasionally	

quality,	too.26		

	

The	perceived	parallels	with	the	American	entertainment	industry	made	some	critics	uneasy	

about	 the	 genre	 of	 German	 film	 operetta.	 What	 made	 US	 productions	 so	 unmistakeably	

“American”	was	the	rigour	and	consequence	with	which	they	embraced	production	formulas	

for	 –	 so	 it	might	 have	 seemed	–	 exclusively	 commercial	 goals.	 To	German	 critics	who	 felt	

passionately	 about	 film	as	 an	 independent	 art	 form,	 the	overt	 exploitation	of	 the	popular	

demand	for	light-hearted	fare	was	hard	to	come	to	terms	with.	The	overt	sentimentality,	the	

absence	of	real	conflict	and	the	uncompromising	optimism	of	the	early	Tonfilmoperette	was	

scorned	also	by	Siegfried	Kracauer,	who	–	with	the	knowledge	of	hindsight	–	criticised	the	

                                                
24	Anonymous,	“Zwei	Herzen	im	¾	Takt”,	Film-Kurier	14/03/1930,	No.	64.		
25	Ernst	Jäger,	“Der	Kongreß	tanzt”,	Film-Kurier	24/10/1931,	No.	250.		
26	Walther	Betz,	“Cilly”,	Der	Film	22/03/1930,	No.	12.		
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“escapism”	 of	 the	 genre.27	 Criticism	 of	 film	 operettas	 remained	 steady,	 even	 after	 Erich	

Pommer	 and	 a	 set	 of	 talented	 writers,	 composers	 and	 directors	 had	 released	 several	

internationally-acclaimed	films	for	the	genre.		

	

Several	 contemporary	 articles	 also	 reminded	 German	 readers	 that	 early	 American	 music	

films	 that	 relied	 heavily	 on	 backstage	 settings	 and	 elements	 of	 stage	 revues	 had	 been	

exhausted	to	the	point	that	their	popularity	was	falling.	German	articles	with	the	headlines	

“USA	 tired	 of	 operetta”	 and	 “Worn-out	 trends:	 revue	 and	 stage	 in	 the	 sound	 film”	 were	

published	as	early	as	1929	and	1930.28	One	critic	complained	that		

	

every	second	sound	and	music	film	is	set	 in	a	stage	milieu.	[…]	Of	course,	 it	 is	possible	that	

one	day	somebody	will	find	new	ways	of	approaching	this	setting,	but	until	today	everyone	

seems	to	be	anxious	to	 follow	the	 footsteps	of	 their	predecessors.	 I	don’t	know	how	many	

times	I	have	watched	a	scene	of	chorus	girls	fighting	backstage.	It	probably	started	with	the	

stage	play	Broadway,	where	it	was	a	huge	success.29		

	

Censorship	 board	 member	 Heinrich	 Zimmermann	 was	 even	 more	 forceful	 in	 a	 polemic	

article	appearing	in	Film-Kurier:		

	

If	we	continue	like	this,	we	must	conclude	that	the	invention	of	sound	film	was	a	bad	deed.	

So	 far,	we	have	mostly	 seen	 its	 curse.	 It	 began	with	 the	 Singing	 Fool,	 you	only	 say	 it	with	

songs,	 the	 ¾-time	 of	 the	 hearts	 has	 been	 discovered,	 we	 are	 knee-deep	 in	 the	 mud	 of	

sentimentality	mixed	together	using	the	same	old	recipe.30		

	

One	 director	 who	 broadened	 the	 formal	 and	 aesthetic	 repertoire	 of	 early	 music	 film	

production	was	Ernst	Lubitsch.	His	film	operettas	proved	instrumental	for	the	development	

of	both	American	and	German	music	films	in	the	1930s	and	beyond.		

                                                
27	Kracauer,	1974	[1947],	p.	207.			
28	Dr.	Kurt	London,	“U.S.A	operettenmüde”,	Der	Film	27/09/1930,	No.	39;	Anonymous,	“Drüben	überlebte	

Moden:	Revue	und	Bühne	im	Tonfilm”,	Film-Kurier	02/12/1929,	No.	261.	
29	Anonymous,	“Drüben	überlebte	Moden:	Revue	und	Bühne	im	Tonfilm”,	Film-Kurier	02/12/1929,	No.	261.		
30	Heinrich	Zimmermann,	“Operettenfilme	sind	Trumpf.	Das	Publikum	wird	überfüttert”,	Film-Kurier	02/09/1930,	

No.	207.	Zimmermann	alludes	to	several	films	here,	The	Singing	Fool	(1929),	Say	it	with	Songs	(1929),	Zwei	

Herzen	im	Dreivierteltakt	(1930).		
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Learning	from	Lubitsch	and	“the	first	original	film	operetta”	

	

As	shall	be	argued,	a	significant	influence	for	the	development	of	German	Tonfilmoperette	in	

the	late	Weimar	years	were	the	American	music	films	by	director	Ernst	Lubitsch.	Trained	by	

Max	Reinhardt,	Lubitsch	started	his	film	career	in	Germany,	before	settling	in	Hollywood	in	

1922	 and	 subsequently	 becoming	 one	 of	 the	 era’s	 most	 influential	 film	 directors.	 The	

significance	of	Lubitsch’s	films	for	the	genre	of	Tonfilmoperette,	their	critical	reception	in	the	

German	press,	and	Lubitsch’s	own	remarks	about	the	genre	have	thus	far	been	neglected	by	

film	scholarship.		

	

Arguably,	 Lubitsch’s	 first	 sound	 film	 Love	 Parade	 (1929)	 inaugurated	 a	 style	 that	 fully	

integrated	musical	performance	 into	 the	 film	plot.	 It	was	 the	 first	 in	a	 row	of	what	 James	

Harvey	 calls	 “naughty	operettas”.31	Harvey	 argues	 that	 some	of	 the	 features	used	 in	Love	

Parade,	“the	star	in	step-ins,	the	opening	song	about	a	dream	romance,	the	proscenium	arch	

framing”,	were	 familiar	 elements	 of	 early	music	 films.32	However,	while	 Lubitsch	 drew	on	

established	 genre	 conventions	 of	 both	 screen	 and	 stage,	 he	 used	 and	 combined	 them	 in	

arguably	innovative	ways.	In	Love	Parade,	song	performances	are	integral,	they	ingeniously	

grow	out	of	the	plot:	on	a	Parisian	balcony,	in	the	Queen’s	bed,	in	the	back	garden.	As	Jane	

Feuer	 puts	 it:	 “The	 world	 is	 transformed	 into	 a	 music	 hall.”33	 In	 Love	 Parade’s	 successor	

Monte	Carlo	 (1930),	 Scott	 Eyman	argues,	 the	 integration	of	 song	goes	even	 further.	Here,	

“every	 song	 […]	 either	 delineates	 character	 or	 advances	 the	 plot;	 songs	 not	 only	 arise	

naturally	 from	 the	action,	 they	are	 the	action.”34	 In	 Lubitsch’s	operettas,	 songs	also	 travel	

with	their	performers,	no	longer	bound	to	a	stage	setting	or	a	theatre	milieu.	The	mobility	of	

                                                
31	James	Harvey,	Romantic	Comedy	in	Hollywood:	from	Lubitsch	to	Sturges,	New	York:	Da	Capo	Press,	1998,	p.	9.	

The	successors	of	Love	Parade	were	Monte	Carlo	(1930),	The	Smiling	Lieutenant	(1931),	and	The	Merry	Widow	

(1934).	
32	Harvey,	1998,	p.	9.		
33	Feuer,	1982,	p.	38,	quoted	in	Michael	Slowik,	After	the	Silents:	Hollywood	Film	Music	in	the	Early	Sound	Era	

1926	–	1934,	New	York:	Columbia	University	Press,	2014,	p.	152.		
34	Eyman,	p.	166.		
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music	and	its	integration	into	“everyday	life”	scenarios	was	considered	unprecedented.35	In	

most	of	Lubitsch’s	music	scenes,	the	source	of	the	orchestral	arrangements	is	extradiegetic,	

i.e.	not	visible	 in	 the	 frame.	Themes	and	motifs	established	 in	 the	songs	 recur	 throughout	

the	 film,	granting	 the	 score	more	assertiveness	 than	would	have	been	customary	 in	 silent	

film	practice.36		

	

It	was	not	only	their	clever	handling	of	music	that	recommended	Lubitsch’s	films	to	German	

film	 makers,	 but	 also	 their	 indebtedness	 to	 operetta	 in	 both	 its	 French	 and	 Viennese	

variations.	 They	 borrow	 typical	 operetta	 subject	matter,	 milieus,	 and	 stock	 characters.	 In	

Love	Parade,	which	is	loosely	based	on	the	French	play	The	Prince	Consort	by	Jules	Chancel	

und	Léon	Xanrof,	the	aristocratic	“noble”	couple	is	complemented	by	a	veritable	buffo	pair,	

played	by	British	music-hall	star	Lupino	Lane	and	Lilian	Russell.	Throughout	the	film,	they	are	

responsible	 for	 providing	 most	 of	 the	 plot’s	 low	 comedy,	 in	 particular	 their	 musical	

celebration	 of	 “being	 common”,	 a	 song	 enhanced	 by	 both	 physical	 and	musical	 slapstick	

(“Let’s	 be	 common”,	 by	 Victor	 Schertzinger	 and	 Clifford	 Grey).	 Themes	 such	 as	 mistaken	

identities,	 flexible	 boundaries	 between	 social	 classes,	 lust	 and	 suppressed	 sexuality	

permeate	Lubitsch’s	 film	operettas,	giving	them	an	almost	Da	Ponteian	character	at	times.	

His	 films	also	 inherit	 the	spirit	of	 frivolousness	and	pomp	from	operetta,	 reflected	 in	 large	

ballroom	scenes,	over-dimensional	gowns,	lavishly	decorated	royal	bedrooms	and	his	ironic	

reading	of	court	etiquette.		

	

Lubitsch’s	 unique	 music	 film	 style	 was	 at	 length	 discussed	 in	 the	 German	 press	 and	

subsequently	informed	German	music	film	production.	Except	for	Merry	Widow,	which	was	

due	 to	 appear	 in	 German	 cinemas	 in	 1934	 but	 banned	 from	 release	 (presumably	 due	 to	

Lubitsch’s	Jewish	identity),	his	early	film	operettas	were	shown	in	German	cinemas.37	Even	

before	Love	Parade	premiered	in	German	cinemas,	the	Film-Kurier	published	a	synthesised	

interview	with	Lubitsch	on	the	making	of	this	film,	and	on	the	genre	of	sound	film	operetta.	

The	article,	written	in	Hollywood	in	December	1929,	is	entitled	“Film	operetta	–	a	beautiful	

                                                
35	Most	German	reviews	gave	a	special	mention	to	this	scene,	for	example	Vossische	Zeitung	03/07/1931,	No.	4.	
36	Slowik,	p.	153.		
37	Spieker,	p.	346.		
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fairy	tale”.38	The	anonymous	author	(either	Lubitsch	himself	or	a	journalist	paraphrasing	an	

interview	with	 Lubitsch)	 asserts	 that	 thus	 far,	 two	 types	 of	 “operetta	 films”	 have	 existed:	

those	films	that	“basically	photographed	a	stage	work	act	by	act,	which	by	way	of	imitating	

the	stage	legitimise	the	singing	of	the	cast”,	and	those	that	“have	chosen	the	milieu	of	the	

stage	or	variety	theatre,	 in	which	case	the	reasoning	 for	acts	of	singing	 is	quite	natural.”39	

Lubitsch	then	argues	that	many	films	of	the	second	type	have	“overflooded”	the	market	in	

recent	years.40	In	his	criticism,	Lubitsch	draws	on	American	films	that	use	either	revue	forms	

without	any	framing	narrative	(such	as	Hollywood	Revue	of	1929	or	Paramount	on	Parade)	

or	those	of	the	backstage-musical	type	(such	as	Gold	Diggers	of	Broadway	or	Glorifying	the	

American	 Girl).41	 In	 his	 opinion,	 the	 reason	 for	 this	 trend	 is	 based	 on	 the	 Americans’	

rejection	of	film	as	art	and	their	insistence	on	watching	on	the	screen	“real	life,	or	what	can	

be	seen	as	the	extension	of	real	life	[…]	–	a	naturalistic	film.”42	His	Love	Parade,	he	argues,	

embraces	a	different,	anti-naturalist	approach.	“The	operetta”,	he	claims,		

	

makes	certain	demands	on	the	 imagination	of	 the	theatre’s	audience.	The	audience	should	

possess	the	ability	to	imagine	a	world,	in	which	people	communicate	through	song,	without	

assuming	 that	 these	 people	 would	 be	 singers	 in	 real	 life	 or	 that	 they	 would	 naturally	

converse	by	singing.43		

	

This	approach,	Lubitsch	continues,	suits	the	genre’s	subject	matters,	since	“operetta	subjects	

are	 fairy	 tale	 subjects”	 and	as	 such	 their	 appeal	 arises	 from	an	 inherently	 anti-naturalistic	

way	of	storytelling.	Regarding	form,	Lubitsch	concludes	that	the	new	opportunities	of	sound	

film	production	have	enabled	him	to	interweave	music	and	image	in	a	new	way.	Referring	to	

one	scene	in	Love	Parade,	he	remarks:		

	

                                                
38	Anonymous,	“Ein	Gespräch	mit	Ernst	Lubitsch:	Die	Film-Operette	–	ein	schönes	Märchen”,	Film-Kurier	

01/01/1930,	No.	1/2.		
39	Ibid.		
40	Ibid.		
41	In	Germany,	this	trend	was	not	as	prevalent	yet,	due	to	the	later	onset	of	sound	film	production,	but	silent	

films	such	as	Das	Girl	von	der	Revue	(1928)	already	pre-empted	the	popularity	of	the	stage	milieu.	
42	Anonymous,	“Ein	Gespräch	mit	Ernst	Lubitsch:	Die	Film-Operette	–	ein	schönes	Märchen”,	Film-Kurier	

01/01/1930,	No.	1/2.		
43	Ibid.		
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The	melody	transits	through	a	succession	of	scenes	and	decorations	and	is	sung	in	different	

places	by	people	that	are	geographically	disconnected	but	joined	together	by	the	narrative.44		

	

In	correlation	with	Lubitsch’s	early	musings	on	the	subject	of	the	film	operetta	and	its	need	

for	reform	it	is	hardly	surprising	that	in	the	run-up	to	the	Love	Parade	premiere	in	November	

1930,	the	Film-Kurier	chooses	the	headline	“The	first	original	film	operetta”,	printed	in	bold	

letters	across	the	title	page	of	the	magazine.45	Critic	Chaparall	not	only	noted	that	it	was	the	

film’s	newly	 composed	music	 that	 classified	 the	 film	as	an	“original”	 film	operetta,	but	he	

also	pointed	out	the	extraordinary	way	in	which	Lubitsch	used	the	sound	film:	“The	talking	

and	music	 film	expands	the	opportunities	of	operetta	 into	all	directions	and	Lubitsch	does	

not	miss	any	of	the	possibilities	presented	to	him	by	the	camera	and	changes	of	milieu.”46	

With	 regard	 to	 the	music,	 Chaparall	 highlights	 the	 performance	 of	 buffo	 couple	 Lane	 and	

Russel,	which	adds	“jazz	whirl”	(Jazzwirbel)	to	the	film.47	He	concludes:			

	

I	 think	 that	Lubitsch	has	superseded	all	his	 films	of	 similar	genres	with	 this	production	 […],	

because	it	shows	real	emotions,	it	delights	in	wittiness	which	is	never	outweighed	by	satire.	

All	of	this	in	the	format	of	an	operetta	with	a	revue	star	and	an	operetta	singer	in	the	leading	

roles.48		

	

The	 public	 admiration	 for	 Love	 Parade	 continued	 after	 the	 film’s	 premiere,	 which	 was	

extensively	 discussed	 in	 the	 press.	 The	 Film-Kurier	 review	 is	 a	 passionate	 appraisal	 of	

Lubitsch’s	 film	and	 its	 implications	 for	 the	genre	of	 film	operetta.	The	critic	asserts:	 “Born	

out	 of	 an	 opulent	 and	 carefree	 passion	 for	 operetta,	 this	 Lubitsch	 film	 transforms	 this	

nervous	 city	 that	 is	 usually	 so	 embarrassed	 about	 gloss	 and	 glitter.	 The	 soberest	 large	

cinema	in	Berlin	became	a	house	of	pleasures.”49	As	the	author	further	notes,	Love	Parade	

proved	those	wrong	who	had	polemicized	against	“popular	song”,	“proximity	to	the	stage”	

and	“stars”	in	film.	He	continued:	“[S]ound	film	had	seemingly	been	debated	to	death”	but		
                                                
44	Ibid.		
45	(Ernst)	Chaparall,	“Das	neue	Werk	von	Ernst	Lubitsch.	Die	erste	Original-Filmoperette”,	Film-Kurier	

15/10/1929,	No.	214.	
46	Ibid.		
47	Ibid.		
48	Ibid.		
49	Anonymous,	“Love-Parade”,	Film-Kurier	25/11/1930,	No.	278.		
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this	frivolous,	sparkling,	 light	film	overturns	a	dozen	of	dull	theories.	[…]	Lubitsch	cheerfully	

wins	against	all	those	know-it-alls,	because	his	work	is	simply	better.	He	uses	real	star	roles,	

long	dialogues,	numerous	popular	songs	and	choruses	(‘very	much	like	in	the	theatre’).50		

	

Throughout	the	rest	of	the	article,	the	reviewer	hints	at	Lubitsch’s	background	in	the	theatre	

which	 crucially	 informed	 his	 directorial	 style	 in	 Love	 Parade:	 his	 feeling	 for	 pauses,	 comic	

timing,	 sudden	stops	and	changes	and	exaggerated	displays	of	emotion.	Again,	 the	author	

lists	criteria	that	will	also	feature	in	the	German	sound	film	operettas	of	the	UFA	brand.	The	

reviews	in	Der	Film	and	Berliner	Tageblatt	reiterate	the	praise	for	Love	Parade,	highlighting	

in	particular	Victor	Scherzinger’s	 catchy	 songs,	which	were	“popular	 long	before	 the	 film’s	

premiere	 in	 Berlin.”51	 The	 appreciation	 of	 the	 Love	 Parade	 songs	 was	 reinforced	 in	 the	

Berliner	 Lokal-Anzeiger,	which	also	draws	on	an	 important	 societal	 function	of	operetta	 in	

general:	 “We	 have	 plenty	 of	 sorrows	 –	 this	 [film]	 is	 something	 to	 forget	 our	 worries,	

something	 that	 will	 linger,	 with	 its	 melodies,	 its	 bright	 laughter	 and	 its	 divine	

carefreeness.”52	

	

The	 film	 also	 inspired	 politically-motivated	 reviews.	 The	 leftist,	 intellectual	 magazine	

Weltbühne	ironically	describes	the	film	as	a	politically	tendentious	work	by	the	“dangerous”	

Ernst	 Lubitsch,	 and	 satirically	 criticises	 the	 film’s	 “antimilitarist	 undertone”,	 its	

“Kulturbolschewismus”	 and	 draws	 an	 image	 of	 Lubitsch	 standing	 behind	 the	 camera	

whistling	the	“Internationale”.53	The	biting	satire	of	this	review	can	be	read	as	a	comment	on	

the	 paranoid	 fears	 of	 an	 overall	 Cultural	 Americanisation	 that	 was	 linked	 to	 the	 rise	 of	

nationalist,	 right-wing	 sentiments	 in	 the	 early	 years	 of	 the	 1930s.	 In	 contrast,	 the	

conservative,	right-wing	Reichsfilmblatt	slates	Love	Parade	as	an	“operetta	that	one	can	only	

endure	if	seen	as	a	parody	of	itself.	The	times,	when	all	this	sheen	and	glitter	represented	a	

                                                
50	Ibid.		
51	Haßreiter	(possibly	nom	de	plume	Hans-Walther	Betz)/Kurt	London,	“Liebesparade”,	Der	Film	29/11/1930,	No.	

48.	See	also	Hans	Flemming,	“Liebesparade”,	Berliner	Tageblatt	26/11/1930,	No.	557.	
52	Anonymous	(Lbg.),	“Die	Liebesparade”,	Berliner	Lokal-Anzeiger	30/11/1930,	No.	556.		
53	Abel	Dorp	(possibly	pseudonym	for	Rudolf	Arnheim,	who	was	the	magazine’s	film	critic),	“Der	entlarvte	

Lubitsch”,	Weltbühne	02/12/1930,	No.	49.		
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world	that	existed	and	that	we	respected	[…]	–	these	times	are	gone.”54	A	last	review	by	Fritz	

Olimsky,	 who	 frequently	 criticised	 the	 German	 taste	 for	 American	 films	 and	 American	

culture	in	general,	complains	about	the	over-dimensional	“pomp,	which	the	Americans	use	

to	impress.”55		

	

While	the	articles	quoted	here	may	differ	in	tone	and	may	at	times	reflect	different	political	

affiliations,	 in	 sum	 they	 create	 a	 very	 useful	 pool	 of	 criteria	 associated	 not	 only	 with	

Lubitsch’s	American	music	films,	but	also	with	German	Tonfilmoperette	of	subsequent	years.	

According	 to	 the	 reviewers,	 elements	 that	 stood	 out	 (irrespective	 of	 whether	 they	 were	

described	favourably	or	not)	were:	

	

1. Frequent	use	of	popular	song	(“Schlager”)	and	waltzes	

2. Witty	repartee	

3. A	stylistic	proximity	to	the	theatre/operetta	stage	

4. Use	of	star	performers	

5. Non-diegetic	music		

6. Lightness	and	cheerfulness	in	tone	

7. The	use	of	star	actors,	actresses	and	singers	

8. Basic,	often	unrealistic,	“fairy-tale”	plots	

9. Offering	escapism	from	the	strains	of	everyday	life	

	

The	significance	of	Lubitsch’s	music	films	for	the	formation	of	German	sound	film	operetta	is	

evident	 in	many	 of	 the	 German	music	 films	 of	 subsequent	 years.	 In	 one	 case,	 the	 direct	

influence	is	rather	obvious.	One	of	the	most	popular	German	sound	film	operettas	of	the	era	

was	Der	Kongreß	tanzt,	directed	by	the	Berlin	revue	producer	Erik	Charell.	This	 film,	set	at	

the	time	of	the	Congress	of	Vienna	in	1814/1815,	boasted	Werner	Richard	Heymann’s	music	

and	featured	Germany’s	screen	“dream-team”	Lilian	Harvey	(1906	–	1968)	and	Willy	Fritsch	

(1901	–	1973).	After	the	film’s	premiere	in	Berlin	in	October	1931,	press	reviews	highlighted	

a	 scene	 in	 which	 Harvey,	 sitting	 in	 a	 horse-drawn	 carriage,	 drives	 through	 the	 Austrian	

countryside	 in	 one	 long	 take	 that	 captures	 country	 folk	 joining	 her	 in	 singing	 Heymann’s	

                                                
54	Felix	Henseleit,	“Liebesparade”,	Reichsfilmblatt	19/11/1930,	No.	48.		
55	Fritz	Olimsky,	“Liebesparade”,	Berliner	Börsen-Zeitung	16/11/1930,	number	missing.	Olimsky	Collection,	

Deutsche	Kinemathek,	shelfmark:	4.3.-89./3	[var],	7.	
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song	 “Das	 gibts	 nur	 einmal”.	 Critics	 from	 several	 magazines	 and	 newspapers	 lauded	 this	

scene	as	 truly	original	 and	pioneering	work	 in	 the	genre	of	 Tonfilmoperette.	 The	Der	 Film	

critic	writes:	

	

Consider	the	wonderful	composition	of	image	and	leitmotivic	song,	the	happy	glove	salesgirl	

driving	 in	 her	 carriage	 through	 the	 city,	 out	 of	 the	 town	 gates,	 […]	 into	 the	 countryside	

towards	 the	 secluded	 house.	 It	 is	 a	 great	 advance	 of	 knowledge	 about	 the	 dramaturgy	 of	

sound	films,	it	is	an	innovation	that	Charell	has	brought	[to	the	film].56		

	

Other	 critics	 writing	 for	 Film-Kurier	 and	 Lichtbildbühne	 are	 equally	 complimentary,	 and	

Herbert	Ihering	writing	for	Börsen-Courier	singles	this	scene	out	as	the	film’s	highlight:	“One	

uninterrupted	 movement,	 not	 one	 cut,	 one	 journey,	 one	 dance	 […].	 This	 sequence	 is	

fascinating,	more	beguiling	than	any	revue.”57	The	critic	of	Tempo	calls	the	combination	of	

movement	and	song	“a	small	opera-directorial	masterpiece”.58		

	

The	journalists	quoted	here	seem	to	have	forgotten	that	only	three	months	earlier,	they	had	

voiced	their	admiration	for	a	remarkably	similar	scene	from	the	Lubitsch	film	Monte	Carlo.	In	

it,	Jeanette	McDonald	(1903	–	1965)	travels	through	the	Mediterranean	countryside,	singing	

out	of	an	open	train	window,	joined	by	the	workers	in	the	fields	she	passes	by	(the	song	is	

“Beyond	the	Blue	Horizon”	by	composers	W.	Franke	Harling,	Richard	A.	Whiting	and	lyricist	

Leo	 Robin).	 Ihering	 remarked	 “how	 charming,	 when	 Jeanette	 MacDonald	 sings	 from	 her	

coupé	window,	and	the	field	workers	 join	 in.”59	Der	Film	also	highlights	the	scene,	as	does	

Fritz	Olimsky,	who	 comments	 on	 Lubitsch’s	 techniques	 of	 overcoming	 the	 stiffness	 of	 the	

stage	operetta.60	The	Kinematograph	calls	it	“unprecedented”	in	its	“harmony”	of	landscape	

photography,	 melody	 and	 ensemble.61	 Finally,	 the	 Lichtbildbühne	 describes	 this	 scene	 as	

                                                
56	(Hans-Walther)	Betz,	“Der	Kongreß	tanzt”,	Der	Film	24/10/1931,	No.	43.		
57	Herbert	Ihering,	“Der	Kongreß	tanzt”,	Berliner	Börsen-Courier	24/10/1931,	No.	497;	Ernst	Jäger,	“Der	Kongreß	

tanzt”,	Film-Kurier	24/10/1931,	No.	250;	Damman,	“Der	Kongreß	tanzt”,	Lichtbildbühne	24/10/1931,	No.	255.		
58	Manfred	Georg,	“Der	Kongreß	tanzt”,	Tempo	24/10/1931,	No.	249,	2.	Beilage.	
59	Herbert	Ihering,	“Monte	Carlo”,	Berliner	Börsen-Courier	03/07/1931,	No.	304.		
60	(Hans-Walther)	Betz,	“Monte	Carlo”,	Der	Film	04/07/1931,	No.	27;	Fritz	Olimsky,	“Ernst	Lubitschs	Monte	

Carlo”,	Berliner-Börsen-Zeitung,	03/07/1931,	number	missing.	Olimsky	Collection,	Deutsche	Kinemathek.		
61	Anonymous,	“Monte	Carlo”,	Kinematograph	03/07/1931,	No.	151.		
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“unforgettable”:	“A	Lubitsch	masterstroke”.62	It	is	difficult	to	know	whether	the	critics	chose	

to	 ignore	 the	 similarities	 between	Monte	 Carlo	 and	Der	 Kongreß	 tanzt,	 or	 whether	 their	

unanimous	obliviousness	was	accidental.	At	least	Herbert	Ihering	seems	to	have	noticed	the	

connection,	while	keeping	quiet	about	it	at	the	time.	A	year	later,	in	1932,	he	remarks	on	the	

combination	of	movement	and	music	 in	 the	 film	Zwei	 in	 einem	Auto.	 Precisely,	 he	writes:	

“Visual	 contrasts,	movement,	music.	 Lubitsch’s	Monte	 Carlo,	 Charrell’s	Der	 Kongreß	 tanzt	

are	used	once	more	as	models.	 Singing	people	 lining	 the	 roads.”63	Also	 in	hindsight,	 critic	

Franz	Schulz	describes	Lubitsch’s	pivotal	role	in	shaping	the	genre	of	Tonfilmoperette:		

	

Today	we	 know	 that	 a	 new	musical	 film	 style	was	 created	 inspired	 by	 the	 dance	 of	 stage	

operetta	and	the	rhythm	of	stage	pantomime.	The	first	attempts	were	made	by	Lubitsch	 in	

his	Love	Parade;	 following	 the	 [Die	Drei	von	der]	Tankstelle,	 the	style	was	 then	adopted	by	

[René]	Clair’s	Million.64		

	

It	is	remarkable	that	a	new	genre	on	the	German	film	market,	which	is	most	often	described	

as	 an	 essentially	 “German”	 invention,	 was	 understood	 to	 be	 crucially	 inspired	 by	

Hollywood’s	 innovative	 productions.	 The	 genre’s	 relationship	 with	 different	 branches	 of	

operetta	convention	further	renders	it	fundamentally	international.	

	

	

French	and	Viennese	operetta	influence	on	Tonfilmoperette	

	

Stage	 operetta	 and	 Tonfilmoperette	 crucially	 share	what	 Jacques	 Offenbach	 scholar	 René	

Michaelsen	calls	an	“Illusionsvereinbarung”	–	a	silent	agreement	between	those	performing	

on	 the	stage	or	 screen	and	 those	 in	 the	auditorium	of	being	 in	“cahoots”	with	each	other	

and	 partaking	 in	 the	 premise	 of	 the	 illusion	 as	 an	 accepted	 mode	 of	 narration.65	 The	

“illusionary”	nature	of	Tonfilmoperette	was	something	highlighted	 in	 its	earliest	 reception,	

and	 linked	 to	 Offenbach	 as	 the	 inaugurator	 of	 French	 operetta.	 Already	 Werner	 Richard	

                                                
62	Anonymous	(pe.),	“Monte	Carlo”,	Lichtbildbühne	03/07/1931,	No.	158.		
63	Herbert	Ihering,	“Zwei	in	einem	Auto”,	Berliner	Börsen-Courier	10/03/1932,	No.	118.		
64	Franz	Schulz,	“Der	musikalische	Film”,	Film-Kurier	19/02/1932,	No.	43.	Another	reference	to	René	Clair	is	

made	for	example	in	the	review	by	Damman,	“Der	Kongreß	tanzt”,	Lichtbildbühne	24/10/1931,	No.	255.		
65	Michaelsen,	p.	162.	
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Heymann,	whom	Film-Kurier	critic	Willy	Haas	labelled	“the	best	German	composer	for	sound	

film”,	 spoke	 of	 the	 “violation	 of	 logic”	 as	 a	 crucial	 element	 linking	 stage	 and	 screen	

operetta.66	 The	 general	 preparedness	 to	 deviate	 from	 the	 rules	 of	 dramaturgic	 logic	 and	

erase	 all	 conflict	 for	 the	 final	 affirmative	 tableau	was	 directly	 adapted	 from	 the	 stage.	 In	

addition	to	form,	 it	was	also	the	 light-heartedness,	 frivolity	and	openness	towards	popular	

types	of	music	 and	dance	 that	made	Offenbach’s	opéra	bouffe	 an	obvious	predecessor	 to	

the	films	of	Lubitsch	and	his	colleagues	in	the	German	film	industry.	The	Film-Kurier	openly	

described	the	Pommer	productions	for	UFA	as	“Film-Offenbachiaden”	and	in	the	Film-Kurier	

review	 of	 Ein	 steinreicher	 Mann	 (1932),	 a	 critic	 suggests	 that	 director	 Stefan	 Szekely’s	

interpretation	of	 this	 “bandit-operetta”	was	 “sparked”	by	Offenbach.67	 It	 seems	 that	even	

the	cinema	music	directors	honoured	the	connection.	For	the	premiere	of	Tonfilmoperette	

Gitta	 entdeckt	 ihr	 Herz	 (1932),	 Giuseppe	 Becce	 –	 conductor	 at	 the	 UFA-Palast	 am	 Zoo	 –	

picked	 Offenbach’s	 Orphée	 overture	 for	 the	 celebratory	 orchestra	 concert	 opening	 the	

evening.68	

	

The	remarks	on	the	similarity	of	Offenbach’s	stage	works	and	sound	film	operettas	has	been	

reinforced	 in	 recent	 scholarship,	 for	 example	 by	 Marko	 Paysan,	 Thomas	 Koebner	 and	

Michael	 Wedel.69	 Thomas	 Elsaesser	 also	 observes	 similarities	 in	 film	 operettas	 and	

Offenbach’s	musical	theatre,	and	expands	the	dialectic	relationship	to	the	institution	of	the	

cinema	 as	 a	 whole:	 “Cinema	 and	 operetta	 are	 generally	 connected	 by	 their	 form	 of	

                                                
66	Werner	Richard	Heymann,	“Tonfilm-Musik	als	neue	musikalische	Form”,	Lichtbildbühne	01/08/1931,	No.	31;	

Quote	on	Heymann:	Haas,	“Ich	bei	Tag	und	du	bei	Nacht”,	Film-Kurier	29/11/1932,	No.	281,	quoted	Rotthaler,	p.	

130.		
67	Anonymous,	“Ein	steinreicher	Mann”,	Film-Kurier	13/02/1932,	No.	38.	Another	example	of	a	comparison	

between	Tonfilmoperette	and	Offenbach’s	operettas	is	the	review	by	Ernst	Jäger,	“Der	Kongreß	tanzt”,	Film-

Kurier	20/10/1931,	No.	250.	The	association	between	Offenbach	and	Tonfilmoperette	finally	inspired	the	1933	

Ich	und	die	Kaiserin,	directed	by	Friedrich	Hollaender,	which	is	a	tribute	to	Offenbach’s	legacy	and	significance	

for	the	aesthetic	profile	of	German	music	films.	Set	in	mid-to	late	19th	century	France,	the	film	not	only	features	

the	melodies	of	Offenbach’s	operettas	(La	Belle	Hélène	and	La	Grand-Duchesse	de	Gérolstein),	it	also	introduces	

the	composer	in	a	supporting	role	(played	by	Julius	Falkenstein).	
68	Kurt	London,	“Gitta	entdeckt	ihr	Herz”,	Der	Film	09/14/1932,	No.	15.		
69	 Paysan,	 p.	 46;	 Wedel,	 2007a,	 p.	 264ff.;	 Thomas	 Koebner,	 “Die	 deutsche	 ‘Tonfilm-Operette’”,	 in	

Dorothee	Ott,	Thomas	Koebner	 (eds.),	Reclam	Filmgenres:	Musical-	und	Tanzfilm,	Stuttgart:	Reclam,	

2014,	p.	26.	
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representation,	which	–	either	in	a	parasitic-imitating,	or	parodist-satirical	manner	–	draw	on	

high	 culture:	 in	 one	 case	 on	 opera,	 in	 others	 on	 theatre	 and	 the	 novel.”70	 This	 practice	

results	in	operetta’s	references	to	illusion	rather	than	to	reality.71	Consequently,	illusion	and	

self-deception	become	the	accepted,	and	overt	modes	of	narration,	 in	operetta	as	 in	early	

sound	film.	

	

An	example	for	a	Tonfilmoperette	to	follow	this	pattern	is	Die	Drei	von	der	Tankstelle	(1930),	

which	both	Wedel	and	Rotthaler	describe	as	the	“prototype”	of	the	genre.	While	the	film	has	

attracted	 considerable	 attention,	 remarks	 on	 music	 have	 been	 mostly	 tentative,	 if	 not	

entirely	absent.	

	

The	 film’s	 final	 scene	 is	 a	 witty	 self-reflexion	 on	 the	 young	 genre	 of	 musical	 film,	 its	

ambitions	 and	 the	 heritage	 of	 stage	 operetta.	 Director	Wilhelm	 Thiele	 (1890	 –	 1975)	 and	

composer	Heymann	work	together	to	create	an	effective	parody.	 In	contrast	to	the	rest	of	

the	 film,	 the	 camera	 remains	 fixed	 in	 the	 final	 scenes,	 practically	 using	 proscenium	 arch	

framing,	and	thereby	evoking	a	 feeling	of	watching	stage	action	 from	a	theatre	audience’s	

perspective.	A	second	nod	to	both	operatic	history	and	its	parody	in	operetta	is	the	way	in	

which	 all	 conflict	miraculously	 and	 absurdly	 dissolves	 within	 seconds,	 and	 the	 entire	 cast	

joins	in	the	reaffirmation	of	the	film’s	main	song	in	a	choreographed	apotheosis,	staged	as	a	

traditional	 final	 tableau.	 It	 becomes	 yet	 more	 operetta-like,	 even	 camp,	 to	 use	 Susan	

Sontag’s	 term.72	Using	an	alienation	 technique	unusual	 for	 the	genre,	 as	 Thomas	Koebner	

argues,	the	film’s	protagonists	Lilian	Harvey	and	Willi	Fritsch	break	the	so-called	fourth	wall,	

step	 outside	 an	 actual	 theatrical	 curtain	 and	 decide	 that	 the	 audience	 is	 still	 in	 its	 seats	

because,	 as	Harvey	 claims,	 “a	 real	operetta	needs	a	 finale”.73	What	 follows	 is	 actually	 the	

continuation	of	the	finale	we	have	already	seen	(in	the	previous	scene	in	an	office	setting),	

albeit	as	a	great	Offenbachian	“Kehraus”,	 set	as	a	 stage	 tableau.74	The	 film’s	hit	 song	“Ein	

                                                
70	Thomas	Elsaesser,	“Das	Lied	ist	aus	–	oder	wem	gehört	die	Operette?”,	in	Hagener	&	Hans	(eds.),	p.	100.	
71	Ibid.		
72	Susan	Sontag,	“Notes	on	‘Camp’”,	Partisan	Review,	Vol.	31,	1964,	No.	4.		
73	Koebner,	2003,	p.	354f.	
74	“Kehraus”	(to	sweep	out):	The	traditional	term	for	the	last	dance	at	balls	in	German-speaking	countries;	the	

dance	usually	took	place	after	midnight,	and	with	it	the	dancers	swept	out	of	the	ballroom.	See	“Kehraus”,	Grove	

Music	Online,	accessed	15/01/2016.	



	 126	

Freund,	ein	guter	Freund”	is	reinstated	in	an	instrumental	version	played	by	the	Lewis	Ruth	

Band,	which	has	taken	its	place	on	stage.	As	all	actors	line	up,	they	are	flanked	by	a	chorus	

kickline:	arguably	not	only	a	reference	to	American-style	Girl	troupes	but	also	a	continuation	

of	the	scandalous	Cancan	from	Offenbach’s	Orphée	aux	enferns.		

	

Another	technique	adopted	from	operetta	for	humorous	effect	in	Die	Drei	von	der	Tankstelle	

is	the	use	of	stretto.	Working	hand	in	hand	with	tempo	is	the	technique	of	repetition.	In	an	

article	 on	 Offenbach’s	 musical	 witticism,	 Carl	 Dahlhaus	 writes	 “the	 repetition,	 which	

essentially	 is	 used	 for	 emphasis	 and	 can	 establish	 musical	 motives	 […]	 can,	 through	

exaggeration,	descend	 into	parody.”75	This	 is	exactly	what	happens	here.	The	“Ein	Freund”	

chorus,	 which	 is	 made	 of	 a	 motif	 repeated	 in	 sequence,	 is	 played	 over	 and	 over	 again.	

Arguably,	among	all	early	German	music	film,	Die	Drei	von	der	Tankstelle	and	its	celebration	

of	 the	 absurd	 in	 the	 finale	 is	 the	 most	 operetta-like	 in	 form,	 musical	 composition,	 and	

staging.	 No	 other	 film	 was	 as	 Offenbachian	 and	 exuberant	 in	 its	 embrace	 of	 operetta’s	

frivolous	sense	of	parody	and	its	abandon	of	coherence	and	linearity.		

	

The	 retrospective	 appraisal	 of	 Die	 Drei	 von	 der	 Tankstelle	 as	 a	 film	 of	 unparalleled	

significance	 for	 the	 genre	 of	 Tonfilmoperette	 of	 the	 late	 Weimar	 Republic	 reinforces	 its	

original	 reception.	Film-Kurier	 critic	 Ernst	 Jäger	particularly	praised	 the	 film’s	 light-hearted	

irony	and	highlighted	the	“finale”.	The	vocabulary	he	employs	(“last	act”,	“finale”)	suggests	

his	understanding	of	this	film’s	relationship	with	opera/operetta	dramaturgy:	

	

The	artistic	achievement	of	 this	 film	 innovation:	 this	unrealistic	 film	 type	has	been	created	

knowingly.	The	singing,	dancing,	acting	in	this	farce	is	done	without	the	usual	bitter	humour	

of	 taking	 oneself	 too	 seriously.	 The	 conscious	 decision	 to	 embrace	 the	 humorous	 at	 last	

enriches	 sound	 film.	 As	 much	 as	 this	 film	 interferes	 with	 the	 “sacred”	 realm	 of	 [serious]	

theatre	 in	a	commendably	carefree	manner,	 it	also	further	explores	the	acoustic	and	visual	

possibilities	of	sound	film.	[…]	[A]nd	finally	the	glorious	finale,	the	 last	act	 in	the	office;	the	

most	attractive	so	far	created	and	composed	in	sound	film.76		

	

                                                
75	Carl	Dahlhaus,	“Offenbachs	Kunst	der	musikalischen	Pointe,”	in	Elisabeth	Schmierer	(ed.),	Jacques	Offenbach	

und	seine	Zeit,	Regensburg:	Laaber,	2009,	p.	133	
76	Ernst	Jäger,	“Die	drei	von	der	Tankstelle”,	Film-Kurier	16/09/1930,	No.	219.		
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As	 insinuated	 in	 this	 review,	 a	 technique	 used	 in	Die	 Drei	 von	 der	 Tankstelle	 was	 that	 of	

ironic	self-reflection,	which	German	film	operettas	arguably	borrowed	from	French	operetta.		

	

With	 regards	 to	milieu,	most	 sound	 film	 operettas	 in	 its	 early	 period	 fall	 into	 one	 of	 two	

categories.	On	the	one	hand,	contemporary	urban	life	was	reflected	through	the	integration	

of	 topical	 themes	 and	 symbols,	 such	 as	 the	 car	 industry,	 record	 shops,	 gramophones	 and	

popular	 songs,	 social	 dancing,	 cinema,	 stardom,	 advertisement,	 and	 the	 entertainment	

industry.	On	the	other	hand,	the	trend	of	historical	subjects	and	Austro-Hungarian	settings	

greatly	 enriched	 the	 canon	of	 Tonfilmoperette	 in	 the	 first	 years	 of	music	 film	production,	

and	firmly	connected	the	genre	to	the	Viennese	operetta	tradition.77		

	

Siegfried	Kracauer	highlighted	 the	period’s	 taste	 for	 the	Viennese	milieu	 in	his	 study	From	

Caligari	 to	 Hitler	 (1947),	 his	 derisive	 comments	 targeting	 film	 operetta’s	 formulaic	

sentimentality,	as	well	as	the	use	of	inferior	scores	and	libretti:	

	

The	paradise	of	paradises	was	Vienna.	Any	obsolete	Viennese	operetta	was	dragged	to	 the	

screen	 as	 long	 as	 it	 offered	 the	 public	 an	 opportunity	 for	 escaping	 from	 the	 prosaic	

republican	 world	 to	 the	 days	 of	 the	 late	 Habsburg	 monarchy.	 […]	 Its	 [film	 operetta’s]	

components	were	gentle	archdukes,	tender	flirtations,	baroque	décors,	Biedermeier	rooms,	

people	singing	and	drinking	 in	a	suburban	garden	restaurant,	 Johann	Strauss,	Schubert	and	

the	venerable	old	Europe.78	

	

The	continuing	attraction	of	an	empire	that	had	been	demolished	in	World	War	One	relied	

on	the	dichotomy	of	comedy	and	sentimentality.	On	the	one	hand,	the	Viennese	milieu	with	

its	 stiff	 court	 etiquette	 and	 antiquated	mannerisms	 offered	 ample	 opportunity	 for	 comic	

exploitation.	 On	 the	 other	 hand,	 the	 empire,	 its	 grand	 architecture,	 uniforms	 and	

conventions	unmistakeably	stood	for	an	old	order	of	stability,	reliability	and	an	intact	value	

system,	 which	 lent	 itself	 well	 to	 utopian	 tales	 of	 unyielding	 honour	 and	 eternal	 love.	 As	

                                                
77	Paysan,	p.	52.	Examples	are	Der	Kongreß	tanzt	(1931),	Ihre	Hoheit	befiehlt	(1931),	Zwei	Herzen	im	

Dreivierteltakt	(1930),	Liebeswalzer	(1930),	Schuberts	Frühlingstraum	(1931).	
78	Kracauer,	1974	[1947],	p.	141.		
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much	as	films	repeatedly	poke	fun	at	court	rituals,	they	are	also	testimonies	of	a	yearning	for	

a	by-gone	era.	Scott	Eymann	aptly	refers	to	this	phenomenon	as	“Viennese	Weltschmerz”.79		

	

In	 some	 cases,	 music	 films	 adopted	 a	 technique	 from	 operetta	 librettists,	 who	 at	 times	

invoked	European	phantasy	states	 inhabiting	the	same	mannerisms	and	etiquettes	as	their	

Austro-Hungarian	 model	 empire.	 Jacques	 Offenbach	 poked	 fun	 at	 the	 militarism	 under	

Napoleon	III	by	moving	his	La	Grande-Duchesse	de	Gérolstein	to	a	fictitious	miniature	state.	

Franz	Lehár’s	merry	widow	for	example	mourns	in	the	Balkanesque	state	Pontevedro,	which	

in	Ernst	Lubitsch’s	 film	adaptation	 (1934)	 is	 renamed	as	Marshovia.	Oscar	Straus’	operetta	

Walzertraum	 from	 1907	 introduced	 the	 obscure	 principality	 of	 Flausenthurn,	 which	 was	

reworked	in	the	1925	silent	German	film	Ein	Walzertraum	and	in	Ernst	Lubitsch’s	American	

music	 film	 The	 Smiling	 Lieutenant	 (1931).	 Lubitsch’s	 film	 Love	 Parade	 (1929)	 also	 uses	 a	

Ruritanian	setting.	Here,	 Jeanette	McDonald	becomes	Queen	Louise	of	Sylvania.80	German	

examples	include	sound	film	operettas	Ronny	(1931),	directed	by	Reinhold	Schünzel	(1888	–	

1954)	with	music	by	Emmerich	Kálmán.81	As	a	review	in	the	Berliner	Börsen-Courier	reveals,	

the	story	was	set	in	the	princedom	of	Perusa.82	Another	German	example	is	Die	oder	Keine	

(1932),	 which	 not	 only	 sports	 an	 operetta	 milieu	 littered	 with	 buffoon	 counts,	 smashing	

princes	 and	 dukes,	 but	 also	 introduces	 the	 principality	 of	 Marana,	 a	 fictitious	 Southern	

European	mini	 state.	 A	 late	 example	 is	 the	 American	musical	Rosalie	 (1937)	with	 Eleanor	

Powell	 in	the	 leading	part.	The	film,	which	also	ran	 in	Nazi-Germany,	was	modelled	on	the	

Ziegfeld-produced	 musical	 of	 the	 same	 name	 from	 1928	 and	 revolves	 around	 Princess	

Rosalie	from	an	Eastern	European	kingdom	of	the	name	Romanza.83		

	

As	 insinuated	 by	 Elsaesser,	 the	 waltz	 continued	 to	 be	 the	 most	 potent	 symbol	 of	 this	

milieu.84	 Francesco	 Bono	 also	 refers	 to	 operetta	 as	 a	 vehicle	 for	 “cultural	 memory”	 with	

                                                
79	Eyman,	p.	169.		
80	Sabine	Hake,	Passions	and	Deceptions:	The	Early	Films	of	Ernst	Lubitsch,	Princeton:	Princeton	University	Press,	

1992,	pp.	71	–	72.		
81	This	film	is	considered	lost.	For	more	information	on	Kálmán	and	this	film	operetta,	see	Clarke,	2007b,	p.	

356ff,	p.	399.		
82	Anonymous	(K.W.),	“Ronny”,	Berliner	Börsen-Courier	23/12/1931,	No.	596.		
83	Gerald	Bordman,	1978,	p.	435f.		
84	Elsaesser,	p.	88.	
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reference	to	Moritz	Csaky.85	In	this	context,	he	argues,	the	waltz	has	become	a	heavily	coded	

and	clichéd	allegory	on	“a	culture	and	a	country”,	endowed	with	notions	of	sentimentalism	

and	 nationalism.86	 As	 such,	 the	waltz	was	 not	 only	 used	 as	 an	 auditory	marker,	 but	 even	

became	the	core	subject	of	films	such	as	Zwei	Herzen	im	Dreivierteltakt	(1930),	Liebeswalzer	

(1930),	Es	war	einmal	ein	Walzer	(1932)	or	Walzerkrieg	(1933),	among	others.		

	

Operetta	of	the	popular	Viennese	type	has	often	been	criticised	for	its	lack	of	irony	and	bite,	

especially	 when	 compared	 to	 Offenbach’s	 opéra	 bouffe.87	 However,	 early	 sound	 film	

operettas	 frequently	 merged	 elements	 of	 Viennese	 operetta	 with	 the	 zeitgeist	 of	

contemporary	 Berlin:	 its	 wit,	 frivolity	 and	 self-deprecating	 irony.88	 Viennese	 music	 and	

Austro-Hungarian	 subject	 matters,	 with	 all	 their	 potential	 for	 sentimentality,	 remained	

important	 features	 of	 German	 music	 films	 throughout	 the	 1930s	 and	 1940s.	 In	 the	

Tonfilmoperette	of	 the	 late	Weimar	years,	however,	 the	genre’s	 self-awareness	 continued	

also	to	result	in	ironic	commentary	on	its	own	sentimentality.		

	

	

Self-reflexivity	in	Tonfilmoperette89	

	

Moments	of	self-referencing	and	disturbing	the	verisimilitude	of	the	narrative	by	laying	bare	

its	 artificiality	 is	 a	 parodist	 technique	 Tonfilmoperette	 borrowed	 from	 the	 stage.	 The	

humorous	effect	of	direct	audience	address,	often	used	 in	comic	opera	and	operetta,	was	

continued	 in	 music	 films	 –	 particularly	 those	 by	 Lubitsch	 and	 Mamoulian,	 modelled	 on	

operetta	and	using	a	 veteran	of	 the	music	hall	 stage,	Maurice	Chevalier	 (1888	–	1972).	 In	

                                                
85	Bono,	p.	41.	Reference	to	Moritz	Csaky,	Ideologie	der	Operette	und	Wiener	Moderne.	Ein	kulturhistorischer	

Essay	zur	österreichischen	Identität,	Wien:	Böhlau,	1996,	p.	101.		
86	Bono,	p.	41.		
87	See	for	example	Kracauer,	2002	[1937],	p.	363.		
88	This	“bold	handling	of	folklore”,	as	Kevin	Clarke	argues,	was	one	of	the	reasons	why	the	Weimar	sound	film	

operetta	was	a	“thorn	in	the	side	of	National	Socialists.	They	tried	to	‘weed	out’	these	unserious	treatments	of	

Heimat.”	See	Clarke,	2007a,	p.	112.	
89	Self-reflexing	is	“a	term	applied	to	literary	works	that	openly	reflect	upon	their	own	processes	of	artful	

composition	[...].”	The	Oxford	Dictionary	of	Literary	Terms,	2008:	

http://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/oi/authority.20110803100453429,	accessed	14/08/2018.	
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films	 such	 as	 Love	 Parade	 or	 Love	Me	 Tonight	 (1932),	 Chevalier	 glances	 directly	 into	 the	

camera	from	time	to	time,	even	performing	songs	into	“our”	direction.90	He	bridges	the	gap	

between	 live	 entertainment	 and	 filmic	 illusion,	 but	 he	 does	 so	 without	 causing	 real	

disruption.	 Lubitsch	 and	Mamoulian	were	quick	 to	 “integrate	musical	 interludes	 back	 into	

the	narrative”,	consequently	not	using	alienation	technique	through	distancing	the	audience	

from	the	immersive	cinematic	experience,	but	engaging	in	rather	gentle	“oscillation	between	

demystification	and	remystification”,	as	Jane	Feuer	suggests.91	

	

Self-reflexivity	is,	of	course,	the	core	aspect	of	the	American-type	backstage	musical,	which	

Feuer	describes	as	“the	most	persistent	subgenre”	of	the	film	musical.	She	continues:	

	

The	 Jazz-Singer	 featured	 a	 show-business	 story,	 and	 during	 the	 talkie	 boom	 that	 followed	

(1929	–	1930),	a	 large	percentage	of	the	early	musicals	took	for	their	subjects	the	world	of	

entertainment:	Broadway,	vaudeville,	the	Ziegfeld	Follies,	burlesque,	night	clubs,	the	circus,	

Tin	Pan	Alley,	and,	to	a	lesser	extent,	mass	entertainment	in	the	form	of	radio	or	Hollywood	

itself.92	

	

In	German	early	sound	film,	several	films	also	implemented	elements	of	ironic	self-reflexion,	

most	of	them	in	mild	forms.	As	Jörg	Schweinitz	puts	it:	

	

They	concern	themselves	with	the	way	in	which	films	are	produced,	received,	and	how	they	

are	 integrated	 into	 everyday	 life	 […].	 They	 also	 do	not	 pretend	 to	 be	 anything	 but	 cinema	

themselves,	a	staging.	They	put	their	own	artificiality	on	show	[…].93	

	

Within	 the	 spectrum	of	 self-reflexivity	 in	German	music	 film,	which	has	 thus	 far	not	been	

discussed	in	much	detail,	this	study	suggests	four	main	types:	They	can	occur	exclusively,	or	

in	combination:	

	

                                                
90	See	examples	quoted	in	Feuer,	1982,	p.	38.	
91	Feuer,	1982,	p.38;	Jane	Feuer,	“The	Self-Reflexive	Musical	and	the	Myth	of	Entertainment”,	in	Barry	Keith	

Grant	(ed.),	Film	Genre	Reader	II,	Austin:	University	of	Texas	Press,	1986,	p.	443.		
92	Ibid.,	p.	441.		
93	Jörg	Schweinitz,	“Wie	im	Kino!	Die	autothematische	Welle	im	frühen	Tonfilm.	Figurationen	des	

Selbstreflexiven”,	in	Koebner	(ed.),	2003,	p.	374.		
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1. Films	with	light-hearted,	parodist	references	to	film	production	and	exposing	generic	clichés	

2. Films	problematising	the	social	function	of	cinema	and	film	genres	

3. Films	commenting	on	genre	development	by	using	musical	quotations	

4. Films	reflecting	on	the	social-political	context	of	their	time	

	

Several	 films	of	 the	 first	 type	use	their	 last	 film	scenes	to	reveal	processes	of	 film	making,	

thereby	breaking	the	illusion	of	the	cinematic	narrative.	One	example	is	Ein	Tango	für	Dich	

(1930),	in	which	the	happy	ending	sees	the	protagonist	couple	united	after	much	confusion.	

In	 the	 final	 scene,	 set	 at	 a	 variety	 theatre,	 they	 embrace	 to	 the	 applause	 of	 the	 theatre	

audience	before	disappearing	behind	the	curtain	to	shield	their	exchanges	of	affection	from	

the	public.	As	they	kiss,	the	camera	swings	around	to	show	a	film	team,	with	microphones,	

camera	man	 and	 technicians	 all	 in	 view.	 The	 “director”	 holds	 up	 a	megaphone,	 shouting	

“lights	out”.	As	the	light	goes	out,	we	hear	him	again:	“the	end!”.		

	

A	 remarkable,	 late	 example	 of	 generic	 self-reflection	 and	 self-parody	 is	 the	 1936	 film	

Allotria,	 which	 has	 thus	 far	 been	 neglected	 by	 film	 scholarship.	 The	 film’s	 ending	 is	 an	

exaggerated,	 compressed	 version	 of	 an	 operetta	 finale.	 Like	 in	 Offenbachian	 operetta,	

Weimar	 film	operettas,	or	American	musicals,	 the	resolution	of	all	 conflict	unravels	swiftly	

and	 is	 disproportionate	 to	 the	 complexity	 of	 the	 preceding	 plot.	 The	 final	 sequence	 of	

Allotria,	a	typical	comedy	on	mistaken	identities,	suggests	a	direct	quote	of	Die	Drei	von	der	

Tankstelle	 (see	 section	above).	Reaffirming	 the	 film’s	main	 song	by	Peter	Kreuder	 (1905	–	

1981)	 and	 Hans-Fritz	 Beckmann	 (1909	 –	 1975),	 “Komm	 spiel	 mit	 mir	 blinde	 Kuh”,	 the	

members	of	 the	ensemble	 link	 arms	and	 “march”	 in	 synchrony	with	 the	music,	 facing	 the	

camera	in	celebration	of	the	fortunate	turn	of	events.	The	lyrics	are	altered	to	fit	the	ironic,	

self-reflexive	 commentary	 on	 the	 typically	 American	 “happy	 end”.	 Allotria’s	 concluding	

scene	can	therefore	be	understood	not	only	as	a	parody	of	German	film	operettas,	but	the	

formulaic	nature	of	American	films	also.	These	were	widely	understood	to	employ	insipidly	

“happy”	 resolutions	 –	 even	 at	 the	 compromise	 of	 logic	 –	 to	 ensure	 popular,	 hence	

commercial	success.		

	

A	 film	 of	 the	 second	 type	 of	 self-reflexivity,	 Die	 verliebte	 Firma	 (1932)	 addresses	 the	

unrealistic	expectations	and	dreams	raised	in	the	Hollywood-style	tales	of	the	humble	shop	

girl’s	rise	to	screen	fame.	The	plot	sees	a	young,	naïve	country	girl,	who	is	“discovered”	and	
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taken	 to	Berlin	by	a	 film	crew.	When	 introduced	 to	 the	head	of	 the	production	 company,	

Gretel	must	learn	that	becoming	a	screen	star	overnight	is	nothing	but	“a	common	dream”.	

Simple	country	girls	are	not,	 the	director	maintains,	 suited	 for	art,	but	 rather	 for	marriage	

and	motherhood.	 The	 film	 not	 only	 debunks	 the	 essence	 of	 the	 American	 dream	 and	 its	

promise	of	self-determination,	it	also	sneers	at	simplified	love	scenarios	and	happy	endings.	

A	 line	 from	 the	 film’s	 leitmotivic	 song	 (written	 by	 composer	 Bruno	 Granichstaedten	 and	

lyricist	Ernst	Marischka)	bears	testimony	to	this:	“I	should	like	to	be	in	love.	I	know	from	the	

movies,	it	exists.”94	The	sentiments	of	longing	and	melancholia	expressed	here	are	portrayed	

as	triggered	by	euphemised	plot	lines	of	contemporary	music	films.	A	further	example	of	this	

type	 of	 self-reflexivity	 is	 the	 Hollywood	 scene	 in	 Ein	 blonder	 Traum	 (1932),	 which	will	 be	

discussed	in	detail	in	Chapter	V.	

	

Combining	 type	one	and	 two	 is	maybe	 the	most	notable	example	of	 filmic	 self-reflexivity:	

Ludwig	Berger’s	Ich	bei	Tag	und	du	bei	Nacht	(music	by	Heymann),	in	which	a	working-class	

love	couple	confronts	its	dreams	in	the	darkened	auditorium	of	a	cinema	watching	a	lavish	

revue	or	film	operetta.	The	technique	of	the	film	within	a	film	allows	the	production	team	to	

engage	critically	with	 its	own	medium	and	portray	 revue	 films	as	escapist.	The	Film-Kurier	

critic	remarks:	“There	is	irony	in	the	vanity	of	the	operetta-pomp.	[…]	The	sympathetic,	poor	

couple	is	contrasted	with	a	film	about	a	heroic	tenor	and	a	fake	Gitta	Alpar,	with	countless	

footboys,	maids	and	straight-laced	servants.”95	The	most	effective	use	of	self-reflexivity,	 in	

combination	with	an	alienation	technique,	is	an	unexpected	coup	at	the	end	of	the	film.	The	

couple	have	finally	managed	to	overcome	countless	obstacles	and	happily	sit	in	the	cinema,	

watching	 the	 cliché-packed	 film	operetta.	 Swayed	by	 the	 film’s	 romantic	mood,	 they	 lean	

towards	each	other.	Just	as	they	come	together	for	a	kiss,	the	cinema	lights	go	up:	the	film,	

and	the	illusion	of	unfettered	bliss	in	love	are	over,	and	the	daily	struggle	begins	again.	The	

unexpected	disruption,	which	not	only	releases	the	protagonists’	sense	of	anticipation,	but	

also	our	own	as	we	watch	the	story	unfold,	unmasks	our	emotion	as	illusory	and	false.		

	

                                                
94	Original	lyrics:	“Ich	wär	so	gern	mal	richtig	verliebt,	ich	weiß	vom	Tonfilm,	dass	es	das	gibt.”		
95	Willy	Haas	(W.H	–	s.),	“Ich	bei	Tag	und	Du	bei	Nacht”,	Film-Kurier	29/11/1932,	No.	281.	Gitta	Alpar	was	a	

celebrated	Hungarian	operetta	singer,	who	also	appeared	in	German,	Austrian,	and	English	music	films.		
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Self-reflexion	in	German	music	films	from	the	late	1920s	and	throughout	the	1930s	also	took	

the	 form	of	musical	 quotations.	 Throughout	 the	history	of	German	music	 film,	both	overt	

and	covert	quotes	of	classical	repertoire,	opera,	operetta	and	folk	song	were	frequent,	but	

also	 existing	 original	 film	 songs	 and	 other	 popular	 songs	 were	 recycled.	 Usually,	 these	

quotations	presupposed	the	familiarity	with	their	sources	and	were	arguably	used	to	amuse	

audiences.		

	

It	comes	as	no	surprise	that	one	of	the	most	popular	songs	of	the	early	1930s	was	quoted,	

Marlene	Dietrich’s	signature	song	“Ich	bin	von	Kopf	bis	Fuss	auf	Liebe	eingestellt”	(“Falling	in	

Love	Again”),	composed	by	Friedrich	Hollaender	for	the	film	Der	blaue	Engel	 (1930).	 It	was	

quoted	 in	 Carl	 Lamač’s	Die	 vom	Rummelplatz	 (1930),	 in	which	Anny	Ondra	 and	 a	walking	

piano	 (three	 people	 in	 a	 grand	 piano	 costume)	 “perform”	 an	 instrumental	 version	 of	 the	

song	 on	 a	music	 hall	 stage.	 As	 the	melody	 is	 played,	 one	 of	 the	 “piano	 puppets”	 lifts	 his	

trousers	and	reveals	a	male,	bare	leg	in	stocking	–	a	rather	crude	but	effective	reference	to	

Marlene	Dietrich	 in	 her	 film	 role	 as	 Lola.	 “Ich	 bin	 von	 Kopf	 bis	 Fuss	 auf	 Liebe	 eingestellt”	

featured	also	in	the	film	parody	Das	Kabinett	des	Dr.	Larifari	(1930),	which	not	only	spoofed	

Emil	 Jannings	 (Dietrich’s	 film	 partner	 in	Der	 Blaue	 Engel),	 but	 Dietrich	 herself	 also.	 In	 the	

plot,	a	film	producer	introduces	his	company	partners	to	a	series	of	“girls”,	accompanied	by	

music.	As	the	melody	of	“Falling	in	Love	Again”	is	played,	the	producers	are	visibly	fidgeting	

with	 anticipation,	 but	 when	 a	 curtain	 is	 lifted,	 a	 rather	 stocky	 woman	 appears	 –	 the	

antithesis	of	blonde,	 slender	Dietrich.	Another	musical	hit	of	early	German	music	 film	was	

the	song	“Zwei	Herzen	im	Dreivierteltakt”	by	Robert	Stolz	(1880	–	1975),	from	the	1930	film	

of	 the	same	name.	Robert	Stolz	quoted	his	 song	 in	a	 film	he	worked	on	 later	 in	 the	same	

year,	Der	Herr	auf	Bestellung	(1930).	By	the	time	of	its	release,	Stolz’s	song	had	gained	great	

popularity,	and	he	used	 it	cleverly	 in	 the	 last	 scenes	of	 the	 film,	 in	which	 the	protagonists	

finally	unite	to	dance	a	waltz	and	sing	the	first	verse	of	“Zwei	Herzen”.	One	of	the	era’s	most	

esteemed	composers,	Werner	Richard	Heymann,	did	not	exactly	quote	his	own	songs,	but	

he	used	similar	material	 for	 two	 films,	 the	 first	being	Liebeswalzer	 (1930),	 the	second	 Ihre	

Hoheit	befiehlt	 (1931).	The	song	“Frag’	nicht	wie,	frag	nicht	wo”	from	the	latter	of	the	two	

films,	uses	a	 similar	melody	and	even	 similar	 lyrics	 (written	by	Ernst	Neubach)	as	 the	 title	
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song	in	Liebeswalzer.96	A	musical	reference	used	for	comical	effect	was	Otto	Stransky’s	(1898	

–	1932)	 film	music	 for	Die	oder	Keine	 (1932).	 In	a	scene	that	sees	a	buffoon	count	and	an	

opera	 singer	 topple	 over	 in	 their	 car	 after	 chasing	 a	 train,	 a	musical	 quote	 of	 Heymann’s	

song	“Lieber	guter	Herr	Gerichtsvollzieher”	accompanies	the	two	men	as	they	straighten	up	

in	 the	 ditch.	 This	 song,	 originally	 composed	 for	Die	 Drei	 von	 der	 Tankstelle	 as	 a	 musical	

“celebration”	 of	 bankruptcy,	 had	 acquired	 the	 meaning	 of	 misfortune	 set	 to	 music.	

Stransky’s	 gag	 of	 planting	 this	 melody	 in	 a	 different	 film	 only	 worked	 because	 he	 could	

presuppose	the	audience’s	familiarity	with	the	tune	and	its	original	context.		

	

In	 a	 fourth	 type	 of	 self-reflexivity,	 Tonfilmoperetten	 often	 identified	 as	 portraits	 of	 their	

time.	During	a	period	of	economic	 crisis	 and	political	 instability	 at	 the	end	of	 the	Weimar	

Republic,	 film	 teams	 related	 to	 cinema	 audiences	 by	 producing	 light-hearted	 and	 ironic	

accounts	 of	 social	 hardship.	 Cinema	 goers	 arguably	 would	 not	 have	 welcomed	 social	

fantasies	without	any	element	of	critical	reflection	in	times	of	adversity.	On	the	other	hand,	

honest	 representations	 of	 financial	 struggle	 and	 poverty	 lacking	 an	 element	 of	 ironic	

distance	 might	 have	 been	 equally	 alienating.	 This	 sentiment	 is	 evident	 in	 German	 film	

reception	of	 the	period.	 In	 the	Film-Kurier’s	 coverage	of	 the	premiere	of	Die	Drei	 von	der	

Tankstelle,	a	reviewer	describes	the	film	as	“a	modern	fairy	tale	[…],	relaxation	for	millions	of	

working	people.”97	

	

The	socio-economic	situation	faced	by	large	proportions	of	German	society	at	the	end	of	the	

Weimar	Republic	was	comparable	to	that	of	many	Americans	in	the	wake	of	the	1929	Wall	

Street	Crash	and	the	ensuing	economic	crisis	know	as	Great	Depression.	The	film	culture	of	

both	nations	 to	 an	 extent	 reflected	 the	 social	 crisis	 resulting	 from	economic	 disaster.	 The	

themes	 addressed	 in	 both	 American	 and	 German	 music	 films	 are	 based	 on	 similar	

experiences,	 albeit	 set	 against	 contrasting	 political	 and	 cultural	 backdrops.	 In	 1933,	 the	

collaboration	 between	 songwriters	 Harry	Warren	 and	 Al	 Dubin,	 director	 Lloyd	 Bacon	 and	

choreographer	 Busby	 Berkeley	 for	 the	 film	42nd	 Street	 started	Warner	 Brothers’	 trilogy	 of	

grand-scale	Depression	musicals	42nd	Street,	Gold	Diggers	of	1933	and	Footlight	Parade	(all	

                                                
96	Werner	Richard	Heymann	used	an	unspecified	waltz	by	Emile	Waldteufel	as	inspiration	for	these	two	songs.	

See	https://www.filmportal.de/film/ihre-hoheit-befiehlt,	accessed	15/07/2018.	
97	Ernst	Jäger,	“Die	drei	von	der	Tankstelle”,	Film-Kurier	16/09/1930,	No.	219.		
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1933).	All	 three	films	are	set	 in	the	backstage	milieu	of	New	York’s	Broadway,	and	revolve	

around	bankrupt	theatre	producers	and	penniless	showgirls	with	a	tendency	for	petty	crime.	

The	narratives	are	riddled	with	Depression	motifs,	and	so	are	their	most	remarkable	songs,	

“42nd	Street”,	“We’re	in	the	money”	and	“My	forgotten	man”.98		

	

German	 music	 films	 started	 slightly	 earlier	 with	 adopting	 themes	 of	 social	 struggle	 and	

hopes	 for	 upward	 social	 mobility,	 combining	 them	 with	 light-hearted	 irony	 and	 up-beat	

songs.99	However,	their	allusions	to	hardship	were	usually	veiled	by	romanticised	depiction	

or	comedy.	This	observation	ties	in	with	Volker	Klotz’s	findings	about	stage	operetta	of	the	

early	20th	century,	which	“forgoes	the	crucial	underclass	of	the	time”:	the	proletariat.100	 In	

most	cases,	sound	film	operettas	substitute	industrial	workers,	who	had	been	so	effectively	

portrayed	in	Fritz	Lang’s	Metropolis	(1927),	with	representatives	of	the	white	collar,	retail	or	

gastronomy	 sectors.	 Their	 protagonists	 are	 sales	 assistants,	 waiters,	 low-ranking	 artists,	

cleaners,	switchboard	operators,	beauticians,	secretaries,	or	filling	station	attendants;	all	of	

which	have	small,	sometimes	 irregular	 incomes,	but	 live	relatively	comfortable	 lives.	While	

this	could	be	argued	to	truthfully	represent	a	shift	in	the	working	environment,	it	also	gave	

films	the	necessary	rationale	to	spare	its	audiences	the	stories	of	those	truly	marginalised	in	

urban	society.	Whenever	looming	unemployment	or	humble	living	conditions	are	addressed,	

they	are	embedded	in	euphemistic	tales,	 in	which	the	protagonists	are	seemingly	oblivious	

to	or	often	unfazed	by	circumstance.		

	

This	 is	certainly	true	for	two	of	the	most	 lastingly	popular	sound	film	operettas	of	the	era,	

Die	Drei	von	der	Tankstelle	and	Ein	blonder	Traum.	In	the	former,	three	young	men	of	good	

breeding	 face	 sudden	bankruptcy	 after	 having	 enjoyed	 a	 carefree	 existence	 to	 that	 point.	

Only	momentarily	disturbed	by	the	loss	of	their	house	and	possessions,	they	cheerfully	–	and	

unrealistically	–	sell	their	car	to	open	their	own	business,	a	gas	station.	Surrounded	by	trees	

and	serenaded	by	bird	song,	they	continue	to	lead	a	leisurely	 life,	 in	which	their	afternoon	

naps	and	morning	coffees	are	only	occasionally	 interrupted	by	work.	 In	Ein	blonder	Traum,	

                                                
98	All	three	composed	by	Harry	Warren	and	Al	Dubin	for	42nd	Street	(directed	by	Lloyd	Bacon)	and	Gold	Diggers	

of	1933	(directed	by	Mervyn	le	Roy).		
99	Georg	Wilhelm	Pabst’s	Dreigroschenoper	(1931)	is	an	example.	
100	Volker	Klotz,	Operette.	Porträt	und	Handbuch	einer	unerhörten	Kunst,	München:	Piper,	1991,	p.	48.		
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two	window	cleaners	and	an	unemployed	circus	artist	don’t	earn	enough	to	sustain	a	living	

in	 Berlin.	 Instead	 they	 commute	 on	 bikes	 and	 live	 in	 discarded	 train	 trailers	 in	 the	 green	

outskirts	of	the	city.	While	so-called	“Laubenkolonien”	did	indeed	exist,	their	representation	

is	 strongly	 sentimentalised,	 complete	with	 a	 nearby	 gurgling	 stream,	 hanging	 flower	 pots	

adorning	the	trailers,	checked	table	cloths	and	a	gramophone.	At	times,	these	portrayals	of	

poverty,	which	favour	the	positive	associations	with	 intimate	cosiness	of	a	frugal	existence	

over	its	inevitable	destitution	and	fears,	are	reminiscent	of	a	19th-century	romantic	ideal	of	

the	pantheist	wanderer,	who	is	happiest	without	the	ties	of	worldly	possessions	and	society.	

As	 Francesco	 Bono	 suggests	 with	 regards	 to	 sound	 film	 operetta	 characters,	 they	 inhibit	

“fascinatingly	 quaint,	 extravagant,	 even	 utopian”	 qualities	 and	 their	 carefree	manners	 are	

representative	of	a	mentality	of	“carpe	diem”.101		

	

While	 German	 film	 operettas	 often	 idealised	 challenging	 social	 conditions,	 they	 also	 used	

exaggeration	to	expose	the	very	incongruences	of	romanticised,	“verklärt”	cinematic	visions.	

Film	operettas,	much	 like	 stage	operettas,	balanced	a	dialogic	 relationship	between	 irony,	

sincerity	and	sentimentality.	Audiences	were	arguably	encouraged	to	both	delight	in	a	film’s	

sentimentality,	 and	 simultaneously	 engage	 critically	 with	 their	 own	 emotional	 responses.	

Music	 was	 instrumental	 in	 contrasting	 these	 disparate	 elements	 in	 a	 closed	 form.	 An	

excellent	 example	 is	 the	 song	 “Wir	 zahlen	 keine	 Miete	 mehr”	 (“We	 are	 paying	 rent	 no	

more”)	from	Ein	blonder	Traum,	which	captures	both	the	joyfulness	of	leading	a	simple	life	

unfettered	by	needless	luxuries,	and	an	underlying	melancholy	resulting	from	the	everyday	

worries	 and	deprivations	 of	 the	working	 classes.	 Robert	Gilbert’s	 (1899	–	 1978)	 lyrics	 and	

Heymann’s	melody	and	orchestration	cooperate	in	the	transition	between	moods.	The	first	

time	the	song	occurs,	sung	by	the	two	window	cleaners	Willi	and	Willy,	the	chorus	hails	the	

advantages	 of	 living	 on	 a	 “green,	 humpy	 field”.102	 In	 a	 later	 scene,	 the	 young	 men’s	

neighbour,	 an	 older	 dishevelled	 man,	 reinterprets	 the	 jolly	 song	 to	 fit	 his	 personal	

experience	of	aging	 in	poverty.	His	 rendition	 lacks	the	uncompromising	optimism,	but	also	

naivety	of	his	younger	friends.	It	unmasks	the	romanticised	vision	of	their	frugal	life,	and	by	

extension	the	film,	as	an	idealistic	fairy	tale,	not	to	be	mistaken	with	reality.103	

                                                
101	Bono,	p.	33.		
102	Original	German	lyrics	and	English	translation	in	appendix.	
103	Original	German	lyrics	and	English	translation	in	appendix.		
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A	point	worth	mentioning	 in	 connection	 to	 the	depiction	of	upward	 social	mobility	 in	 film	

operettas	 is	 the	 disintegration	 of	 class	 differences.	 Films	 of	 both	 American	 and	 German	

origin	 adopted	 this	 plot	 pattern	 from	 opera	 buffa	 and	 operetta,	 depicting	 unlikely	 love	

relationships	that	transcend	class	boundaries,	with	one	of	the	two	parties	initially	in	disguise.	

While	this	narrative	formula	does	not	require	a	specific	milieu,	 it	was	particularly	suited	to	

settings	 reminiscent	 of	 the	 Austro-Hungarian	 Empire,	 which	 “naturally”	 contained	

princesses,	 dukes	 and	 counts.104	 A	 common,	 modernised	 alternative	 tailored	 to	 city	

audiences	 was	 the	 pairing	 of	 daughters/sons	 of	 industrial	 magnates	 with	 socially	 inferior	

partners.105	 The	 film	milieu	 typically	 dictated	 the	 choice	of	musical	 styles.	When	 choosing	

contemporary	 urban	 settings,	 producers	 enabled	 film	 composers	 to	 exploit	 the	 newest	

trends	 in	 popular	 dance	 music.	 A	 strategy	 to	 maximise	 box	 office	 return,	 this	 approach	

eventually	resulted	in	sound	film	becoming	the	primary	source	for	new	popular	music	by	the	

early	1930s.		

	

	

The	role	of	music	in	German	Tonfilmoperette	

	

Michael	 Wedel	 argues	 that	 UFA’s	 Tonfilmoperette	 productions	 helped	 to	 sharpen	 the	

contours	 of	 the	 German	 music	 films	 amidst	 the	 overuse	 of	 musical	 elements	 across	 the	

spectrum	of	all	film	genres.106	The	question	about	the	way	it	should	do	so	was	the	focus	of	

critical	writing	 in	the	film	press,	which	provided	the	public	platform	for	musings	about	the	

new	genre’s	ambitions.	The	most	fervently-discussed	aspect	was	the	narrative	integration	of	

music,	 which	 superseded	 its	 previous	 function	 as	 silent	 film	 accompaniment	 or	 as	

inconsequential	 interpolations	 akin	 to	 the	 stage	 revue.	 Referencing	 Die	 Drei	 von	 der	

Tankstelle,	Kracauer	described	the	novelty	of	musical	numbers	appearing	in	films	that	were	

unrelated	to	stage	milieus:	

	

                                                
104	Examples	are	Der	Kongreß	tanzt	(1931);	Ihre	Hoheit	befiehlt	(1931);	and	Ronny	(1931),	among	others.		
105	Examples	are	Liebeswalzer	(1930);	Einbrecher	(1930);	Ihre	Majestät	die	Liebe	(1931);	Ein	Lied,	ein	Kuß,	ein	

Mädel	(1932);	and	Einmal	eine	große	Dame	sein	(1934).		
106	Wedel,	2007a,	p.	252.		
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The	refreshing	idea	of	shifting	the	operetta	paradise	from	its	traditional	locales	to	the	open	

road	 was	 supported	 by	 the	 eccentric	 use	 made	 of	 music.	 The	 whimsy	 score	 constantly	

interfered	 with	 the	 half-rational	 plot,	 stirring	 characters	 and	 even	 objects	 to	 behave	 in	 a	

frolicsome	manner.107	

	

This	 model	 of	 integrating	 music	 into	 the	 action	 was	 closely	 related	 to	 Lubitsch’s	 film	

operettas	and	bore	resemblance	to	American-style	musical	theatre	as	well.	However,	while	

most	publications	from	the	last	two	decades	on	German	music	films	rigorously	differentiate	

between	 Tonfilmoperette	 as	 a	German	 type	 of	 film	musical,	 and	 revue-film	 as	 a	 genre	 of	

music	film	exclusively	using	revue-style	show	numbers,	this	divide	is	anything	but	clear	and	

does	not	accurately	reflect	the	canon	of	German	music	films.	Most	German	films	classifiable	

as	music	films	use	a	combination	of	revue	elements	and	integrated	songs.	This	holds	true	for	

many	American	music	films	of	the	era	also.	

	

From	the	perspective	of	one	critic	in	1930	Germany,	the	distinction	between	American	and	

German	 music	 films	 was	 a	 lot	 clearer.	 According	 to	 Film-Kurier	 writer	 Hans	 Spielhofer,	

“German	 sound	 film	 endeavours	 to	 focus	 on	 operetta,	 while	 the	 American	 music	 film	

concentrates	on	operetta’s	younger	sister,	the	revue.”108	As	the	reason	for	this	dichotomy,	

Spielhofer	suggests	 the	embedding	 in	 the	countries’	 respective	musical	 traditions:	“It	 is	no	

coincidence	 that	 the	 young	 sound	 film	 industry	 secured	 the	 best	 singers	 instantaneously:	

American	has	its	Al	Jolson,	Germany	its	[Richard]	Tauber.”109	While	he	captures	the	general	

trajectory	of	American	and	German	music	films	of	the	years	up	to	1930,	Spielhofer’s	verdict	

–	 based	 in	 all	 probability	 on	 only	 a	 handful	 of	 American	 films	 imported	 to	 that	 date	 –	 is	

simplified.	 It	 also	does	not	 account	 for	 Lubitsch’s	 influential	 output,	which	 transcends	 the	

boundaries	 between	 European	 and	 American	 traditions	 and	 combines	 elements	 from	

operetta	 and	popular	musical	 theatre	 –	 not	 least	 through	 casting	music	 hall	 stars	 such	 as	

Maurice	Chevalier,	Lupino	Lane	and	Jack	Buchanan.		

	

While	the	term	Tonfilmoperette	reflected	its	relationship	with	operetta,	both	critics	and	film	

staff	cautioned	against	directly	applying	“the	rules	of	the	stage”	to	film,	as	director	Wilhelm	
                                                
107	Kracauer,	1974	[1947],	p.	207.		
108	Dr.	Hans	Spielhofer,	“Die	Vertiefung	der	Tonfilmoperette”,	Film-Kurier	22/10/1930,	No.	250.		
109	Ibid.		
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Thiele	 put	 it.110	 A	 critic	 from	 The	 Lichtbildbühne	 maintained	 that	 music	 films	 too	 readily	

adopted	 the	 musical	 dramaturgy	 of	 the	 operetta.	 He	 claims	 that	 in	 operetta,	 composers	

have	more	time	to	establish	a	piece	of	music.	Verses	can	be	repeated	“ten	times”	without	

“compromising	the	effect”.	In	sound	film,	however,	there	is	only	very	little	time	to	introduce	

a	 “Schlager”,	 which	 is	 nonetheless	 expected	 to	 convey	 the	 same	 quality	 of	 meaning.	

Naturally,	 as	 this	 critic	 argues,	 this	 poses	 multifaceted	 problems	 to	 the	 composer,	 who	

would	be	ill-advised	to	base	song	compositions	on	operetta	techniques	alone.111		

	

In	general,	music	was	intended	to	aid	the	unfolding	of	the	drama	by	growing	out	of	dialogue	

and	image	organically.	It	was	envisaged	to	enhance	and	complement	the	visual,	interact	with	

it	and	blend	into	a	unity	in	which	one	would	not	work	without	the	other.	This	ambition	was	

not	only	at	the	forefront	of	critics’	minds,	but	also	echoed	by	film	producers,	composers	and	

directors.	Wilhelm	Thiele,	director	of	Die	Drei	von	der	Tankstelle,	published	his	views	on	the	

genre	 in	 the	 Film-Kurier	 in	 two	 separate	 articles	 in	 1930.	 In	 the	 earlier	 of	 the	 two,	which	

relates	to	his	music	film	Liebeswalzer,	he	argues	that		

	

the	visual	narrative	must	support	the	sound	or	the	music,	and	the	music	must	move	on	the	

visual	[…].	The	close	collaboration	between	composer	and	director	is	of	utmost	importance	–	

I	 think	 there	 is	 no	 field	 of	 cultural	 production	where	 this	 is	 as	 crucial	 as	 it	 is	 in	 “Tonfilm-

Operette”.	[…]	The	musical	number,	which	is	a	vital	part	of	staged	operetta,	must	be	created	

organically.	It	should	further	both	musical	and	visual	narratives.112		

	

He	reinforced	his	stance	in	a	later	article,	adding	a	new	aspect:	dance.113	Commenting	on	Die	

Drei	von	der	Tankstelle,	he	explains	that		

	

we	 have	 gone	 a	 step	 further	 [than	 in	 his	 previous	 film	 Liebeswalzer]	 by	 introducing	 the	

element	 of	 dance	 to	 the	 Tonfilm-Operette.	We	 basically,	 if	 I	 can	 put	 it	 like	 that,	 through-

composed	 the	 visual	 element	 of	 the	 [film]	 operetta.	 […]	 From	 the	 alliance	 of	 movement,	

                                                
110	Wilhelm	Thiele,	“Operette	im	Tonfilm”,	in	Film-Kurier	01/02/1930,	No.	29.		
111	Anonymous	(Bac.),	“Musik	und	Musik-Regie	im	Tonfilm”,	Lichtbildbühne	18/04/1931,	No.	93.		
112	Wilhelm	Thiele,	“Operette	im	Tonfilm”,	Film-Kurier	01/02/1930,	No.	29.		
113	Wilhelm	Thiele,	“Vom	Stil	der	Tonfilm-Operette”,	Film-Kurier	13/09/1930,	No.	217.		
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music,	 and	 song	arises,	 as	 far	 as	 I	 can	 see,	 a	new	mobility	of	 the	 visual	 image:	 the	 singing	

couple	liberates	itself	from	the	objectivity	of	the	laws	of	life.114		

	

Thiele’s	 statement	 alludes	 to	 the	 wider	 cultural	 context	 of	 the	 development	 of	

Tonfilmoperette.	His	descriptions	not	only	call	to	mind	the	genre’s	close	ties	with	operetta	of	

the	Offenbachian	type,	but	also	its	similarity	with	the	American	stage	and	film	musical.	This	

genre,	influenced	by	earlier	types	of	musical	theatre,	combined	singing,	dancing	and	spoken	

dialogue	confidently.	Contemporary	reception	also	noted	the	closeness	of	Die	Drei	von	der	

Tankstelle	 to	what	we	now	know	as	the	musical:	both	 in	terms	of	musical	dramaturgy	and	

milieu.	 Ernst	 Jäger’s	 review	 in	 the	 Film-Kurier	 not	 only	 proposes	 the	 film’s	 steadfast	

grounding	in	the	spirit	of	operetta,	but	also	its	deviation	from	the	stage:		

	

Even	 signing	 on	 to	 the	 dole	 is	 turned	 into	 song,	 and	 three	 bankrupt	 young	men	 sing	 and	

dance	a	 foxtrot	 in	celebration	of	 their	 insolvency.	Bulky	movers	and	 the	bailiff	approach	 in	

dancing	 rhythm,	 and	 in	 the	 factory	 yard,	 workers	 go	 about	 their	 tasks,	 waltzing	 and	 tap-

dancing	 in	 the	rhythm	with	their	work…Let	us	sing	and	dance.	Happy	are	those	who	forget	

[Glücklich	 ist,	wer	vergisst].	Yes,	 this	 joyful	 type	of	 film	art	wants	 to	make	people	 forget,	 it	

wants	to	be	jolly,	absurd…careless.	This	spirit,	borrowed	from	Lehár’s	pre-war	operetta	Graf	

von	Luxemburg,	or	Die	Fledermaus,	provides	the	climate	 in	which	this	 film	came	 into	being	

[…].	 Instead	of	 the	 inflexible	operetta	tradition,	an	attempt	at	musical	comedy	comes	 in	 its	

place	 –	 a	 new	 style	 of	 neo-German	 bourgeois	 entertainment.	Usually	 costumed	 choirs	 are	

singing,	now	industrial	workers	hop	along	[…],	and	a	serious	lawyer	carries	out	his	job	singing	

a	chanson.115		

	

UFA’s	head	of	publications,	Heinrich	Pfeiffer,	made	similar	points	in	a	Film-Kurier	article.	His	

extensive	 comments	 are	 relevant	 to	 this	 research	 as	 they	 reflect	 the	 view	 of	 UFA.	 In	 his	

article	from	February	1930,	entitled	“Music	and	plot	in	sound	film”,	Pfeiffer	outlines	various	

roles	 that	music	has	adopted	 in	 recent	UFA	 films.	Firstly,	he	explains	how	music	has	been	

used	as	“carrying	a	motif”	(Motivträger)	in	Liebeswalzer.	He	argues	that	Heymann’s	foxtrot	

moves	on	the	film	narrative.	Secondly,	he	argues	that	the	plot	itself,	which	revolves	around	

                                                
114	Ibid.		
115	Ernst	Jäger,	“Die	drei	von	der	Tankstelle”,	Film-Kurier	16/09/1930,	No.	219.	The	line	“lasset	uns	singen,	tanzen	

und	springen”	refers	to	the	German	folk	song	“Kuckuck,	Kuckuck,	ruft’s	aus	dem	Wald”.	“Glücklich	ist	wer	

vergisst”	is	a	line	from	Johann	Strauss	II’s	Die	Fledermaus,	Act	I.			



	 141	

an	American	car	manufacturer,	informs	the	music:	“The	music’s	rhythm	is	influenced	by	the	

singing,	 stomping,	 beating	 and	 hammering	 of	 the	 machines.”116	 Some	 of	 Pfeiffer’s	

observations	on	the	interdependence	of	plot	and	music	are	echoed	by	composer	Heymann	

in	 his	 1931	 article	 “Sound	 film	 music	 as	 new	 musical	 form”.	 Here,	 Heymann	 clearly	

differentiates	between	films	using	the	odd	musical	number	or	music	as	a	mere	 illustration	

akin	 to	 silent	 film	 accompaniment,	 and	 those	 in	which	music	 and	 visual	 narrative	 enter	 a	

homogeneous	relationship.117	He	argues	that	the	second	category,	

	

in	which	music	is	a	primary	element	actively	involved	in	the	plot	[…],	opens	a	whole	new	professional	

field	for	the	composer.	He	is	required	to	work	closely	with	the	director	and	contributes	to	form	a	new	

type	of	sound	film	in	teamwork.	This	new	form	results	from	the	very	distinct	nature	of	film,	 if	music	

and	song	contribute	to	the	organic	development	of	the	plot,	or	in	other	words,	support	the	image	and	

help	showing	its	specific	moods.118		

	

Heymann	then	refers	 to	 the	 individual	 film	operettas	he	composed	 (Liebeswalzer,	Die	Drei	

von	der	 Tankstelle,	 Ihre	Hoheit	 befiehlt,	 among	others)	 and	 intimates	 that	he	has	become	

continuously	 more	 successful	 in	 achieving	 his	 ambitions	 for	 the	 genre.	 With	 regards	 to	

ensemble	work	in	film	operetta,	he	aimed	to		

	

liberate	the	choir	from	its	rather	stiff	and	immobile	role	in	staged	operetta	and	engage	it	in	

the	active	unfolding	of	 the	plot.	 I	managed	 to	do	so	 in	my	 first	 film	operetta	already.	Only	

think	of	the	choir	of	guests	leaving	the	grand	hall	of	the	Lauenburger	castle	silently	humming	

and	thereby	emphasising	the	love	intrigue…or	think	of	the	laughing-choir:	in	the	moment	in	

which	the	hero	is	about	to	fail,	he	is	inspired	to	come	to	a	decision	only	by	the	faint	sounds	of	

the	choir,	which	is	invisible	at.119	

	

Some	of	Heymann’s	remarks	may	have	been	overly	optimistic	regarding	his	own	work	and	

overly	critical	with	that	of	others.	After	all,	choruses	used	in	operetta,	opera	or	Greek	drama	

had	 long	 inhibited	 the	 role	 of	 commenting,	 interacting,	 and	 intervening,	 even	 if	 often	

immobile.	 However,	 Heymann’s	 article	 draws	 a	 picture	 of	 the	 typical	 ambitions	 and	 new	

                                                
116	Heinrich	Pfeiffer,	“Musik	und	Handlung	im	Tonfilm”,	Film-Kurier	27/02/1930,	Beiblatt	No.	7.		
117	Werner	Richard	Heymann,	“Tonfilm-Musik	als	neue	musikalische	Form”,	Lichtbildbühne	01/08/1931,	No.	183.		
118	Ibid.		
119	Ibid.		
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approaches	 to	 the	 composition	 of	 film	 operetta.	 His	 vision	 for	 the	 genre	 was	 echoed	 by	

prolific	Austrian	 film	composer	Ralph	Benatzky,	who	had	accrued	an	 impressive	oeuvre	of	

stage	music	and	songs	before	launching	his	career	as	a	film	composer.	In	an	article	for	Film-

Kurier	in	1930,	Benatzky	writes	about	the	difficulties	of	composing	for	film,	both	in	terms	of	

technical	 challenges	 (he	was	 not	 the	 only	 one	 to	 comment	 of	 the	 difficulties	 of	 adapting	

instrumentation	to	the	specific	 requirements	of	 the	microphones)	and	the	task	of	devising	

music	that	“grows	out	of	the	narrative	organically”.	He	also	alludes	to	the	issue	of	combining	

different	genres	of	music	in	one	film.120		

	

Whenever	a	film	succeeded	in	fully	 integrating	music,	critics	rewarded	this	with	favourable	

comments.	 In	 his	 review	 of	 Robert	 Stolz’s	music	 for	 Zwei	 Herzen	 im	 Dreivierteltakt,	 critic	

Ernst	Jäger	praised:	

	

Finally	 a	 film	 using	 a	 musical	 form	 with	 both	 popular	 appeal	 and	 high	 musical	 standard.	

Strangely,	many	international	sound	films	have	struggled	with	handling	music,	often	treating	

musicians	as	being	out	of	place	[“Fremdkörper”].	This	time	however	[…]	the	music	“acts”,	the	

score	 sounds	 film-like.	 […]	Music	 as	 an	 element	 driving	 the	 plot,	 as	 an	 agent	 –	 this	was	 a	

conscious	 decision,	 and	 the	 result	 is	 the	 most	 well-rounded	 production	 in	 the	 genre	 of	

musical	sound	film	to	date.121	

	

Apart	 from	 the	new	 function	of	music	 in	Tonfilmoperette,	another	distinguishing	 factor	of	

the	 genre	 concerned	 the	 motivation	 of	 song,	 its	 raison	 d’être.	 Again,	 it	 was	 Thiele	 who	

argued	that	in	his	approach	to	direction,	music	in	Tonfilmoperette	does	not	necessarily	arise	

out	of	realistic	representation,	but	can	spontaneously	occur	without	visual	explanation	and	

diegetic	music	performance: 

	

In	an	operetta,	nobody	is	going	to	ask	where	the	music	is	coming	from	whenever	two	people	

driving	 in	 a	 car	 suddenly	 start	 singing	 alongside	 a	 lovely	 orchestral	 arrangement.	 If	 I	 had	

wanted,	I	could	have	shown	a	gramophone,	but	I	chose	not	to,	because	both	the	operetta’s	

                                                
120	Dr.	Ralph	Benatzky,	“Tonfilm-Premiere...”,	Film-Kurier	15/02/1930,	No.	41.	
121	Ernst	Jäger,	“Zwei	Herzen	im	¾	Takt”,	Film-Kurier	14/03/1930,	No.	64.		
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narrative	 and	 its	melodies	must	 flow	naturally	 and	 lightly	 enough	 to	prevent	 the	 audience	

from	feeling	the	need	to	ask	“why”	and	“how”.122		

	

Using	the	same	line	of	argumentation,	a	later	article	in	Film-Kurier	argues	that	in	contrast	to	

staged	 operetta	 there	 is	 no	more	 “sudden	move	 towards	 the	 footlights	 […].	 Instead,	 the	

dialogue	merges	–	 seemingly	unintentionally	–	 into	dance	and	 song,	 and	 the	mood	of	 the	

scene	 is	supported	by	the	sudden	 introduction	of	music.”	123	However,	despite	the	organic	

connection	 between	 music	 and	 dialogue,	 the	 author	 stresses	 the	 importance	 of	 “the	

Schlager	maintaining	its	effect	as	a	solo	piece.”124	

	

The	 observation	 of	 a	 dynamic	 relationship	 between	 music	 as	 an	 element	 of	 narration	

intertwined	 with	 the	 image,	 and	 music	 as	 “show	 stopper”	 is	 paramount	 for	 the	

understanding	of	Tonfilmoperette	and	 its	neighbouring	genres.	Arguably,	most	music	 films	

of	the	early	sound	film	period	incorporated	both	elements	with	differing	emphases.	On	one	

end	of	the	spectrum,	the	Tonfilmoperette	endeavoured	to	naturally	integrate	music	into	the	

narrative	without	the	need	to	motivate	its	occurrence	through	diegetic	elements,	such	as	a	

rehearsal,	an	on-screen	performance	or	indeed	a	gramophone.	With	the	music	built	into	the	

action,	it	could	occur	anywhere	and	anytime.	On	the	other	end	of	the	same	continuum,	films	

with	 a	 strong	 revue	 dimension	 capitalised	 on	 a	 succession	 of	mostly	 self-contained	 show	

numbers	and	songs	that	were	motivated	by	the	plot	but	simultaneously	brought	the	action	

to	a	halt	rather	than	moving	it	on.	In	accordance	with	stage	revue	and	other	types	of	popular	

stage	 entertainment	 such	 as	 variety	 shows,	 songs	 are	 interludes,	 contributing	 little	 or	

nothing	to	the	development	of	the	story.	In	many	cases,	these	scenes	were	conveniently	set	

on	 theatre	 stages,	 and	 the	 camera	 needed	 to	 do	 little	 more	 than	 doubling	 a	 theatre	

audience’s	view	using	proscenium	arch	framing.		

	

In	Die	Drei	von	der	Tankstelle,	Heymann	and	his	lyricist	Robert	Gilbert	ingeniously	integrate	

the	narrative	into	song,	not	only	with	the	aid	of	lyrics,	which	relate	directly	to	the	plot,	but	

also	 by	 using	 musical	 pointers.	 Heymann	 sets	 Lilian	 Harvey’s	 repeated	 horn	 blowing	
                                                
122	Wilhelm	Thiele,	“Operette	im	Tonfilm”,	Film-Kurier	01/02/1930,	No.	29.		
123	Anonymous	(H.H.W.),	“Musikalische	Charakterisierung	als	Element	der	Film-Komödie”,	Film-Kurier	

09/10/1930,	No.	239.		
124	Ibid.		
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effectively	 to	 music	 and	 uses	 the	 motif	 to	 announce	 her	 entrances,	 and	 as	 “musical	

characterisation”	 in	 song.	 Similarly,	 he	 uses	 memorable	 motifs	 and	 instrumentation	

mimicking	 voices	 and	 enhancing	 moods	 in	 the	 scene	 of	 the	 bailiff	 clearing	 out	 the	

protagonists’	 apartment	 following	 their	 bankruptcy.	 The	 nervous	 pleading	 of	 the	 three	

prospective	 filling	 station	owners	 is	 represented	by	marimba	 tremolo	and	 the	 threats	of	a	

group	of	chunky	male	furniture	movers	are	accompanied	by	trombone	and	tuba.	Heymann,	

Gilbert	 and	 Thiele	 also	 succeed	 in	 seamlessly	 blending	 text	 and	 music,	 with	 dialogues	

gradually	 morphing	 into	 song	 and	music	 bleeding	 into	 dialogues	 (such	 as	 in	 “Lieber	 Herr	

Gerichtsvollzieher”	 or	 “Hallo	 du	 süße	 Frau”).	 However,	 a	 few	 of	 the	 film’s	 songs	 are	

presented	–	albeit	ironically	–	as	choreographed	“show	numbers”	facing	the	camera	straight-

on	and	using	ordinary	settings	as	a	stage.		

	

Other	film	operettas	using	through-composed	elements	borrowed	from	opera	and	operetta	

are	Der	Kongreß	tanzt	(1931),	Ich	und	die	Kaiserin	(1933),	Viktor	und	Viktoria	(1933),	Einmal	

eine	große	Dame	sein	(1934),	Ein	steinreicher	Mann	(1932),	Die	Bräutigamswitwe	(1931)	and	

particularly	Amphitryon	(1935),	a	late	exponent	of	the	genre.	This	last	example	uses	a	milieu	

from	Greek	mythology	and	almost	operatic	form	with	dialogues	spoken	in	rhymed	recitative,	

and	outbreaks	of	arioso-like	songs.125	With	its	themes	of	sexual	lust	and	adultery	as	well	as	

the	 satirical	portrayal	of	authorities	as	both	 foolish	and	 incapable,	 it	 follows	closely	 in	 the	

traditions	of	opera	buffa	and	Offenbach’s	operettas.	Just	like	in	Orphée	aux	enfers	or	La	Bélle	

Hélène,	Amphitryon’s	gods	are	ridiculous:	Mercury	wears	roller	blades	and	an	umbrella;	the	

aging,	 lecherous	 Jupiter	 is	 stuck	 in	 a	 mid-life	 crisis,	 seeking	 an	 adventure	 with	 a	 young	

woman;	and	his	wife	Juno	is	a	matron	with	little	patience	for	her	husband’s	fancy	ideas	but	

with	expensive	taste	in	clothes.	To	the	dismay	of	Jupiter,	she	regularly	announces	herself	by	

singing	scales	(“do-re-mi-fa-sol-la-si-do”).	It	is	surprising	that	the	film	was	received	positively	

by	the	Nazi	party	and	even	awarded	with	one	of	the	censorship	board’s	accolades:	the	rating	

“artistically	 valuable”.126	 According	 to	 the	 original	 censorship	 files,	 only	 one	 line	 by	 the	

character	Alkmene	was	cut	and	banned:	“Oh	well,	in	front	of	so	many	people	it	is	easy	to	say	

                                                
125	In	Greek	mythology	Amphitryon	is	the	son	of	Alkaios.	
126	Censorship	file	Amphitryon,	Prüfnummer	39672,	Film-Prüfstelle	13/07/1935,	Bundesarchiv-Filmarchiv,	

shelfmark:	R	9346.	
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something	that	you	don’t	believe	yourself.”127	Revealing	the	film’s	satirical	agenda,	this	line	

was	 clearly	 interpreted	 –	 and	most	 probably	 intended	 as	 –	 an	 attack	 on	 the	 Nazis’	mass	

rallies,	 which	 are	 further	 invoked	 and	 parodied	 in	 the	 film’s	 grand	 architecture	 and	mass	

scenes.128	Schünzel’s	directorial	style,	his	fondness	for	irony,	cynicism	and	double	entendres,	

have	been	compared	to	Ernst	Lubitsch’s	film	operettas.129	

	

Other	 films	now	recognised	as	Tonfilmoperette	are	 less	rigorous	 in	 the	way	they	 integrate	

music.	Several	films	use	diegetic	explanations	for	music,	such	as	a	gramophone,	for	example	

Ich	bei	Tag	und	Du	bei	Nacht;	Ein	Lied,	ein	Kuß,	ein	Mädel	 (1932);	Quick	 (1932).	 In	others,	

diegetic	bands	“coincidentally”	come	 into	view,	 for	example	Einmal	eine	große	Dame	sein.	

Others	 again	 include	 plot-motivated	 performances,	 for	 example	 Zwei	 Herzen	 im	

Dreivierteltakt;	Quick;	Viktor	und	Viktoria;	Einbrecher;	Liebeswalzer;	Gitta	entdeckt	ihr	Herz;	

Ein	Tango	für	Dich;	So	ein	Mädel	vergisst	man	nicht	(1932).		

	

What	 remained	 vital	 for	 the	 success	 of	 music	 film	 was	 song,	 and	 its	 singers.	 The	 trend	

started	with	Al	Jolson’s	rendition	of	“Sonny	Boy”	in	his	first	feature	film	The	Jazz	Singer,	and	

continued	with	Richard	Tauber	singing	“Ich	küsse	Ihre	Hand,	Madame”	for	the	first	German	

sound	film	using	music.	From	thereon,	film	and	song	entered	a	complex	and	cross-fertilising	

relationship.		

	

	

Film-“Schlager”	and	its	connection	with	Hollywood	in	contemporary	reception	

	

A	“Schlager”,	as	Willi	Wolff	writes	in	an	anecdotal	article	appearing	in	the	Film-Kurier,	is		

                                                
127	Ibid.	Original	quote:	“Ach	ja,	vor	so	vielen	Leuten	redet	man	leicht	etwas,	was	man	nachher	selbst	nicht	

glaubt.”	
128	Karsten	Witte	makes	the	connection	between	film	architecture	in	Amphitryon	and	Albert	Speer’s	

architectural	design	for	the	NSDAP	party	rally	at	Nuremburg	1934,	captured	in	Leni	Riefenstahl’s	Triumph	des	

Willens	(premiered	in	March	1935).	See	Karsten	Witte,	“Film	im	Nationalsozialismus:	Blendung	und	

Überblendung,”	in	Wolfgang	Jacobsen,	Anton	Kaes,	Hans	Helmut	Prinzler	(eds.),	Geschichte	des	deutschen	Films,	

Stuttgart:	Metzler,	1993,	p.	126.		
129	See	Thomas	Brandlmeier,	“Der	Regisseur,”	in	Jörg	Schöning	(ed.),	Reinhold	Schünzel	–	Schauspieler	und	

Regisseur,	München:	Edition	Text	+	Kritik,	1989,	pp.	25	–	27.		
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a	cheeky	tune,	a	wistful	melody	that	suddenly	appears,	that	everybody	talks	about,	that	hops	

through	the	coffee	houses,	the	dance	halls	and	to	the	remotest	village.	Like	any	epidemic	it	

then	subsides,	and	is	forgotten	about.	Only	few	of	them	turn	into	folk	songs.130		

	

While	 Wolff’s	 definition	 of	 Schlager	 captures	 both	 its	 wide	 dissemination	 and	 relative	

ephemerality,	 it	 fails	 to	 make	 the	 crucial	 connection	 between	 popular	 song,	 recording	

industry	 and	 sound	 film	 production,	 which	 is	 highlighted	 in	 the	 MGG’s	 article	 on	 the	

etymology	 and	 genre	 history	 of	 Schlager.131	 Here,	 Peter	 Wicke	 alludes	 to	 the	 close	

connection	between	Schlager	and	the	increasing	commercialisation	of	the	music	industry	in	

the	 19th	 century.	When	 exclusively	 denoting	 commercial	 success,	 Schlager	 can	 refer	 to	 a	

variety	 of	 different	 musical	 styles,	 such	 as	 dance	 melodies	 from	 waltzes,	 pieces	 from	

operettas,	as	well	as	operatic	arias	and	folk	songs.132	In	reference	to	the	role	of	Schlager	in	

everyday-life	culture	of	the	early	20th	century,	Brian	Currid	provides	a	convincing	definition:		

	

In	 ways	 arguably	 unparalleled	 by	 other	 forms	 of	 musical	 practice,	 the	 Schlager,	 roughly	

translated	 “hit	 song”,	 came	 to	 form	 the	 bulk	 of	 radio	 programming	 and	 dominate	 other	

forms	 of	 acoustic	 culture	 in	 the	 late	 1920s.	 [...]	 Linking	 older	 forms	 of	 print	 culture,	 i.e.,	

printed	music	and	advertising,	with	the	newer	mass	media,	the	Schlager	in	the	late	1920s	can	

be	 understood	 as	 a	 central	 point	 of	 articulation	 within	 the	 system	 of	 “films,	 radio,	 and	

magazines”,	or	a	main	 connecting	 link	 in	 the	 switchboard	of	what	Horkheimer	and	Adorno	

termed	“the	culture	industry”.133	

	

Currid’s	 observations	 are	 echoed	 in	 Michael	 Wedel’s	 remarks	 on	 what	 he	 describes	 as	

“Medienverbund”	 –	 the	 collaboration	 and	 interdependency	 of	 recording	 industry,	 music	

publishers,	 radio	 stations	 and	 sound	 film	 production.134	 The	multidirectional	 relationships	

within	a	network	of	media	have	also	been	termed	“intermediality”,	which	is	a	befitting	term	

                                                
130	Dr.	Willi	Wolff,	“Die	Geburt	des	Schlagers”,	Film-Kurier	03/09/1930,	No.	208.		
131	See	Peter	Wicke,	“Schlager”,	in	Ludwig	Finscher	(ed.),	Musik	in	Geschichte	und	Gegenwart,	Kassel:	

Bärenreiter,	1994,	pp.	1063	–	1070.	
132	Ibid.		
133	Brian	Currid,	A	National	Acoustics	–	Music	and	Mass	Publicity	in	Weimar	and	Nazi	Germany,	Minneapolis:	

University	of	Minnesota	Press,	2006,	p.	66.		
134	Wedel,	2007a,	p.	285.	
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for	the	process	of	proliferation	and	commercialisation	of	film	song.135	The	continued	success	

of	 music	 film	 and	 their	 songs	 depended	 greatly	 on	 the	 distribution	 and	 dissemination	

procedures	set	in	motion	by	music	publishers	and	the	recording	industry.	In	turn,	publishers	

increasingly	depended	on	a	steady	output	of	film	songs.	In	the	years	after	the	introduction	of	

sound	film,	the	most	popular	songs	emerging	on	the	German	market	were	those	composed	

for	 music	 films.	 As	 Wedel	 intimates,	 film	 production	 companies	 often	 simultaneously	

recorded	sound/music	films	on	sound-on-film	and	sound-on-disk	systems,	so	that	extracting	

songs	 from	 these	 original	 recordings	 for	 public	 release	was	 relatively	 easy.136	 In	 addition,	

popular	 songs	 were	 often	 immediately	 re-recorded	 by	 several	 popular	 dance	 bands	 and	

singers,	they	featured	on	the	radio	and	appeared	in	sheet	music	collections	for	the	domestic	

music	market	and	 in	editions	 for	 café	house	dance	bands.137	 Film	companies	entered	 into	

collaborations	with	music	 publishers,	 above	 all	 UFA,	which	maintained	 contracts	with	 the	

Wiener	Bohème	Verlag	and	its	own	affiliated	company	Ufaton-Verlag.138		

	

The	popularity	of	film	songs	often	depended	on	the	screen	stars	that	first	performed	them.	

Songs	were	written	 as	 vehicles	 for	 actors,	 and	 composers	 benefitted	 greatly	 from	 famous	

singers’	 renditions	of	 their	work.	Contemporary	1930s	press	 suggested	 that	 the	success	of	

film	operettas	was	predicated	on	 the	quality	of	 their	Schlager:	 their	versatility,	 catchiness,	

and	clever	lyrics.139	

	

In	 its	discussions	on	Schlager,	 the	German	press	 frequently	 referenced	 the	 role	of	popular	

song	 in	 American	 film.	 Generally,	 the	 interdependence	 between	 the	 American	 film,	

recording	 and	 publishing	 industries	 was	 recognised	 as	 a	 predecessor	 and	 model	 for	 the	

developments	in	German	media	relationships.	In	an	article	from	1930,	music	publisher	Alrobi	

reports:	 	

	

                                                
135	See	for	example	Werner	Wolf,	“Intermedialität”;	in	Ansgar	Nünning	(ed.),	Metzler-Lexikon	Literatur-	und	

Kulturtheorie,	Stuttgart:	Metzler,	2008,	pp.	327f.	Quoted	in	Stahrenberg	&	Grosch,	2014,	p.	198.	
136	Wedel,	2007a,	p.	285.	
137	For	a	good	overview	of	Berlin-based	dance	bands	and	their	leaders	of	the	1930s	and	1940s,	see	Wolffram,	pp.	

223	–	235.		
138	Kreimeier,	p.	230.		
139	Anonymous	(Gila.),	“Tonfilm-	‘Schlager’-Technik”,	Film-Kurier	20/02/1932,	No.	44.		
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Increasingly	we	become	aware	of	the	way	 in	which	sound	film	impacts	on	record	sales.	 […]	

With	 regards	 to	our	American	 records,	business	has	 changed	completely:	 a	 song	 that	does	

not	originate	from	a	sound	film	has	almost	no	chance	of	becoming	popular.	Today,	out	of	100	

records,	95	stem	from	sound	films.140		

	

The	article	continues	 to	emphasise	 the	popularity	of	American	 film	songs,	even	 from	films	

not	released	in	Germany,	quoting	“Broadway	Melody”	from	the	1929	film	of	the	same	name	

as	an	example.	The	song	was	also	published	in	a	German	translation	for	voice	and	piano.141	

Alongside	some	German	Schlager	 from	films	such	as	Melodie	des	Herzens	 (1929)	and	Zwei	

Herzen	 im	 Dreivierteltakt,	 the	 publisher	 stresses	 that	 “Singin’	 in	 the	 Rain”	 is	 the	 “record	

demanded	 most”.142	 This	 is	 particularly	 remarkable	 when	 considering	 that	 the	 song	 was	

composed	 for	 the	 film	Hollywood	 Revue	 of	 1929,	which	was	 shown	 in	Germany	 only	 in	 a	

heavily	mutilated	 form	as	Wir	schalten	um	auf	Hollywood.	A	 table	of	 the	best-selling	 song	

recordings	 in	 several	of	Berlin’s	department	 stores	 (appearing	 in	Film-Kurier)	 supports	 this	

observation	and	shows	“Singin’	in	the	Rain”	among	the	highest-ranking	record	sales.143	Since	

the	most	 popular	 recording	of	 the	 song,	 according	 to	 this	 table,	was	 that	 of	 English	 band	

leader	 Jack	Hylton,	 it	 could	 be	 argued	 that	 the	British	 reception	 of	 both	 film	 (here	 it	was	

released	 in	 its	original	American	 form)	and	 song	was	partly	 responsible	 for	 its	 subsequent	

German	popularity.	With	regards	to	a	prognosis	about	popular	songs	in	Germany,	the	Alrobi	

publisher	concludes	 that	 it	will	be	“just	 like	 in	America.	Soon,	only	 film	songs	will	become	

hits.”144		

	

The	ideas	about	the	significance	of	Schlager	in	sound	film	and	their	proliferation	through	the	

recording	 industry	 as	 a	 quintessentially	 American	 model	 are	 reinforced	 in	 an	 article	

                                                
140	Anonymous,	“Schallplatte	und	Film:	Der	Tonfilm	macht	den	Schlager”,	Film-Kurier	03/04/1930,	No.	81.		
141	Ibid.	The	song	originally	appeared	in	the	early	American	music	film	Broadway	Melody	(1929),	which	was	not	

released	in	German.		This	version	was	published	by	Alrobi	in	a	two-language	version,	with	the	original	English	

lyrics	by	Arthur	Freed	and	German	lyrics	by	Arthur	Rebner	and	Armin	Robinson.	See	1000	Takte	Tanz,	Band	4,	

1930,	Schriftgutarchiv,	Deutsche	Kinemathek,	shelfmark:	MusikTonfilm[var].	
142	Ibid.		
143	Anonymous,	“Die	erfolgreichsten	Schlager	im	Monat	März”,	Film-Kurier	13/03/1930,	No.	63.	“Singin’	in	the	

Rain”	ranked	third	in	Kaufhaus	des	Westens.		
144	Anonymous,	“Schallplatte	und	Film:	Der	Schlager	macht	den	Tonfilm”,	Film-Kurier	03/04/1930,	No.	81.		
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discussing	 film	 songs	 in	 New	 York.145	 Here,	 the	 author	 stresses	 that	 sound	 film	 has	

superseded	 other	 sources	 of	 popular	 songs	 (such	 as	 stage	 shows),	 quoting	 “astounding”	

sales	figures	of	1.8	million	copies	for	the	best-selling	film	song	to	date	(again,	“Singin’	in	the	

Rain”).146	 He	 emphasises	 the	 co-dependency	 of	 recording	 industry	 and	 sound	 film	 by	

alluding	 to	 strategies	 of	 marketing	 and	 selling	 film	 songs	 before	 the	 official	 film	 release,	

thereby	ensuring	its	familiarity	and	popularity.147	The	same	strategy	was	applied	in	Germany,	

where	 the	 Film-Kurier	 announced	 in	 1931:	 “Sound	 film	 boosts	 music	 sales:	 the	 cinema’s	

connection	with	records	and	bands”.148		

	

An	 article	 in	 the	 Lichtbildbühne,	 written	 by	 an	 unnamed	 record	merchant,	 reinforces	 the	

continuing	significance	of	film	songs	for	record	stores,	but	also	issues	a	warning.	To	ensure	

the	lasting	popularity	of	easy	dance	numbers	and	songs	that	are	singable	for	the	amateur,	he	

urges	producers	 to	maintain	high	standards	 in	 film	music	composition.149	This	 remark	 taps	

into	a	 frequent	accusation	of	 Schlager	–	 that	of	exploiting	 its	 commerciality	at	 the	cost	of	

overall	 quality.	 The	 conservative	Allgemeine	Musikzeitung	was	 particularly	 damming	 in	 its	

evaluation	 and	definition	of	 Schlager.	 In	 1930,	 a	 critic	 described	 it	 as	 “a	 song	 that	 has	 no	

artistic,	but	exclusively	commercial	aims.”	It	is	also		

	

mostly	 produced	 industrially,	 and	 gains	 popularity	 through	 catchy	 melodies	 and	 simple	

rhythms;	 its	 lyrics	derive	from	the	 lowest	and	most	primitive	mental	and	emotional	human	

depths	 and	 is	 therefore	 only	 aimed	 at	 the	 inferiors	 of	 all	 social	 classes.	Due	 to	 its	 shallow	

allure,	its	existence	is	only	of	short	duration.150		

	

Accounts	 by	 music	 critic	 Herbert	 Connor	 also	 highlight	 the	 negative	 impact	 of	 modern	

capitalism	on	the	artistic	potential	of	Schlager.	In	his	1932	article	“Do	Schlager	have	artistic	

                                                
145	Anomymous,	“Tonfilmschlager	mit	1,8	Millionen”,	Film-Kurier	15/05/1930,	No.	116.		
146	Ibid.	
147	Ibid.		
148	Anonymous,	“Schallplatte	und	Film:	Der	Schlager	macht	den	Tonfilm”,	Film-Kurier	03/04/1930,	No.	81;	Quote	

from	Anonymous,	“Tonfilm	hebt	Musikalienhandel	–	Kinoverbindung	mit	Schallplatte	und	Kapelle”,	Film-Kurier	

28/07/1931,	No.	174.	
149	Anonymous,	“Tonfilmschlager	reorganisiert	den	Musikhandel!”,	Lichtbildbühne	22/03/1930,	No.	70.		
150	Reinhold	Zimmermann,	“Karl	Maria	von	Weber	–	ein	Schlagerkomponist”,	Allgemeine	Musikzeitung,	1930,	

No.	45,	quoted	in	Allgemeine	Musikzeitung	16/01/1931,	No.	3.		
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value?”,	Connor	suggests	that	in	recent	decades	“the	Schlager	was	turned	into	a	product	of	

the	 industrialised	metropolis	and	 is	now	characterised	by	the	cheap	vulgarity	 in	music	and	

text.”151	The	prejudice	of	Schlager	as	being	 intrinsically	commercial	was	also	highlighted	 in	

the	 film	 press.	 In	 its	 review	 of	 Monte	 Carlo,	 the	 Vossische	 Zeitung	 concludes,	 “the	

manufacturer	 of	 the	 film	 songs	 remained	 true	 to	 the	 well-known	 cliché.	 Cleverly-tailored	

mass	products.”152	

	

A	 crucial	 point,	 which	 ties	 in	 with	 the	 commercial	 exploitation	 of	 popular	 music,	 is	

advertisement.	 Schlager	were	used	excessively	 for	 advertisement	purposes	of	 all	 kinds,	 as	

Brian	 Currid	 argues.153	 Cinemas	 used	 Schlager	 for	 film	 promotion.	 A	 famous	 American	

example	is	the	marketing	campaign	for	MGM’s	second	revue	film	Hollywood	of	1929.	On	a	

“human	billboard”,	two	dozen	female	dancers	adorned	the	huge	letters	on	the	house	front	

of	the	Astor	theatre	in	New	York	City,	allegedly	performing	the	film’s	hit	song,	“Singin’	in	the	

Rain”.154	A	German	example	 is	the	1930	premiere	of	Die	Drei	von	der	Tankstelle	at	Berlin’s	

Gloria-Palast.	UFA’s	director	of	advertising	not	only	had	a	car	installed	in	the	cinema’s	foyer,	

but	also	decided	to	hand	out	free	postcards	with	miniature	records	of	the	film’s	song,	“Ein	

Freund	ein	guter	Freund”	at	the	film	premiere.155	Film	postcards	by	UFA	often	showed	a	film	

still	and	a	few	 lines	of	printed	music	and	song	 lyrics,	which	would	remind	cinema	goers	of	

the	 songs	 after	 a	 night	 out	 and	 incentivise	 the	 purchase	 of	 either	 printed	 music	 or	

recordings.156	 The	 magazine	 Illustrierter	 Film-Kurier	 combined	 clippings	 of	 film	 stills	 with	

several	musical	examples,	which	mostly	contained	a	few	lines	of	the	melody	and	song	lyrics.	

Again,	this	strategy	allowed	film	and	film	songs	to	cross-promote	each	other.		

	
                                                
151	Herbert	Connor,	“Haben	Schlager	künstlerischen	Wert?”,	Die	Musik	1932/07/(no	year),	No.	24,	quoted	in	

Daniel	Morat,	“Populärmusik”,	in	Daniel	Morat,	Tobias	Becker,	Kerstin	Lange	et	al.	(eds.),	p.	132.	
152	Anonymous	(sp.),	“Der	neue	Lubitsch-Film,	Monte	Carlo	im	Gloria-Palast”,	Vossische	Zeitung	03/07/1931,	No.	

4.		
153	For	more	reading	on	Schlager	and	advertisement,	see	Currid,	p.	70ff.		
154	See	for	example	Klooss	&	Reuter,	p.	80f;	Edwin	M.	Bradley,	The	First	Hollywood	Musicals:	a	Critical	

Filmography	of	171	Features,	1927	through	1932,	Jefferson,	North	Carolina:	McFarland,	2004,	p.	264.		
155	Vera	Thomas,	“Die	Premiere	des	Films	Die	Drei	von	der	Tankstelle”,	in	Mänz	&	Rother	(eds.),	p.	54.		
156	Examples	include	Der	Kongreß	tanzt	(1931),	with	a	postcard	showing	Lilian	Harvey	in	a	horse	carriage	singing	

“Das	gibt’s	nur	einmal”.	The	song’s	lyrics	(by	Robert	Gilbert)	and	four	bars	of	Werner	Richard	Heymann’s	chorus	

are	printed	below	the	image.	Fotoarchiv,	Deutsche	Kinemathek,	Der	Kongreß	tanzt,	shelfmark:	1169	S.		
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The	connection	between	 film	 songs	and	 the	commercial	 interests	of	music	publishers	was	

picked	up	in	the	press.	In	a	1930	article	in	Der	Film,	music	critic	Kurt	London	described	the	

use	of	songs	in	sound	film	as	“an	American	custom,	which	puts	songs	at	the	centre	of	every	

sound	 film	 for	 commercial	 reasons”.	 He	 complains	 that	 the	 German	 film	 industry	 has	

“uncritically”	 adopted	 this	 strategy.	 Continuing	his	 critique,	 London	asserts	 that	while	 this	

model	 serves	 the	 interest	 of	 music	 publishers	 and	 record	 companies,	 “from	 an	 artistic	

standpoint,	 the	 implementation	 of	 Schlager	 [original	 German]	 is	 a	 different	 matter	 and,	

dramaturgically,	 is	 only	 necessitated	 in	 sound	 film	 operettas,	 sound	 film	 revues	 or	

adaptations	 from	 the	 musical	 stage	 […].”157	 London’s	 verdict	 contradicts	 his	 earlier	

statement	 in	 an	 edition	 of	Der	 Film	 from	November	 1929.	 In	 his	 column	on	new	 records,	

London	 summarises	 new	 releases	 of	 American	 film	 songs	 on	 the	 German	market,	 among	

others	mentioning	“from	Hollywood	Revue	of	1929,	a	kind	of	slow-fox:	‘Singin’	in	the	Rain’”.	

He	concludes:	

	

It	was	a	good	idea	of	the	Americans	to	give	their	songs	to	film	also	[…].	This	should	be	done	in	

Germany	 also,	 where	 people	 will	 be	 amazed	 by	 the	 effects:	 a	 popular	 song	 can	 not	 only	

extend	the	length	of	a	feature	film	but	greatly	enhance	its	popularity.	The	song	will	actually	

promote	the	film.158	

	

Films	 from	 the	 era	 occasionally	 reflected	 on	 the	 intermediality	 of	 Schlager	 and	 their	

dissemination.	In	Ich	bei	Tag	und	Du	bei	Nacht,	the	main	song	“Wenn	ich	sonntags	in	mein	

Kino	 geh’”	 is	 first	 performed	 in	 a	 night	 club,	 sung	by	 Leo	Monosson,	 before	 subsequently	

reappearing	 on	 the	 protagonist’s	 radio,	 now	 interpreted	 by	 the	 sextet	 Comedian	

Harmonists.	The	girl’s	landlady	recognises	the	song,	and	comments,	“These	Schlager	spread	

like	 the	 plague”.159	 Even	 more	 comprehensive	 is	 the	 exploration	 of	 the	 theme	 in	 the	

American	 Love	 Me	 Tonight.	 The	 setting	 of	 the	 song	 “Isn’t	 it	 romantic”	 (Richard	

Rodgers/Lorenz	Hart)	is	directed	by	Rouben	Mamoulian	to	reflect	the	instant	popularity	of	a	

catchy	song.	The	song	is	depicted	to	spontaneously	spring	to	a	Parisian	tailor’s	mind	(played	

by	Maurice	Chevalier).	His	customer	is	immediately	infected	by	the	tune	and	leaves	the	shop	

                                                
157	Dr.	Kurt	London,	“Übertriebene	Wertschätzung	des	Schlagers”,	Der	Film	12/04/1930,	No.	15.		
158	Dr.	Kurt	London,	“Schallplatten	fürs	Filmtheater”,	Der	Film	09/11/1929,	No.	45.		
159	Quoted	in	Peter	Jammerthal,	“Musikvermarktung	im	Medienverbund”,	in	Mänz	&	Rother	(eds.),	p.	56.		
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singing.	 From	 here,	 the	 song	 develops	 a	 life	 of	 its	 own,	 it	 “travels”	 from	 a	 bypassing	

composer	to	his	taxi	driver,	to	a	group	of	marching	soldiers,	a	group	of	gypsies	sitting	around	

the	 fire,	 and	 finally	 to	 Chevalier’s	 female	 partner,	 Jeanette	 McDonald,	 transforming	 its	

musical	style	for	each	of	these	 interpretations	(e.g.	a	march	for	the	soldiers,	a	sentimental	

violin	serenade	for	the	gypsies	etc.).		

	

Despite	 frequent	 criticism	 targeting	 the	 allegedly	 decreasing	 standard	 of	 Schlager	

composition	and	its	unashamed	exploitation	for	commercial	goals	that	was	perceived	to	be	

modelled	on	Hollywood’s	marketing	strategies,	the	popular	song	and	its	co-dependency	with	

several	branches	of	the	music	industry	remained	an	indispensable	ingredient	of	music	films	

of	the	decade	and	far	beyond.	

	

	

Conclusion	

	

To	conclude,	this	chapter	has	not	only	attempted	to	establish	a	firm	link	between	German	

Tonfilmoperette	and	the	American	cultural	industry.	By	exploring	a	selection	of	core	features	

of	 the	 genre,	 this	 chapter	 also	 acknowledged	 the	 heterogeneity	 of	 its	 influences.	

Tonfilmoperette’s	complicated	relationship	with	stage	and	film	genres	of	German,	American	

and	 altogether	 international	 origin	 complicated	 any	 clear	 definition	 of	 its	 own	 identity,	

which	 from	 the	 earliest	 days	 of	 its	 development	 was	 recognised	 as	 a	 hybrid.	 The	

development	 of	 German	 sound	 film	 operettas	 was	 inspired	 by	 the	 new	 opportunities	 of	

sound	 film	production,	but	 it	was	also	motivated	by	competition	 from	the	overpoweringly	

strong	 American	 film	 industry.	 The	 media,	 above	 all	 film	 trade	 magazines,	 played	 a	

significant	 role	 in	 drawing	 comparisons	 between	 film	 output	 of	 both	 nations,	 and	 it	

established	 and	 reinforced	 the	 notion	 of	 a	 tight	 connection	 between	 the	 industries	 that	

extended	the	pragmatic	relationship	of	trade	partners.	The	affiliation	between	American	and	

German	music	 films	 was	 that	 of	 stylistic	 and	 formal	 similarity	 and	 of	 shared	 ideas	 about	

musical	 dramaturgy.	 As	 has	 been	 demonstrated,	 contemporary	 Weimar	 reception	

consistently	engaged	with	American	film	and	music	in	its	evaluation	of	early	German	music	

films.	
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Chapter	V	

	

“Hallo	USA,	hallo	America!”1:	

American	motifs	in	the	music	films	of	the	Weimar	Republic,	1929	–	1933		

	

Mein	Herz	ist	eine	Jazzband.	
So	schön	spielt	keine	Jazzband.	
Dürü	dürü	…	das	Ukulele,	Ukulele,	
und	dazu	das	Saxophon,	das	Saxophon.	
Mein	Herz	ist	eine	Jazzband.	
Sie	spielt	zu	Ernst	und	Scherz,	
Und	wenn	dazu	ein	dicker	Neger	singt	und	lacht:	
Uahahaha,	my	Baby	
Uahahaha,	my	Baby	
Dann	lacht	auch	mein	Herz.	
(Willi	Engel-Berger	and	Fritz	Löhner-Beda)	2	

	
	

	

Introduction	

	

The	phenomenon	of	Cultural	Americanisation,	as	discussed	previously,	was	embedded	 in	a	

complex	 web	 of	 cross-cultural	 mobility,	 in	 which	 American	 cultural	 influences	 and	motifs	

perforated	 many	 areas	 of	 the	 German	 cultural	 landscape	 and	 moulded	 into	 various	 new	

shapes	 and	 forms.	 In	 their	 article	 on	 intermediality	 in	 early	 20th-century	 popular	 musical	

theatre,	 Carolin	 Stahrenberg	 and	 Nils	 Grosch	 introduce	 the	 term	 “transculturation”	 to	

describe	the	link	between	stage	performance	and	“a	broader	system	of	communication	and	

cultural	 exchange.”3	 They	 use	 a	 translation	 of	 a	 quote	 by	 Wolfgang	 Welsch	 that	 seems	

applicable	in	this	context	also:	“Transculturation	tends	to	point	out	that	the	determinants	of	

																																																								
1	Line	from	the	song	“Ich	grüße	dich,	Amerika”	by	Mischa	Spoliansky	(music)	and	Robert	Gilbert	(lyrics).	See	

footnote	137.		
2	“Mein	Herz	ist	eine	Jazzband”,	song	by	Willy	Engel-Berger	(music)	and	Fritz	Löhner-Beda	(lyrics),	1927.	English	

translation	in	Appendix.	
3	Stahrenberg	&	Grosch,	2014,	p.	187.	Merriam-Webster	defines	transculturation	as	“a	process	of	cultural	

transformation	marked	by	the	influx	of	new	culture	elements	and	the	loss	or	alteration	of	existing	ones.”	See	

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/transculturation,	accessed	15/01/2017.		
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culture	today	pass	across	cultures,	so	much	so	that	they	are	no	longer	characterised	by	clear	

distinction	but	by	interweavements	and	shared	characteristics.”4	

	

The	 previous	 chapters	 have	 shown	 the	multifaceted	ways	 in	which	 American	 culture	was	

introduced	in	Germany	and	subsequently	underwent	complex	processes	of	transculturation	

and	appropriation	in	the	1920s.	By	the	time	commercial	German	sound	film	production	was	

inaugurated,	 ideas	 about	 American	 culture	 and	 an	 American	 psyche	 had	 been	 well	

established.	 Perceptions	 of	 America	 were	 woven	 into	 many	 areas	 of	 urban	 cultural	 life:	

popular	music	 practice	 and	 reception,	 dance	 events,	 popular	 stage	 entertainment	 such	 as	

Charell’s	revues,	contemporary	operettas	by	Abraham	or	Kálmán,	novels,	poems	and	plays.	

Many	simplified	notions	of	modern	America	were	also	transported	through	American	film,	

using	strong	symbols	to	nourish	ideas	about	American	city	life	and	entertainment,	as	well	as	

establishing	a	relatively	fixed	set	of	defining	American	personality	traits.	

	

Taking	the	previous	exploration	of	Cultural	Americanisation	as	a	broad	societal	phenomenon	

as	 its	 fundament,	 this	 chapter	 will	 analyse	 in	 detail	 how	 the	 process	 of	 transculturation	

affected	the	generic	evolvement	of	German	music	film	in	the	late	Weimar	Republic	(1929	–	

1933).	Using	film	examples	as	evidence,	 it	traces	how	the	film	industry	used,	adapted,	and	

commented	 on	 American	 cultural	 motifs	 in	 its	 productions.	 Secondly,	 sources	 of	 critical	

reception	 will	 be	 consulted	 to	 gain	 an	 understanding	 of	 how	 those	 endeavours	 were	

subsequently	evaluated	and	discussed	in	the	public	sphere.	Only	the	analysis	of	contemporary	

materials	can	reveal	whether	the	ambition	to	create	modern,	international	cinema	on	a	par	

with	Hollywood	was	ultimately	deemed	successful	in	the	public	eye.	Inevitably,	and	crucially,	

this	chapter	also	touches	on	the	related	sector	of	the	music	industry.	

	

The	first	section	explores	the	techniques,	symbols	and	semantic	motifs	used	to	introduce	jazz	

as	a	narrative	theme	to	German	music	film	plots.	Secondly,	the	use	of	jazz-inspired	music	in	

film	will	be	scrutinised,	with	a	focus	on	composers	and	their	engagement	with	jazz	through	

instrumentation,	style,	and	jargon.	This	section	will	lead	to	an	investigation	of	the	advantages	

																																																								
4	Wolfgang	Welsch,	“Was	ist	eigentlich	Transkulturalität?”,	in	Lucyna	Darowska	(ed.),	Hochschule	als	

transkultureller	Raum?	Kultur,	Bildung	und	Differenz	in	der	Universität,	Bielefeld:	Transcript,	2010,	pp.	38	–	66.	

(no	specific	page	number	given),	quoted	in	Stahrenberg	&	Grosch,	2014,	p.	187.	
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of	 small	 ensembles	 for	 film	music	 recording	 and	 the	 implications	 for	 established	 German	

dance	bands.	Thirdly,	the	chapter	will	address	dance	styles	identified	as	American	in	heritage,	

and	their	adaptation	for	the	German	music	film.	This	section	will	also	elaborate	on	similarities	

in	the	dramaturgy	of	American	and	German	music	films,	with	particular	attention	given	to	the	

backstage	musical	and	elements	derived	from	revue.	The	fourth	and	final	part	of	this	chapter	

will	 examine	 America	 as	 a	 broader	 subject	 in	 German	 music	 film.	 This	 section	 includes	

questions	 about	 the	 depiction	 of	 American	 characters,	 as	 well	 as	 symbols	 of	 American	

metropolitan	night	life.	This	exploration	encompasses	songs,	spoken	dialogue,	as	well	as	visual	

imagery.	

	

When	 commenting	 on	 musical	 examples,	 the	 author	 considers	 film	 songs	 rather	 than	

instrumental	scores.	One	reason	for	this	preference	is	simply	that	of	available	source	material.	

Very	 few	film	scores	of	 the	era	survive,	partly	because	they	were	not	attributed	any	value	

beyond	the	period	of	film	production.	Film	songs	on	the	other	hand,	as	has	been	outlined	in	

the	previous	chapter,	were	widely	disseminated	through	recordings	and	sheet	music	sales.	

Many	of	the	arrangements	for	song	and	piano	produced	in	large	quantities	for	the	domestic	

market	survive	and	outnumber	editions	for	dance	bands.	Recordings	on	shellac	also	survive,	

mostly	 in	private	collections	 that	have	been	made	available	by	 their	owners	on	 the	online	

music	platform	Youtube.	

	

The	selection	of	films	examined	in	this	chapter	does	not	attempt	to	capture	the	saturation	of	

American	motifs	in	early	German	music	films	in	its	totality.	Many	of	the	films	of	the	era	are	

considered	lost,	not	least	because	of	significant	war	damage.5	The	research	presented	here	

hopes	to	assemble	a	collection	of	representative	film	examples	from	a	larger	repertoire.	With	

regard	to	historical	 significance,	quality	and	popularity,	however,	 these	 film	examples	vary	

considerably.	They	are	also	heterogeneous	as	far	as	their	use	of	music	is	concerned.	Some	of	

them	use	through-composed	scores	for	significant	portions	of	the	film,	others	only	use	one	or	

two	songs.	In	order	to	gauge	the	significance	of	American	influences	across	the	spectrum	of	a	

																																																								
5	The	Bundesarchiv	Berlin	published	a	list	of	lost	sound	films	from	the	years	1929	to	1945	in	2007,	listing	333	full-

length	feature	films.	The	initiative	“Lost	Films”	by	the	Kinemathek	in	Berlin	collects	information	and	documents	

relating	to	lost	films.	See	https://www.lost-films.eu/films/facet,	accessed	13/10/2018.			
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genre	which	from	the	first	moment	of	its	existence	resisted	clear	definitions,	a	broad	range	of	

films	 has	 been	 examined.	Whereas	 existing	 scholarly	 literature	mostly	 deals	with	 a	 rather	

small	 selection	 of	 key	 examples,	 this	 research	 endeavours	 to	 give	 attention	 to	 several	

neglected	 films.6	 To	 redress	 the	 confines	 of	 a	 canon	 of	 German	 music	 films,	 and	 to	

accommodate	a	larger	proportion	of	films,	a	loose	and	relatively	open	definition	of	music	film	

was	applied	here.		

	

Taking	 into	 account	 the	 intricate	 ways	 in	 which	 international	 influences	 were	 knit	 into	

Germany’s	 cultural	 fabric	 by	 the	 late	 1920s,	 it	 would	 make	 it	 hard	 to	 clearly	 discern	

“American”,	 “German”,	 or	 “British”	 cultural	 influences,	 for	 example.	 For	 reasons	 of	 ease,	

however,	this	chapter	(and	the	following	two)	use	the	classification	“American”	as	a	relatively	

widely-defined	 category,	 which	 hopes	 to	 match	 the	 definition	 of	 American-style	

entertainment	in	the	early	decades	of	the	20th	century,	rather	than	suggesting	the	existence	

of	clear-cut	boundaries	between	national	aesthetics.		

	

	

Jazz	as	a	narrative	theme	in	early	German	music	film	

	

Following	on	from	the	arguments	presented	in	Chapter	I,	any	discussion	on	the	filmic	use	of	

what	can	be	subsumed	under	the	classification	of	(Afro-)	American	musical	idioms,	meaning	

mostly	jazz,	blues	and	swing,	must	consider	the	flexibility	of	these	terms.	To	recap	an	earlier	

point	about	jazz	as	the	most	popular	term	for	American	music;	this	label	was	attached	to	a	

relatively	large	pool	of	music	reflecting	various	styles	and	instrumentations.		

	

As	German	sound	films	of	the	late	Weimar	era	were	keen	to	portray	contemporary	urban	life	

on	screen,	it	was	logical	to	make	jazz	a	crucial	part	of	these	depictions.	Jazz	as	the	preeminent	

type	of	popular	music	was	part	of	 the	 furniture,	 so	 to	 speak,	 and	many	of	 the	bands	and	

composers	employed	for	film	production	in	the	Berlin	studios	had	previously	worked	in	dance	

bands	across	the	city	and	further	afield.	 In	other	words,	 jazz	had	become	an	indispensable	

part	of	the	city	soundscape.	

	

																																																								
6	Examples	include	Wedel,	2007a;	Uhlenbrok	(ed.);	Mänz	&	Rother	(eds.).			
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The	popularity	of	jazz	and	its	inevitable	journey	to	sound	film	was	summarised	by	a	Film-Kurier	

critic	 covering	 the	 American	 film	 premiere	 of	 Lubitsch’s	 Love	 Parade:	 “Today’s	 audience	

demands	jazz,	despite	the	claims	that	the	jazz	period	is	over.”7	Critic	Walter	Betz,	writing	for	

Der	Film,	also	made	an	enthusiastic	appeal	 for	 jazz	 in	German	music	 film	when	exclaiming	

“Gather	 together!	 Babbitts	 and	moaners	wake	 up!	 Let’s	 hear	 the	 jazz	 songs!”8	 The	 quote	

appropriates	a	line	from	a	church	song	(“Lobe	den	Herren,	den	mächtigen	König	der	Ehren”)	

with	a	text	from	the	17th-century	poet	Joachim	Neander.9		

	

In	music	 films,	 jazz	was	 not	 only	 used	 as	 a	 style	 of	 popular	music	 in	 song	writing.	 It	 also		

denoted	 a	 set	 of	 sentiments	 and	 associations,	 and	 often	 provided	 a	 general	 backdrop	

suggesting	 urban	 nightlife	 settings.	 In	 Walter	 Ruttmann’s	 1927	 documentary	 Berlin	 –	

Symphonie	 einer	 Großstadt,	 several	 scenes	 show	 jazz	 bands	 as	 part	 of	 dance	 events	 and	

glamorous	bars,	accompanying	couples	foxtrotting	and	doing	the	Charleston.	Even	if	the	film	

was	silent	and	music	was	provided	from	a	cinema	band	or	pianist,	the	presence	of	jazz	music	

was	invoked	through	strong	imagery,	such	as	full	shots	on	a	dance	band	called	“Novelty	Club	

Orchestra”	and	close-ups	of	saxophones,	trumpets	and	banjos.	 In	a	variety	show	scene	we	

also	get	to	see	a	chorus	line	performing	high	kicks	and,	again,	dancing	Charleston.	A	group	of	

men	of	 colour	 perform	what	 seems	 to	 be	 a	 comedy	 sketch.	 In	 another	 scene,	 the	 viewer	

adopts	the	perspective	of	a	cinema-goer,	watching	the	unmistakable	“duck	feet”	and	walking	

stick	 of	 Charlie	 Chaplin	 on	 the	 screen.	 As	 evident	 from	 what	 was	 conceived	 to	 be	 a	

documentary,	American	culture	and	its	emulation	were	deeply	entrenched	in	German	urban	

life	by	the	mid-to	late	1920s.		

	

Keen	to	bring	jazz	to	the	screen,	the	film	industry	found	a	way	of	circumventing	the	restrictions	

of	 silent	 film	production	 in	 the	years	before	 sound	 technology	 transformed	 the	 cinema.	A	

small	number	of	late	silent	films	revolved	around	jazz	as	a	theme,	or	else	used	jazz	as	a	catch	

																																																								
7	Chaparall,	“Die	erste	Original-Filmoperette”,	Film-Kurier	15/10/1929,	No.	214.	
8	Walter	Betz,	“Die	drei	von	der	Tankstelle”,	Der	Film	27/09/1930,	No.	38.		
9	After	Bach	had	famously	used	the	song	in	his	cantata	BWV	137,	it	gained	great	popularity	and	is	today	standard	

repertoire	for	both	the	catholic	and	protestant	German	liturgy.	The	original	line	from	Joachim	Neander	

appropriated	here	is	“Kommet	zu	Hauf!	Psalter	und	Harfe,	wacht	auf,	lasset	den	Lobgesang	hören!”	(Gather	

together,	psaltery	and	harps,	awake.	Let	the	song	of	praise	be	heard.)	
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word	in	the	film	title,	presumably	to	stimulate	audience	interest	and	boost	sales.	One	example	

is	 the	 silent	 film	Saxophon-Susi	 (1928),	produced	by	Carl	 Lamač,	with	Anny	Ondra	 (1902	–	

1987)	in	the	leading	role.	The	film	is	set	in	the	revue	milieu	and	features	as	character	a	“jazz	

king	of	London”.	The	significance	of	music	associated	with	Saxophon-Susi	was	highlighted	in	

the	magazine	Der	Film.	It	printed	a	shortened	facsimile	of	Rudolf	Nelson’s	(1878	–	1960)	song	

“Die	Susi	spielt	das	Saxophon”	(lyrics	by	Hans	H.	Zerlett),	which	had	been	written	for	the	film	

and	was	hoped	to	“prove	a	valuable	tool	of	advertisement,	fit	to	recommend	this	film	to	the	

public	in	the	run	up	to	the	premiere”.10	The	most	potent	symbol	of	jazz,	the	saxophone,	was	

not	only	used	for	the	title,	but	also	featured	in	film	advertisement.		

	

Two	other	films	relating	to	the	theme	of	jazz	are	Das	süße	Mädel	von	der	Jazz	Band	(1928),	

directed	by	Austrian	Josef	Berger	and	using	similar	imagery	in	its	advertising,	as	well	as	Mein	

Herz	 ist	 eine	 Jazzband	 (1929).11	 The	 latter	 replicates	 an	 Anglophone	 urban	 milieu	 (its	

characters	are	called	Jessie,	Jerry,	Little	Nick,	Jack,	and	Bobby)	with	several	revue	scenes,	and	

once	again	utilising	the	imagery	of	saxophone	and	girl	chorus	line	on	its	advertising	material.12	

The	marketing	strategy	of	Mein	Herz	ist	eine	Jazzband	relied	once	more	on	a	pre-existing	song	

of	the	same	title,	written	by	Willi	Engel-Berger	(1890	–	1946)	with	lyrics	by	Fritz	Löhner-Beda	

(1883	–	1942).13	A	further	“jazz	film”,	released	in	1930,	was	Die	vom	Rummelplatz,	which	was	

alternatively	 known	 as	Micky-Maus-Girl,	 or	 according	 to	 an	 advertisement	 in	Der	 Film,	 as	

Jazzband-Girl	 (directed	by	Carl	Lamač,	with	music	by	Walter	Kollo).14	As	the	different	titles	

suggest,	this	film’s	references	to	American	culture	are	plentiful.	The	film	narrative	revolves	

around	young	female	singer/dancer	Anny,	who	is	hired	from	a	circus	to	perform	on	a	Berlin	

stage	before	being	offered	a	 contract	 in	 the	USA.	One	 scene	 sees	Anny	performing	at	 the	

Apollo	theatre	in	Berlin,	dressed	in	a	Mickey	Mouse	costume.15	While	there	is	no	actual	jazz	

band	in	the	film,	the	score	–	rather	sparingly	–	uses	rag	idioms.	References	to	American	music,	

Mickey	Mouse	cartoons	and	the	American	entertainment	 industry	 in	the	film	dialogue	and	

																																																								
10	Anynomous,	“Die	Susie	spielt	das	Saxophon”,	Der	Film	Weihnachten	24	(25)/12/1927,	No.	23.	
11	Bundesarchiv-Filmarchiv	shelfmark:	FILMSG	1/16364.		
12	Illustrierter	Film-Kurier	1929,	No.	1221.	
13		See	footnote	2.	For	a	review,	see	Anonymous	(w.k.),	“Mein	Herz	ist	eine	Jazzband”,	Berliner	Börsen-Courier	

03/02/1929,	No.	57.	
14	Der	Film	22/03/1930,	No.	12.		
15	For	some	more	detail	on	this	film,	see	Chapter	IV.	



	

	 159	

visual	aesthetic	further	reflect	the	production	team’s	endeavour	to	tap	into	a	zeitgeist	that	

was	receptive	to	American	motifs.		

	

As	discussed	in	Chapter	II,	both	indirect	and	direct	references	to	American	music,	dance,	and	

entertainment	milieu	had	been	cultivated	on	German	stages	also.	This	certainly	holds	true	for	

the	musical	stage,	as	the	commercial	revues	by	Charell	and	Haller,	or	the	operettas	by	Kálmán	

and	Abraham	testify.	Occasionally,	stage	plays	referenced	jazz	also,	such	as	Felix	Joachimson’s	

(1902	–	1992)	Fünf	von	der	Jazzband,	which	premiered	at	Staatliche	Schauspielhaus	Berlin	on	

September	 22,	 1927.16	 Both	 the	 play	 and	 its	 later	 film	 version	 (1932)	 have	 thus	 far	 been	

neglected	 in	 academic	 research.	 Reviews	 in	 some	 of	 Berlin’s	 main	 newspapers	 (Berliner	

Börsen-Courier,	12-Uhr-Blatt,	Berliner	Tageblatt,	Berliner	Börsen-Zeitung,	Vossische	Zeitung)	

account	 for	 Joachimson’s	 much-anticipated	 stage	 debut.	 They	 also	 paint	 a	 picture	 of	 its	

instant,	 albeit	 modest	 success.17	 The	 play	 revolves	 around	 a	 four-men	 jazz	 band	 and	 its	

encounter	 with	 a	 girl	 who	 inadvertently	 becomes	 part	 of	 their	 performance	 and	 is	

subsequently	hired,	despite	her	lack	of	musical	talent.	The	Berliner	Börsen-Zeitung	review	is	

particularly	 interesting	regarding	 its	description	of	the	cast.	As	the	four	 jazz	musicians,	 the	

critic	 lists	“the	saxophonist	Walter	Frank,	who	needs	 just	one	 look	 instead	of	words”,	“the	

violinist	Paul	Bildt,	who	hides	his	libidinous	nature	by	his	lyricism”,	“pianist	Franz	Weber	with	

his	clever	turns	of	phrases”,	and	“the	black	drummer	Veit	Harlan,	who	is	unable	to	speak	a	

coherent	sentence	but	says	it	all	with	his	gurgling	sounds.”18	This	review	speaks	volumes	about	

the	perception	and	portrayal	of	the	“quintessential”	black	jazz	musician.	The	German	actor	

Veit	Harlan	(1899	–	1964)	was	by	no	means	black,	as	the	review	suggests;	production	photos	

in	the	Archiv	der	Akademie	der	Künste	show	that	Harlan	performed	his	part	in	blackface.19	It	

seems	that	playwright	Joachimson	or	director	Engel	included	a	token	“black”	jazz	musician	in	

their	production,	both	 to	give	 the	play	an	air	of	 authenticity	 and	 feed	 into	 the	audience’s	

																																																								
16	Advert	in	Vossische	Zeitung	22/09/1927,	No.	448.	
17	Felix	Joachimson	(1902	–	1992)	wrote	several	film	scrips	in	the	first	period	of	German	sound	film	production.	

He	emigrated	to	the	USA	in	the	early	1930s	after	the	Nazis’	rise	to	power	and	anglicised	his	name	to	Felix	

Jackson.		
18	Franz	Köppen,	“Die	Fünf	von	der	Jazzband”,	Berliner	Börsen-Zeitung	23/09/1927,	No.	446.		
19	Archiv	der	Akademie	der	Künste,	Erich-Engel-Archiv	402,	photos	from	the	Berlin	production,	1927.	A	

reproduction	request	for	these	photos	was	rejected	due	to	their	fragile	condition.		
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perception	of	jazz,	but	also,	as	evident	from	the	review,	for	comic	purposes	reminiscent	of	

American	popular	racial	entertainment.	Harlan’s	performance	seems	to	have	exploited	the	

racial	 stereotypes	 of	 the	 time,	 with	 the	 black	musician	 unable	 to	 speak	 intelligently,	 and	

communicating,	as	it	were,	in	animalistic	gibberish	sounds.		

	

Whether	 the	 play	 included	 music	 is	 difficult	 to	 ascertain,	 however	 a	 review	 in	 Vossische	

Zeitung	suggests	it	did	not:	“He	[Joachimson]	brings	us	an	operetta	without	music.”20	Whether	

it	was	this	line	that	inspired	Erich	Engel,	who	collected	several	newspaper	reviews,	to	adapt	

the	play	for	film	five	years	later,	or	if	it	was	the	relatively	recent	success	of	the	American	King	

of	Jazz	film	(Germany	premiere	in	October	1930)	is	not	known.21	Under	Engel’s	direction,	the	

film	Fünf	von	der	Jazzband	was	premiered	in	March	1932	in	Vienna	before	it	opened	in	Berlin	

on	 April	 12.	 Maybe	 in	 consideration	 of	 an	 increasingly	 contagious	 political	 atmosphere,	

blackface	was	no	longer	part	of	the	production,	but	–	significantly	–	there	was	music	this	time	

(written	by	Theo	Mackeben).22	Despite	the	opportunities	of	exploring	the	theme	of	jazz	sound	

film,	only	three	scenes	with	music	feature	in	the	film,	two	of	which	are	on-stage	performances	

as	part	of	the	narrative,	and	one	a	rehearsal	scene.	The	first	of	these,	an	audition	at	a	variety	

theatre	in	Berlin,	is	particularly	interesting	with	regards	to	the	representation	of	jazz	both	as	

music	as	well	as	performance	art.	 In	this	scene,	the	four	 jazz	musicians	(piano,	saxophone,	

trumpet,	drums)	present	their	act	to	a	disgruntled	manager	of	the	“Varieté	Tamerlan”	in	the	

hope	of	an	engagement	at	the	theatre.		Accordingly,	their	presentation	comprises	much	more	

than	music:	frequent	instrument	changes	(sousaphone,	clarinet,	trombone);	acrobatic	stunts	

such	as	a	headstand	on	the	piano;	a	balloon	blown	up	with	the	saxophone;	costume	changes;	

sexual	 insinuations	when	a	trumpet	is	stuck	between	its	player’s	 legs;	dancing;	drum	sticks	

thrown	into	the	air;	a	kick	in	the	backside;	kicks	against	the	piano	for	percussive	effect;	and	a	

mysterious	elevation	act,	in	which	three	players	are	momentarily	lifted	off	their	seats	during	

a	long	syncopated	note.	The	performance’s	pièce	de	résistance	is	a	girl’s	(accidental)	fall	from	

the	fly	floors	above	the	stage	into	the	band’s	timpani	[!],	which	ends	the	performance	with	a	

literal	 bang.	Mackeben’s	musical	 arrangement	 and	 Engel’s	 directorial	work	 ensure	 that	 all	

																																																								
20	Anonymous,	“Die	Fünf	von	der	Jazzband”,	Vossische	Zeitung	23/09/1927,	No.	450.		
21	Reviews	and	production	photos	accessible	at	Archiv	der	Akademie	der	Künste,	Erich-Engel-Archiv	402.	
22	Erich	Engel	knew	Theo	Mackeben	(1897	–	1953)	from	their	collaboration	of	the	original	staging	of	

Brecht/Weill’s	Dreigroschenoper	(1928).	Engels	has	directed,	while	Mackeben	had	conducted	the	stage	band.		
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features	defining	this	performance	as	“jazz”	are	present:	 instrumentation	 (brass,	piano,	an	

elaborate	 drum	 kit),	 frequent	 solo	 playing,	 fast	 tempi,	 syncopated	 rhythms	 over	 a	 steady	

pulse,	and	show	elements.		

	

As	elaborated	 in	Chapter	 I,	 jazz	was	never	“just”	understood	to	be	music,	but	 involved	the	

representation	 of	 a	 set	 of	 values	 expressed	 through	 music,	 dance,	 and	 clownery.	 These	

attributes,	 effectively	 captured	 in	 Fünf	 von	 der	 Jazzband,	 include	 joyfulness,	

unconventionality,	 freedom	 of	 expression,	 sexual	 liberation,	 exoticism,	 and	 youth.	 Unlike	

most	film	scripts	from	the	early	to	mid-20th	century,	the	original	Fünf	von	der	Jazzband	script	

survives,	and	gives	us	an	account	of	how	its	writers	(Henry	Kosterlitz,	Curt	Alexander	and	Erich	

Engel	 adapted	 Joachimson’s	 play)	 envisaged	 to	 convey	 these	 sentiments.	 The	 detailed	

description	of	the	music	scene,	a	rare	find	in	any	film	script	of	the	era,	gives	an	impressive	

account	 of	 the	writers’	 intentionality	 and	 vision,	 and	 their	 own	 understanding	 of	 jazz	 (as	

“eccentric”).23	The	film	scene	does	not	mirror	the	film	script	in	every	detail,	but	is	accurate	to	

the	overall	mood	created:		

	

[…]	

The	four	guys	sit	on	their	seats,	Bill	at	the	grand	piano,	Jim	on	saxophone,		

Moritz	on	drums,	Jean	on	trumpet.	All	four	have	additional	instruments	in		

front	of	them	which	they	can	take	up	with	lightning	speed	when	needed.		

Glaring	spotlights	light	up	[…].	The	four	calmly	glance	into	the	auditorium		

and	sit	completely	still.		

Suddenly	Bill	 jerks	around	to	the	piano	and	slams	a	rhythm	on	the	piano	 lid	

with	his	hand.		

Then	Jean	suddenly	gets	up	and	blows	a	fanfare	on	his	trumpet,	like	a	Herold.	

With	enormous	verve,	an	eccentric-number	[“Exzentrik-Nummer”]	begins.	

	

During	 this	 eccentric	 number,	 the	 musical	 performance	 is	 enhanced	 by	

acrobatic	jokes	and	tricks.	For	example:	A	high-pitched	tremolo	on	the	clarinet	

is	played	and	the	piano	player	is	simultaneously	lifted	into	the	air	for	several	

seconds	with	his	seat	attached,	coming	down	when	the	clarinet	scale	descends	

	

	

	

	

	

	

Slamming	rhythm	

	

vivacious		
eccentric-music	

																																																								
23	Even	the	surviving	film	scripts	of	the	revue	films	with	Marika	Rökk	from	the	late	1930s,	which	are	now	stored	

at	Kinemathek	Berlin,	Schriftgutarchiv,	don’t	contain	any	detailed	description	of	elaborate	song	and	dance	

numbers.	It	is	likely	that	choreographers	and	producers	had	separate	scripts	for	these	scenes.		



	

	 162	

again.	Or:	the	violinist	plays	an	elongated	glissando	on	the	violin	while	rolling	

across	the	stage	in	roller	blades,	on	one	foot.	Or:	the	pianist	has	a	few	chords	

to	play,	he	does	a	handstand	on	the	piano	and	plays	the	chords	upside	down	

before	 sliding	 back	 into	 his	 seat.	 Simultaneously,	 all	 four	 musicians	 put	 on	

Tyrolean	hats,	straw	hats	and	top	hats.	In	between,	a	short	tap	dance	on	a	floor-

xylophone.	Swiftly,	all	of	them	change	their	instruments	[…].24	

	

	

The	film’s	premiere	in	Berlin	attracted	much	attention	and	was	met	with	unanimously	positive	

reviews.	 The	 Film-Kurier	 announced	 the	 film	 as	 a	 “great	 success”	 on	 its	 title	 page.25	 This	

review’s	verdict	was	echoed	throughout	the	press.26	The	Vossische	Zeitung	complimented	the	

“contagious	joyfulness	and	carefree,	youthful	exuberance”	of	the	jazz	musicians	displayed	in	

the	 audition	 scene,	 and	 Karl	 Sabel’s	 review	 in	 Essener	 Anzeiger	 remarks	 that	 Engels	 has	

accomplished	 to	 present	 a	 new	 angle	 on	 much-used	 themes	 like	 “jazzband,	 bar,	 variety	

theatre,	 career,	 job	market,	 and	 love”.	With	 regards	 to	 the	music,	 he	 concludes:	 “A	 few	

dashing	‘Jazziaden’	[no	translation].”27		

	

Other	music	films	of	the	early	sound	film	era	using	jazz	as	a	theme	include	Es	war	einmal	ein	

Musikus	(1933),	which	revolves	around	the	musicians	of	a	café	jazz	band.	Actor	Victor	de	Kowa	

is	shown	to	play	a	variety	of	solo	instruments,	including	violin	and	saxophone.	In	this	film,	jazz	

as	a	style	is	invoked	by	the	saxophone	as	a	symbol,	rather	than	actual	film	music;	its	main	song	

“Es	war	einmal	ein	Musikus”	is	a	rather	measured,	lyric	tango.	The	1932	film	Gitta	entdeckt	

ihr	Herz	uses	symbolism	in	a	similar	fashion.	As	part	of	elaborate	revue	scenes	set	at	–	as	the	

plot	suggests	–	a	metropolitan	theatre,	soprano	Gitta	Alpar	(1903	–	1991)	is	shown	sitting	on	

																																																								
24	Original	film	script	with	hand-written	annotations,	Fünf	von	der	Jazzband,	Archiv	der	Akademie	der	Künste,	

Erich-Engel	Archiv	10,	pp.	17	–	22.	Reprint	of	excerpt	in	Appendix.		
25	Anonymous,	“Engel	siegt	für	Universal	–	starker	Erfolg	für	5	von	der	Jazzband”;	Georg	Herzberg,	“Fünf	von	der	

Jazzband”,	both	Film-Kurier	13/04/1932,	No.	87.		
26	For	example	Der	Film	16/04/1932,	No.	16;	8-Uhr	Abendblatt;	12-Uhr-Blatt;	B.Z.	am	Mittag;	Berliner	

Morgenpost,	Nachtausgabe;	Berliner	Lokalanzeiger;	Der	Film;	Berliner	Börsen-Courier;	Hamburger	Fremdenblatt;	

Essener	Anzeiger;	Vossische	Zeitung.	Accessed	at	Archiv	der	Akademie	der	Künste,	Erich	Engel	Archiv	11.		
27	Anonymous	(-ap-),	“Fünf	von	der	Jazzband”,	Vossische	Zeitung	13/03/1932,	No.	178;	Karl	Sabel,	“Fünf	von	der	

Jazzband”,	Essener	Anzeiger	08/05/1932.		
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the	 edge	 of	 the	 stage	 “playing”	 a	 saxophone	 before	 singing	 her	 final	 song.	 Again,	 the	

instrument	most	associated	with	modern	American	culture	is	used	as	a	marker	of	milieu.	Less	

tokenistic	in	its	treatment	of	jazz	is	the	lost	film	Heute	kommt’s	drauf	an	(1933,	alternative	

title	Das	goldene	Saxophon),	in	which	actor	Hans	Albers	(1891	–	1960)	and	his	jazz	band	set	

out	 to	win	 a	 dance	 band	 competition.	 As	 a	 film	 still	 printed	 in	 the	 Illustrierter	 Film-Kurier	

shows,	the	film	featured	scenes	of	a	big	band	of	at	least	12	musicians,	played	by	the	Weintraub	

Syncopators	as	the	“Eckmann	Boys”,	and	“conducted”	by	actor	Hans	Albers.	The	instruments	

visible	in	the	photo	are	those	typical	of	a	big	band	set-up	with	some	typical	German	additions:	

drums,	violins,	banjo,	trumpets	(+	mute),	alto	and	tenor	saxophones,	sousaphone,	clarinet,	

trombone,	bass,	piano,	timpani.28	The	film	narrative	was	modelled	on	the	real	competition	for	

the	“Goldene	Saxophon”,	which	was	broadcast	live	on	the	radio,	and	won	by	the	Dajos	Béla	

band.29	Surviving	recordings	of	the	film	songs	reflect	the	ambition	to	showcase	“authentic”	

jazz,	achieved	through	the	involvement	of	the	Weintraub	Syncopators.	

	

The	Weintraub	Syncopators	were	a	household	name	in	the	1920s	and	early	1930s.	Two	of	the	

musicians	emerging	from	this	band	were	Friedrich	Hollaender	and	Franz	Wachsmann	(1906	–	

1967),	who	would	later,	as	Franz	Waxman,	write	the	music	to	several	of	Hitchcock’s	American	

thriller	films.	Under	the	leadership	of	founder	Stefan	Weintraub,	the	band	consisted	of	seven	

musicians	each	playing	a	selection	of	instruments.	The	band	played	numerous	solo	shows	and	

appeared	in	revues	and	operettas	in	Germany	and	further	afield,	accompanying	among	others	

American	singer	Jack	Smith,	American	dancer	Hal	Sherman	and	Josephine	Baker.30		

																																																								
28	Illustrierter	Film-Kurier	1933,	No.	1946.	
29	Paysan,	p.	59.	Band	competitions,	such	as	the	“Goldene	Saxophon”,	which	was	tendered	by	the	newspaper	8-

Uhr	Abendblatt	were	popular	not	only	in	Germany.	In	the	early	to	mid-thirties,	the	British	newspaper	Daily	

Herald	also	organised	band	competitions,	such	as	Daily	Herald	Tunes	Contest	in	July	1933.	Photo	of	the	event	by	

photographer	Tomlin,	Daily	Herald	Archive,	Science	and	Media	Museum	Bradford,	shelfmark:	B1331.	
30	See	advertisement	brochure	from	around	1930,	Archiv	der	Akademie	der	Künste,	Weintraub	Syncopators	

Archiv	4.	A	full	line-up	from	1930	lists	following	instruments	played	by	the	band:	violin,	trumpets,	mellophonium,	

banjo,	guitar,	trombone,	cello,	harmonica,	alto-saxophone,	clarinet,	baritone	saxophone,	soprano	saxophone,	

flauto	grande,	flauto	piccolo,	oboe,	accordion,	bass	clarinet,	drums,	celesta,	xylophone,	vibraphone,	timpani,	

piano,	radiotone	[?],	sousaphone,	ukulele,	artistic	whistling	(“Kunstpfeifer”),	voice.	Archiv	der	Akademie	der	

Künste,	Weintraubs	Syncopators	Archiv	1.	
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Across	Germany,	they	were	regarded	as	the	outstanding	German	jazz	band	of	the	time.31	On	

screen,	they	made	several	more	cameo	appearance,	one	of	which	was	Das	Kabinett	des	Dr.	

Larifari	 (1930).	 As	 the	 title	 suggests	 (a	wordplay	 on	Das	 Kabinett	 des	 Dr.	 Caligari,	 Larifari	

roughly	translating	as	airy-fairy),	this	was	a	witty	parody	of	the	German	film	industry,	poking	

fun	at	popular	film	genres	(such	as	singer	films	and	regional	films)	and	the	industry’s	reliance	

on	stock	characters	through	a	multi-layered	film-within-film	structure.	It	also	boasted	three	

acclaimed	 actor-singers	 (Max	 Hansen,	 Paul	 Morgan,	 Carl	 Jöken),	 who	 primarily	 play	

themselves.	The	type	of	singer	film,	which	is	usually	built	around	the	talents	of	one	particular	

singer,	 is	spoofed	 in	a	Wagnerian	“Sängerkrieg”,	a	battle	between	singers,	 in	which	tenors	

Hansen	and	Jöker	meet	in	a	box	ring,	complete	with	exposed	upper	body	and	boxing	gloves,	

to	out-perform	each	other	through	song.32		

	

The	film	also	references	the	era’s	appetite	for	jazz	music,	and	the	confusion	surrounding	it.	

The	 three	 film	 producers	 are	 shown	 to	 conduct	 an	 audition,	 for	 which	 the	 Weintraub	

Syncopators	–	announced	as	such	–	have	made	their	way	to	the	company’s	headquarters	and	

perform	an	instrumental	version	of	the	slow/English	waltz	“Ewige	Liebe”	(Franz	Wachsmann,	

lyrics	by	Richard	Gilbert).33	Max	Hansen	(1897	–	1961),	in	his	role	as	producer	is	not	entirely	

impressed	with	the	efforts	of	Germany’s	preeminent	jazz	band.	He	fails	however	to	put	his	

thoughts	 into	 an	 intelligent	 criticism	 that	 could	 veil	 his	 obvious	 lack	 of	 expert	 music	

knowledge.	He	gesticulates	wildly	as	he	tries	to	explain:		

	

Very	good	band,	but	yet	they	are...they	are…	Musically,	they	are	excellent…but,	something	is	

missing,	 the	 concentration	 [Ballung]	 is	 missing,	 no?	 It’s	 is	 not…eeem…layered	 [gestuft]	

																																																								
31	Numerous	newspaper	reviews	provide	evidence	for	this	argument.	The	Neue	Mannheimer	Zeitung	wrote:	

“The	Weintraub	Syncopators	can	rightfully	claim	the	label	as	the	best	German	jazz	band”,	and	the	Deutsche	

Allgemeine	Zeitung	wrote:	“I	know	no	other	jazz	band,	that	plays	with	the	same	precision,	rhythmic	finesse,	and	

elegance,	as	this.”	Approximately	40	newspaper	reviews	appeared	in	a	brochure	advertising	the	band	around	

1930.	Archiv	der	Akademie	der	Künste,	Weintraub	Syncopators	Archiv	4.	
32	Singer	films	of	the	era	served	as	vehicles	for	Richard	Tauber,	Jan	Kiepura	and	Joseph	Schmidt.	
33	Instrumentation:	piano,	drums/vibraphone,	sousaphone,	trombone,	saxophone,	trumpet,	guitar/banjo.	
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enough...it	is	not	horned	[gehörnt]	enough...I	would	need	more…you	know…well,	it’s	logical,	

isn’t	it?34		

	

His	colleagues,	puzzled,	agree.	Hansen	then	confronts	the	band	to	say	“Quite	nice,	gentlemen,	

quite	nice.	However,	gentlemen,	what	you	need	is	my	strict	guidance.	What	you	need	is	“jazz	

appeal	 [no	 translation].”	On	 a	 peculiar	 side	 note,	 he	 adds,	 “you	 need	 some	 Toscanini!”.35	

Choosing	awkward,	rather	vague	wording	with	unclear	meaning,	and	then	resolving	to	throw	

in	an	equally	meaningless	Anglicism	derived	from	another	popular	expression	(“sex	appeal”),	

Hansen	here	seems	to	mockingly	criticise	the	film	industry’s	lack	of	musical	expertise	as	well	

as	a	more	general	problem	of	using	musical	terminology	specific	to	jazz.	The	comment	relating	

to	Arturo	Toscanini	(1867	–	1957)	could	refer	to	the	Italian	conductor’s	reported	passion	on	

the	podium,	which	Hansen’s	film	character	may	have	identified	as	commendable	for	a	fiery	

jazz	 performance.36	 In	 the	 following	 sequence,	 Hansen	 and	 the	 Weintraub	 Syncopators	

perform	the	foxtrot	“Mein	kleiner	Bruder	träumt	von	dir	die	ganze	Nacht”	(My	little	brother	

dreams	 of	 you	 all	 night	 long),	 during	 which	 the	 band	 tease	 Hansen’s	 self-important	 film	

character	by	modulating	unexpectedly,	then	leaving	the	stage	one	by	one.	The	press	reviewed	

Larifari	mostly	 positively,	 complimenting	 on	 its	 self-deprecating	 humour	 and	 the	 effective	

persiflage	of	Marlene	Dietrich	and	Emil	 Jannings.	The	Lichtbildbühne	delights	 in	 the	“three	

comedians	 parodying	 everything	 that	 is	 successful	 in	 the	 film	 business.”37	 The	 Vossische	

Zeitung	comments	 in	the	same	vein,	when	writing	“they	don’t	want	to	show	a	comedy,	an	

operetta	or	revue,	they	just	want	to	fool	around.”	This	review	also	describes	the	on-screen	

performances	of	the	Weintraub	Syncopators	as	“acoustic	attractions.”38	

	

A	last	illustrative	example	is	Ein	Tango	für	dich	(1930),	directed	by	Géza	von	Bolváry	with	songs	

composed	by	Robert	Stolz	(lyrics	by	Armin	Robinson	and	Walter	Reisch).	Reisch’s	script	adapts	

a	motif	from	the	then-iconic	Al	Jolson	film	The	Jazz	Singer,	and	introduces	the	character	of	the	

elusive,	 world-famous	 American	 jazz	 singer	Max	Merblanc.	 The	 plot	 sees	 young	musician	

																																																								
34	Transcribed	from	film.	Accessed	at	Bundesarchiv-Filmarchiv,	shelfmark:	20735.	
35	Ibid.	
36	To	mark	Arturo	Toscanini’s	100th	birthday	in	January	2017,	the	Bayerischer	Rundfunk	published	an	obituary	

focusing	on	the	maestro’s	short-tempered	personality.	See	https://www.br-klassik.de,	accessed	23/05/2017.		
37	Anonymous,	“Das	Kabinett	des	Dr.	Larifari”,	Lichtbildbühne	02/08/1930,	No.	184.		
38	Anonymous	(O.A.P.),	“Das	Kabinett	des	Dr.	Larifari”,	Vossische	Zeitung	03/08/1932,	No.	362.		
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Jimmy	Bolt	(played	by	Willi	Forst),	who	works	with	a	variety	show	at	the	Southern	German	

“Tivoli”	 theatre,	 standing	 in	 for	 his	 incapacitated	 idol	 Merblanc	 and	 from	 thereon	

impersonating	the	jazz	singer	to	impress	a	boarding	school	girl.	In	his	role	as	fake	Merblanc,	

Jimmy	eventually	becomes	a	recognised	jazz	singer	in	his	own	right,	and	inevitably	wins	both	

the	 girl’s	 heart	 and	 the	 respect	 of	 his	 new	 father	 in-law,	 the	 real	 Merblanc.	 The	 rather	

contrived	film	narrative	is	spun	along	the	typical	axis	of	mistaken	identities	and	–	in	typical	

operetta	fashion	–	the	eventual	resolve	of	all	conflict.	What	is	interesting	is	the	use	of	several	

American	motifs	and	references.	Despite	two	characters	in	the	plot	introduced	in	the	credits	

and	repeatedly	referred	to	as	“jazz	singers”,	barely	any	jazz	music	features.39	The	figure	of	the	

jazz	singer	is	instead	both	symbol	and	expression	of	milieu	and,	again,	of	a	general	zeitgeist.	

It	stands	for	the	appeal	associated	with	internationality	and	modernity.	The	fact	that	Merblanc	

is	 American	 is	 highlighted	 several	 times	 in	 the	 conversation	 among	 his	 young	 fans	 at	 the	

boarding	school,	and	 further	emphasised	by	his	 fake	American	accent	and	use	of	 frequent	

Anglicism.	Secondly,	the	jazz	singer	is	a	representative	of	the	milieu	of	the	variety	theatre,	in	

which	he	co-exists	with	a	girl	dance	troupe.	The	symbols	(such	as	a	saxophone	on	a	record	

cover),	names	(“Jimmy	Bolt”),	references	(to	Greta	Garbo	in	the	song	“Du	bist	meine	Greta	

Garbo”)	and	vernacular	(“girls”,	“bye-bye”)	used	in	this	context	add	colour	and	ambience	to	

the	plot	environment.	Most	likely,	they	were	added	to	ensure	box	office	popularity.	

	

The	reception	in	the	local	Berlin	press	was	ambiguous.	While	the	Vossische	Zeitung	was	fairly	

dismissive	about	the	film	manuscript	and	what	it	described	as	“stale	jokes”,	Der	Film	published	

an	entirely	appreciative	account.40	Here,	the	reviewer	remarks	on	the	similarity	of	conceptual	

approach	in	Al	Jolson’s	Jazz	Singer	and	Ein	Tango	für	Dich,	and	claims,	“but	this	sound	film	

operetta	 is	superior	to	the	American	model	 in	many	respects	–	the	 light-footedness	of	the	

Viennese	operetta,	the	spirited	and	sparkling	ideas,	the	deliciousness	of	the	acting,	the	allure	

of	the	delightful	melodies.	[…]	All	in	all,	this	is	a	sound	film	operetta	as	it	should	be.”	41	

	

As	we	 have	 seen,	 by	 the	 early	 1930s	 jazz	 had	 become	 an	 established	 narrative	 theme	 in	

German	film.	In	this	function,	it	was	mostly	used	as	a	feature	that	would	insinuate	topicality	

																																																								
39	One	exception	will	be	addressed	in	the	subsequent	section	of	this	chapter.		
40	Anonmous	(gl-g.),	“Ein	Tango	für	Dich”,	Vossische	Zeitung	03/08/1930,	No.	362.	
41	C.W.	Lancaster,	“Ein	Tango	für	Dich”,	Der	Film	02/08/1930,	No.	31.	
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and	stimulate	audience	 interest.	The	next	 section	will	 investigate	 the	use	of	 jazz	music	 (in	

contrast	 to	 jazz	 as	 a	 theme	 on	 plot-level)	 in	 early	 German	music	 film.	 Some	 of	 the	 films	

referenced	in	the	above	section	will	feature	again,	albeit	scrutinised	with	a	different	focus.		

	

	

Film	composers’	engagement	with	jazz	

	

Just	as	in	the	American	music	films	produced	in	Hollywood	from	the	late	1920s,	German	music	

film	producers	and	composers	were	eager	to	incorporate	the	most	modern	and	popular	music	

of	 the	 day.	 As	 in	 Hollywood,	 the	 type	 of	 jazz	 implemented	 in	 Germany	 was	 not	 a	

representation	of	what	we	might	associate	with	1930s	Afro-American	jazz	today	–	 in	other	

words,	the	styles	cultivated	by,	for	example,	Louis	Armstrong	and	Duke	Ellington	only	seldom	

made	it	to	the	screen.	Much	more	typical	was	film	music	of	the	style	known	as	symphonic	jazz,	

associated	strongly	with	primarily	white	musicians	and	band	leaders	such	as	Paul	Whiteman,	

his	 role	 model	 Ferde	 Grofé	 and	 George	 Gershwin.42	 In	 his	 article	 on	 Paul	 Whiteman,	

Konstantin	Jahn	defines	symphonic	jazz	as		

	

a	style	based	on	the	Tin	Pan	Alley	song	format	and	a	diverse	set	of	folkloristic	styles	brought	

to	America	by	immigrant	communities,	enriched	by	rhythmic	and	melodic	elements	from	Afro-

American	jazz	and	to	a	lesser	extent	symphonic	music	which	contributed	mostly	repertoire	and	

string	arrangement	to	symphonic	jazz.43	

	

Symphonic	jazz,	which	is	often	retrospectively	scolded	and	discredited	for	its	overtly	popular	

appeal,	was	essentially	a	hybrid	form	with	great	potential	for	commercial	success,	and	as	such	

became	 a	 blueprint	 for	 the	 fledging	 film	music	 industry	 in	 Hollywood.	 As	 Jahn	 elaborates	

further,	American	 film	songs	written	 in	 the	 style	of	 symphonic	 jazz	mostly	used	 static	and	

symmetrical	 song	 structures,	 which	 are	 expanded	 and	 varied	 not	 through	 motivic	

																																																								
42	Berret,	p.	16.	Even	though	this	genre	was	mostly	associated	with	white	musicians,	African-American	jazz	

pianist	Sam	Wooding	was	also	recognised	as	an	exponent	of	symphonic	jazz.	As	Michael	Kater	intimates,	

Wooding	was,	allegedly,	referred	to	as	the	“black	Paul	Whiteman”	on	occasion.	See	Kater,	1992,	p.	9.	
43	Konstantin	Jahn,	“Paul	Whitemans	Symphonic	Jazz	und	seine	Spuren	im	Hollywoodmusical	–	exemplifiziert	

anhand	der	Filme	‘King	of	Jazz’	und	‘42nd	Street’”,	Kieler	Beiträge	zur	Filmforschung,	2012,	No.	8,	p.	186f.		
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development,	 but	 through	 techniques	 of	 repetition,	 sequencing,	 modulations,	 changes	 in	

arrangement/orchestration	 and	 the	 addition	 of	 codas,	 preludes	 and	 interludes.44	 Jahn’s	

analysis	of	Hollywood	musicals	and	their	songs	holds	true	for	German	film	music	practice	in	

the	first	decade	of	sound	film	production	also.	Then,	film	music	mainly	consisted	of	simple	

song	 forms	 extended	 as	 underscore,	 or	 expanded	 into	 large	 production	 numbers	 in	 some	

cases.	Just	as	in	America,	jazz	was	integrated	into	popular	song	composition,	traditional	forms	

(such	as	 the	waltz)	and	“symphonic”	composition	and	orchestration	when	 it	moved	to	 the	

screen.	 Part	 of	 the	 reason	 why	 symphonic	 jazz	 became	 so	 widely	 used	 in	 film	 song	 was	

personnel.	Both	Hollywood	and	its	German	counterpart	relied	strongly	on	the	talents	nurtured	

in	the	stage	entertainment	industries	of	New	York	and	Berlin	respectively.	Hollywood	hired	

Tin	Pan	Alley	composers	and	writers	who	had	previously	worked	for	Broadway	shows,	and	the	

German	film	 industry	didn’t	have	to	 look	far	 in	their	engagement	of	some	of	Berlin’s	most	

prolific	and	eminent	song	writers	and	musicians.		

	

Many	of	the	composers	employed	in	early	music	film	production	had	previously	written	jazz-

inspired	commercial	music	 for	operettas,	revues,	silent	cinema,	cabarets,	and	for	the	 large	

market	of	dance	music.	Catering	for	the	demands	of	the	popular	music	industry	guaranteed	

aspiring	 composers	 a	 livelihood	 that	was	difficult	 to	parallel	 in	 the	 realm	of	 serious	music	

composition.	 Werner	 Richard	 Heymann	 and	 Mischa	 Spoliansky,	 to	 name	 only	 two,	 both	

started	their	careers	as	composers	and	interpreters	of	serious	works,	before	quickly	finding	

their	feet	in	Berlin’s	theatre	and	cabaret	scene.45	Three	of	the	most	well-known	and	acclaimed	

composers	of	 light	music	–	Hollaender,	Spoliansky	and	Heymann	–	significantly	shaped	the	

musical	profile	of	the	pivotal	first	four	years	of	sound	film	production.	These	composers,	and	

several	others	hailing	from	an	operetta	background,	popular	song	or	cinema	music	(such	as	

Leo	Leux,	Nikolaus	Brodsky,	Walter	 Jurmann,	Otto	Stransky,	and	Hans	May)	at	 some	point	

creatively	 engaged	 with	 jazz	 in	 their	 work	 for	 the	 screen.	 Even	 Robert	 Stolz,	 nowadays	

																																																								
44	Ibid.,	p.	192,	196.		
45	See	Stahrenberg,	2012;	Volker	Kühn	&	Wolfgang	Trautwein	(eds.),	Ein	Freund,	ein	guter	Freund.	Der	

Komponist	Werner	Richard	Heymann,	Berlin:	Akademie	der	Künste,	2000.		
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remembered	for	his	championing	of	the	Viennese	operetta,	wrote	jazzy	foxtrots	for	his	film	

compositions	in	the	1930s.46		

	

In	the	first	phase	of	German	sound	film	production,	a	time	of	unprecedented	genre	hybridity,	

jazz	 idioms	 were	 occasionally	 brought	 to	 the	 screen	 in	 adaptations	 from	 the	 stage.	

Spoliansky’s	revue	Wie	werde	ich	reich	und	glücklich	was	adapted	for	film	in	the	year	of	its	

stage	premiere	(1930),	and	a	film	version	of	his	earlier	stage	revue	Zwei	Krawatten	(1929)	was	

released	in	1930.47	Der	Film	wrote	that	“Friedrich	Hollaender	aside,	Mischa	Spoliansky	is	the	

most	 spirited	 jazz	 composer,	 who	 has	 mastered	 his	 craft	 in	 an	 excellent	 and	 tasteful	

manner.”48	 The	 Berliner	 Börsen-Courier	 calls	 his	 compositions	 “brilliant	 cosmopolitan	

music”.49	The	jazz-inspired	operettas	of	composer	Hungarian	Paul	Abraham	were	also	swiftly	

re-worked	into	sound	films.	Following	the	German	success	of	his	Viktoria	und	ihr	Husar,	the	

work	was	 translated	 for	 the	English	 stage,	where	 it	opened	 in	September	1931.50	His	next	

operetta	written	for	Berlin,	Ball	im	Savoy	(1932),	was	also	adapted	for	London,	and	premiered	

in	1933.51	Arguably,	it	was	both	these	operettas’	instant	success	and	the	shortage	of	original	

film	operettas	in	the	early	years	of	sound	film	which	inspired	production	companies	to	exploit	

the	media	attention	and	quickly	release	film	versions.52	Both	the	 libretti	 (written	by	Alfred	

Grünwald	and	Fritz	Löhner-Beda),	and	Abraham’s	scores	were	modern	in	outlook,	brimming	

																																																								
46	Robert	Stolz	wrote	film	jazz-inspired	music	for	Der	Herr	auf	Bestellung	(1930)	and	Ein	Lied,	ein	Kuß,	ein	Mädel	

(1932),	among	many	more.	For	a	full	list,	see	filmportal.de.		
47	See	Stahrenberg	&	Grosch,	2014,	p.	193.	The	film	version	of	Wie	werde	ich	reich	und	glücklich	is	considered	

lost.		
48	Kurt	London,	“Nie	wieder	Liebe	–	Musik”,	Der	Film	01/08/1931,	No.	31.	
49	Herbert	Ihering,	“Wie	werde	ich	reich	und	glücklich”,	Berliner-Börsen-Courier	16/06/1930	No.	274.		
50	The	German	version	was	adapted	by	Alfred	Grünwald	and	Fritz	Löhner-Beda	from	the	original	Hungarian	

“Viktória”.	See	Clarke,	2007b,	p.	328ff.	
51	Derek	Scott,	“German	Operetta	in	the	West	End	and	on	Broadway”,	in	Platt,	Becker,	Linton,	p.	75.	The	English	

versions	were	“Victoria	and	her	Hussar”	and	“Ball	at	the	Savoy”.		
52	Abraham’s	operettas	brought	to	the	screen	were	Viktoria	und	ihr	Husar	(1930/1931),	Die	Blume	von	Hawaii	

(1931/1933),	Ball	im	Savoy	(1932/1934),	Dschainah	–	das	Mädchen	aus	dem	Ballhaus	(1935/1935)	and	Roxy	und	

ihr	Wunderteam	(1937/1938),	of	which	the	latter	three	were	Austrian	productions.	Abraham	was	Jewish	and	was	

no	longer	permitted	to	work	in	Germany	from	1933	onwards.	He	left	the	country,	first	going	back	to	Hungary,	

later	staying	in	Vienna,	Paris	and	New	York.	
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with	musical	and	textual	references	to	America	and	therefore	lending	themselves	well	to	the	

aspirations	 of	 the	 burgeoning	 sound	 film	 industry.	 Stylistically,	 Abraham	 was	 profoundly	

influenced	by	Gershwin	and	Cole	Porter.	In	his	song	“Kann	nicht	küssen	ohne	Liebe”,	Abraham	

uses	swift	upward	chromatic	scales	and	melodic	motifs	very	similar	to	the	“Rhapsody	in	Blue”.	

In	Ball	im	Savoy,	he	positively	copies	the	chorus	from	Cole	Porter’s	“Night	and	Day”,	which	

had	been	released	shortly	before	the	premiere,	and	uses	it	in	the	song	“Mr.	Brown”.	A	New	

York	Times	correspondent	reviewing	Ball	im	Savoy	noted	both	Abraham’s	status	as	“the	most	

popular	 operetta	 composer	 of	 Central	 Europe”,	 as	 well	 as	 his	 dependence	 on	 other	

composers.	 “Not	 that	 they	 aren’t	 all	 good	 tunes,”	 he	 remarks	 smugly,	 “but	 there	 are	 ill-

natured	persons	who	point	out	that	somebody	else	thought	of	them	first.	[…]”53		

	

Even	before	gaining	wide-spread	recognition	as	an	operetta	composer,	Abraham	had	written	

the	music	 for	Melodie	des	Herzens	 (1929)	and	subsequently	also	composed	film	songs	and	

scores	for	Die	Privatsekretärin	(1931),	Ein	bisschen	Liebe	für	Dich	(1932)	and	Das	Blaue	vom	

Himmel	 (1932)	 among	 others.54	 In	 his	 film	 songs,	 Abraham	 utilised	 fast	 tempi,	 frequent	

syncopation,	 brass-heavy	 orchestrations	 with	 vamping-style	 piano	 playing	 and	 mute	

trumpets.	 Both	 his	 embellished	 melodic	 writing	 and	 heavily-accented	 bass	 parts	 are	

reminiscent	of	1920s	Dixieland	music,	however	without	improvisatory	solo	breaks.		

	

German	composers	and	writers	were	widely	familiar	with	imported	American	songs.	Robert	

Stolz’s	 song	 collaborator	 Armin	 Robinson	 (1900	 –	 1985),	 for	 example,	 wrote	 the	 official	

translation	for	Nacio	Herb	Brown’s	song	“Broadway	Melody”,	which	was	a	sales	hit	in	Berlin.55	

Composer	Otto	Stransky	and	his	collaborator	Fritz	Rotter	(1900	–	1984),	both	of	whom	were	

																																																								
53	Anonymous,	“Berlin	Bursts	into	Song!	Paul	Abraham	as	Central	Europe’s	most	Popular	Composer”,	New	York	

Times	19/02/1933.	Accessed	at	Akademie	der	Künste,	Paul	Abraham	Archiv	80.		
54	As	with	many	of	the	commercially	promising	early	German	music	films,	Die	Privatsekretärin	was	also	released	

in	French	and	English	versions,	with	Abraham’s	song	“Ich	bin	ja	heut	so	glücklich”	(“Today	I	feel	so	happy”)	

appearing	on	record	and	sheet	music	abroad.	The	French	film	version	was	entitled	Dactylo,	the	main	song	was	

translated	as	“Je	vois	la	vie	en	rose”	(lyrics	by	Jean	Boyer).		
55	See	Chapter	IV.	The	sheet	music	to	the	song	with	both	English	and	German	lyrics	was	published	by	Alrobi	

music	publishers	in	1929.	It	also	appeared	in	at	least	one	print	music	collection;	1000	Takte	Tanz,	Band	4,	circa	

1930,	Schriftgutarchiv,	Deutsche	Kinemathek,	shelfmark:	MusikTonfilm	[var].		
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involved	 with	 music	 film	 production,	 wrote	 the	 German	 text	 to	 Ray	 Henderson’s	 “Black	

Bottom”,	 published	 in	 1927	 by	 Rondo	 in	 Berlin.56	 The	 engagement	 with	 America	 and	 its	

musical	idioms	worked	in	different	ways.	Composers	adopted	jazz	styles,	jazz	vocabulary	and	

instrumentation	in	their	works	for	stage,	dance	hall	and	screen.	It	was	customary	to	publish,	

alongside	a	song’s	title,	a	specification	of	tempo	and/or	genre.	Countless	examples	of	either	

could	 be	 given	 here	 by	 all	 major	 composers	 of	 popular	 music	 of	 the	 era.	 Examples	 are	

Spoliansky’s	 songs	 “Jimmy-Shimmy”	 (1921),	 “Mein	 Mädi	 nennt	 sich	 Baby	 –	 Foxtrottlied”	

(1929);	Hollaender’s	“Bobby,	sag	die	Wahrheit	–	Shimmy”	(1924),	“Sex	appeal	–	Lied	und	Slow-

Fox”	 (1930),	 “Jonny	 –	 Fox	 exotic”	 (1920),	 “Kokain-Rausch	 –	 American	 waltz”	 (1920);	 and	

Werner	Richard	Heymann’s	“Wenn	du	schweigen	willst	–	Shimmy-Blues”	(1923).57		

	

Many	songs	also	related	to	America	and	its	culture	through	song	lyrics	and	titles.	Examples	

include	Werner	Richard	Heymann’s	“Du	bist	die	schönste	Frau	der	Staaten”	(1926,	You	are	the	

most	beautiful	girl	of	the	United	States,	lyrics	by	Paul	Reno)	and	“Heut’	fahr	ich	nach	Amerika”	

(1926,	Today	I	am	going	to	America,	lyrics	by	Otto	Stransky),	and	two	pieces	by	Robert	Stolz:	

his	early	one-step	“Mucki	aus	Amerika”	(1919,	lyrics	by	Arthur	Rebner)	and	his	“Bobby-Jazz”	

(1919,	instrumental).58	The	latter	was	subtitled	“Greatest	success	of	the	season	last	creation”	

[no	translation],	and	written	for	piano	with	an	arrangement	for	dance	band.	A	piano	edition	

shows	 a	 dancing	 couple	 on	 the	 front	 cover,	 lined	 by	 American	 flags.	 The	 score	 reveals	 a	

ragtime	with	frequent	syncopations	and	parts	of	the	melody	borrowed	from	the	German	folk	

song	“O	du	lieber	Augustin”.	Both	the	title	and	the	subtitle	were	supposedly	picked	to	lend	

this	piece	an	air	of	internationality	and	authenticity	with	regards	to	the	young	genre	of	jazz.	

Stolz	or	his	publisher	must	have	hoped	that	it	would	improve	the	song’s	marketability,	even	if	

stylistically,	it	was	only	marginally	related	to	earlier	forms	of	jazz.		

	

																																																								
56	“Black	Bottom”,	Staatsbibliothek	Berlin,	shelfmark:	DMS	O.205303.	
57	All	available	in	print	at	Staatsbibliothek	Berlin.	Whether	the	genre	denominations	were	chosen	by	composers	

in	all	cases	or	whether	some	of	them	were	added	by	publishers	is	impossible	to	substantiate.			
58	“Bobby-Jazz”	(op.	338)	was	published	in	versions	for	piano	and	voice	(Mändl,	Leipzig,	1919),	dance	band	

(Wiener	Musikalien-Verlag,	Vienna,	1919),	and	quartet	(Wiener	Musikalien-Verlag,	1919),	Staatsbibliothek	

Berlin,	shelfmarks:	DMS	180758;	0.	51622;	0.43140.		
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Robert	Stolz	and	Ralph	Benatzky,	two	of	the	era’s	most	prolific	writers	for	the	musical	stage,	

also	wrote	plenty	of	popular	songs	paying	homages	to	blues	and	jazz.59	Stolz’s	song	“Spiel	mir	

den	Blues…”	(Play	me	a	blues)	for	voice	and	piano	was	published	in	1928.60	Benatzky’s	song	

“Sag	mir’s	beim	Tanz,	dass	du	mich	liebst”	(When	we	dance,	tell	me	you	love	me,	 lyrics	by	

Benatzky,	alternative	title:	“Blue”)	was	published	 in	1924	and	subsequently	 translated	 into	

English	 in	 1926.61	 The	 original	 translation	 by	 Benatzky	 survives	 in	 the	 archive	 at	 Berlin’s	

Akademie	der	Künste,	as	does	an	unnamed	second	translation.	While	the	latter	is	the	more	

idiomatic	translation,	Benatzky’s	own	version	 is	closer	to	the	original	German	and	gives	an	

interesting	insight	into	the	composer’s	associations	with	the	genres	of	jazz	and	blues:	

	

Blue	

Exotic	Jazz	

Strangest	of	charms,		

Sweet	happiness:	you	in	my	arms!	

Follow	your	love’s	demands,		

sparkling	champagne	enchants,		

dream	of	our	night:	our	dance!	

	

Tell	me,	while	dancing,	that	you	love	me!	

That	you’ll	fulfill	my	wishes	all,	

that	always	I	your	queen	shall	be,	

that	I’m	so	fair,	

that	you	will	never	be	able	to	others	to	care!...	

I	know…it	is	not	true,	

it’s	but	this	Blues,	bewildering	you,	

tomorrow	breaks	this	dream	of	ours,…	

and	nothing	is	left…but	faded	flowers!	

	

																																																								
59	Both	composers	contributed	to	the	score	of	Das	weiße	Rössl,	and	Benatzky	wrote	regularly	for	revues	and	

revue-operettas.	See	Henneberg,	pp.	105	–	127.		
60	Published	by	Dreimasken-Verlag,	Berlin.	A	print	version	is	available	at	Staatsbibliothek	Berlin,	shelfmark:	DMS	

212115.	
61	A	version	for	piano	and	voice	was	published	by	Wiener	Bohème	Verlag	(Vienna)	in	1924,	Staatsbibliothek	

Berlin,	shelfmark:	DMS	202146.		
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Sweet	sound	the	Blues,	

exotic	tunes,	

let’s	love	tonight,	

then…out	of	sight!	

When	you	hear	the	Saxophons	[sic]	

squeaking	repulsive	tones…	

they	mean—dull	dawn	just	comes!	

	 Tell	me,	while	dancing…etc.62		

			

Benatzky’s	 vision	 of	 blues	 and	 jazz	 expressed	 in	 this	 song	 complies	 with	 the	 era’s	 wider	

understanding	of	Afro-American	musical	idioms	and	their	capacity	to	create	an	atmosphere	

of	eroticism	and	sexual	tension.	When	composers	such	as	Heymann,	Stolz,	Benatzky	and	many	

others	introduced	their	interpretation	of	jazz	to	film	scores	and	songs,	it	was	not	only	because	

zeitgeist	dictated	it	(although	it	certainly	did).	It	was	also	sound	technology	that	–		according	

to	1930s	contemporary	sources	–	favoured	jazz-inspired	styles	over	string-heavy	genres.	

	

	

Film	bands,	recording	technology,	and	diegetic	jazz	performance	

	

When	sound	film	production	was	in	its	earliest	stages,	the	film	trade	press	encouraged	and	

fostered	both	technological	and	musical	literacy	among	its	readership.	Regular	sections	of	the	

Film-Kurier	 dealt	 with	 the	 intricacies	 of	 microphones	 and	 aspects	 of	 music	 recording,	

composition,	and	orchestration.	On	the	weekly	“Film-Musik”	page,	composers	such	as	Werner	

Richard	Heymann	and	Friedrich	Hollaender	commented	on	the	procedures	of	recording	film	

music.	 In	 September	 1930,	 Heymann	 answers	 the	 question	 of	 “How	do	 you	 arrange	 your	

instruments?”,	and	argues	that	sound	film	technology	has	an	impact	on	orchestration.	As	he	

intimates,	“woodwinds	such	as	the	clarinet	are	easy	to	record.	A	bit	more	difficult	are	brass	

instruments,	and	strings	are	extremely	tricky	to	record.”	Consequently,	the	composer	tried	to	

“use	as	few	string	players	as	possible”	in	his	film	music	orchestrations.63	Another	article,	based	

on	an	interview	with	conductor	Dr	Felix	Günther,	stresses	the	advantages	of	small	ensembles	

																																																								
62	Akademie	der	Künste,	Ralph	Benatzky	Archiv,	372.		
63	Anonymous,	“Wie	stellen	Sie	Ihre	Instrumente	auf?”,	Film-Kurier	03/09/1930,	No.	21.		
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for	sound	recording	and	again	mentions	the	difficulty	of	recording	string	sections.64	The	point	

is	further	reinforced	in	the	article	“Das	Jazz	Orchester	im	Tonfilm”	(The	jazz	orchestra	in	sound	

film),	which	also	appeared	in	the	Film-Kurier.	Its	opening	paragraph	reads:	“The	jazz	orchestra	

has	found	its	way	into	sound	film,	alongside	popular	song,	whose	interpreter	it	is.	It	has	been	

seen	and	heard	many	times	since.”65	The	author	continues	arguing	that		

	

the	small	ensemble	has	proven	quite	suitable	and	flexible	with	regards	to	the	demands	of	the	

microphone,	since	instrumentation	and	numbers	of	players	can	be	varied	without	losing	the	

fullness	 of	 sound.	 […]	 The	 jazz	 orchestra	 is	 more	 easily	 adaptable	 than	 a	 full	 orchestra.	

Additionally,	the	development	of	sound	film	operetta	has	necessitated	the	depiction	of	social	

contexts,	in	which	the	glamorous	appearance	of	the	jazz	musician	is	a	welcome	addition	to	the	

film	scene.66		

	

Hock’s	last	point	is	significant	and	ties	in	with	earlier	observations	about	visual	depictions	of	

jazz,	which	immediately	created	a	milieu	capturing	the	essence	of	modern	Berlin,	 its	youth	

and	 velocity.	 Just	 as	 Hock	 insinuated	 in	 1930,	 scenes	 showing	 jazz	 bands	 became	 staple	

features	of	many	early	music	films,	and	contrary	to	his	prognosis	(which	suggests	the	return	

of	 symphony	 orchestras	 to	 the	 screen),	 the	 popularity	 of	 jazz	 band	 imagery	 and	 sound	

remained	stable	throughout	the	next	two	decades.	With	regards	to	genre,	Hock	argues	that	

“real”	 jazz	 in	 sound	 film	 has	 been	 superseded	 by	 “another	 type	 of	 popular	 music,	 the	

Schlager”.	Consequently,	the	“original	character	of	jazz,	as	played	by	Paul	Whiteman	and	Jean	

Wiener”	 is	 rare,	 and	 composers	 are	 now	 required	 to	 marry	 jazz	 idioms	 with	 “melodious	

songs”.67	 This	 quote	 bears	 testimony	 once	 again	 to	 Paul	 Whiteman’s	 reputation	 as	 the	

exponent	of	authentic,	“original”	jazz.		

	

In	September	1930,	the	Film-Kurier	interviewed	composer	and	pianist	Friedrich	Hollaender	on	

the	matter	of	orchestration	and	recording	techniques.	His	account	touches	on	several	of	the	

points	raised	above,	for	example	the	sparing	use	of	violins	and	the	use	of	jazz	techniques:		

																																																								
64	Anonymous	(O.),	“Das	Mikrophon	liebt	nicht	jede	Musik.	Verdopplung	–	die	große	Gefahr”,	Film-Kurier	

09/10/1930,	No.	239.		
65	Fritz	Hock,	“Das	Jazz-Orchester	im	Tonfilm”,	Film-Kurier	18/09/1930,	No.	221.		
66	Ibid.		
67	Ibid.	
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Often	only	one	violin	is	used,	accompanied	by	two	contrapuntal	trumpets	playing	a	delicate	

“hot”	[no	translation]	in	a	slow	fox,	with	a	piano	adding	harmonies.	In	other	words,	a	modern	

composition	similar	to	modern	radio	music.	Music	that	is	suitable	for	microphone	transmission	

and	modern	instrumentation	–	modern	music,	but	not	the	type	only	accessible	to	a	small	circle	

of	connoisseurs,	but	accessible	to	the	great	mass	of	people,	whom	sound	films	are	made	for.68	

	

Modern	German	jazz	music,	played	by	small,	adaptable	ensembles	with	more	wind	and	brass	

instruments	than	strings	became	the	new	standard	 in	film	music	recording.	 In	many	cases,	

existing	dance	bands	were	invited	to	record	film	soundtracks,	or	even	appear	on	screen.	One	

of	 the	 bands	 to	 do	 so	 were	 the	 aforementioned	 Weintraub	 Syncopators	 (or	 short,	

Weintraubs).69	In	1930,	the	band	made	its	debut	recording	for	UFA’s	flagship	production	Der	

blaue	Engel,	with	music	by	 the	band’s	pianist	Friedrich	Hollaender.	 In	 the	same	year,	 they	

appeared	 in	 Die	 zärtlichen	 Verwandten	 (1930).70	 Infused	 with	 musical	 dialogues	 and	

spontaneous	 outbreaks	 of	 musical	 performance,	 this	 film	 is	 very	 close	 to	 the	 musical	

dramaturgy	of	Die	Drei	von	der	Tankstelle	(discussed	in	Chapter	IV).	With	regards	to	the	use	

of	 jazz	 and	 its	 integration	 into	 the	 narrative,	 it	 is	 remarkable.	Not	 only	 do	 the	Weintraub	

Syncopators	provide	the	accompaniment	for	all	songs	performed	throughout	the	film,	in	one	

scene	 they	 become	 actors	 themselves,	 transcending	 their	 previous	 role	 as	 non-diegetic,	

anonymous	and	essentially	“invisible”	musicians.	Arguably,	producer	Richard	Oswald	saw	the	

opportunity	of	exploiting	the	band’s	 fame	by	establishing	 its	 identity	and	name	clearly	on-

screen.	The	film	plot	sees	a	young	couple	inundated	with	visits	of	unwelcome	relatives.	After	

a	 long	 night	 of	 partying,	 one	 member	 of	 the	 family	 arrives	 in	 the	 couple’s	 villa,	 with	 a	

“jazzband”	in	tow.	He	leads	the	Weintraub	Syncopators	–	in	full	swing	–	into	the	house,	waking	

everybody	 else	 up	 in	 the	 process.	 When	 the	 musicians’	 parade	 (trumpet,	 saxophone,	

trombone,	banjo,	bass	drum,	sousaphone,	guitar)	comes	to	a	halt	at	the	young	couple’s	bed,	

the	house	owner	himself	gets	up	to	perform	a	song.	The	band	take	their	positions,	set	down	

																																																								
68	Anonymous	(Ur.),	“Musik	aus	Spiel	und	Requisit:	Friedrich	Holländer	über	Tonfilm-Komposition”,	Film-Kurier	

13/09/1930,	No.	217.		
69	A	list	of	“Berlin’s	bands”	in	sound	film	was	published	in	Film-Kurier	03/10/1930,	No.	234.		
70	Heute	kommt’s	drauf	an	is	considered	lost.	Marko	Paysan	assembled	his	information	on	the	film	from	a	copy	

of	the	picture	magazine	Illustrierter	Film-Kurier	1933,	No.	1946.	See	Paysan,	p.	59.	
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the	drum	labelled	“Weintraub	Syncopators”	in	full	view,	and	perform	“Wenn	heut	Nacht	die	

Jazzband	spielt”	(When	the	jazzband	plays	tonight).71	The	lyrics,	again	complying	with	public	

opinion,	stress	that	jazz	music	and	the	saxophone	in	particular	are	apt	to	put	a	man	in	the	

frame	of	mind,	where	“every	woman	is	dangerous”	to	him.72			

	

Other	bands	that	brought	their	expertise	of	jazz-inspired	popular	music	to	the	screen	were	

the	Dajos	Béla	and	the	Lewis	Ruth	Bands.	The	 latter,	under	 its	 leader	Ludwig	Rüth	(1989	–	

1974),	became	the	most	prolific	film	band	of	the	early	sound	film	period.	Prior	to	working	for	

the	 German	 film	 production,	 the	 band	 had	made	 a	 name	 for	 itself	 in	 Brecht	 and	Weill’s	

Dreigroschenoper,	where	Theo	Mackeben	conducted.	A	much	sought-after	film	composer	of	

the	1930s,	Mackeben	continued	to	work	with	the	Lewis	Ruth	Band,	for	example	in	the	film	

adaptation	of	Dreigroschenoper	(1931),	or	Fünf	von	der	Jazzband	(1932).	Other	credits	include	

Die	Drei	von	der	Tankstelle	(1930),	Der	unsterbliche	Lump	(1930),	Ein	Tango	für	dich	(1930),	

Das	Lied	ist	aus	(1930),	Der	Herr	auf	Bestellung	(1930),	Eine	Nacht	 im	Paradies	 (1932),	and	

Heute	Nacht	eventuell	(1930).73	Occasionally,	the	band	was	featured	visually.	In	the	final	scene	

of	Drei	von	der	Tankstelle,	described	in	detail	in	the	previous	chapter,	the	musicians	are	placed	

prominently	in	the	tableau	and	become	part	of	the	stage	setting.	In	October	1930,	The	Film-

Kurier	ran	a	feature	on	the	Lewis	Ruth	Band,	tying	in	with	the	film	release	of	Die	Lehren	des	

blauen	 Express.	 The	 article	 lists	 all	 thirteen	 musicians	 of	 the	 band	 and	 their	 respective	

instruments	 (among	 them	 are	 saxophone,	 violin,	 clarinet,	 trombone,	 sousaphone,	 drums,	

banjo	and	musical	saw)	and	emphasises	that	“the	versatility	of	the	jazz	musician	makes	a	large	

orchestra	 obsolete.	 Every	 musician	 plays	 several	 instruments	 after	 all,	 and	 they	 all	 have	

rhythm	 running	 through	 their	 blood.”74	 This	 statement	 highlights	 the	 developing	 trend	 of	

using	smaller	bands	with	mainly	wind	and	brass	instruments,	a	percussion	section	and	piano	

in	early	German	sound	film	recording.	It	was	not	exclusively	musical	style	which	qualified	these	

ensembles	as	“jazz	bands”,	but	also	the	instrumentation	associated	with	modern	dance	music.		

	

																																																								
71	Music	by	Willi	Rosen	and	lyrics	by	Ernst	Neubach,	Robert	Gilbert,	Willy	Rosen.		
72	Original	German	lyrics:	“Wenn	heut	Nacht	die	Jazzband	spielt,	kann	ich	für	mein	Herz	nicht	garantieren,	[...]	

Wenn	heut	Nacht	die	Jazzband	spielt,	dann	wird	mir	jede	Frau	gefährlich,	wie	du.”		
73	Filmportal.de,	“Lewis	Ruth	Band”,	accessed	02/07/2017.		
74	Anonymous,	“Lewis	Ruth-Band	mit	Meisel-Musik	im	Kino”,	Film-Kurier	29/10/1930,	No.	256.		
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While	existing	bands	were	hired	in	the	early	years	of	German	music	film	production,	UFA	soon	

realised	that	the	trend	of	popular	music	in	sound	film	was	here	to	stay.	Having	run	a	symphony	

orchestra	for	several	years,	the	company	founded	the	smaller	UFA-Jazzorchester	in	1932.75	

Not	only	did	it	provide	the	music	for	many	UFA	films	of	the	1930s,	it	also	further	aided	the	

expansion	of	the	UFA	group	by	releasing	recordings	of	film	songs.	The	new	demands	of	sound	

film	technology	and	the	strong	bonds	between	the	popular	music	sector	and	film	industry	also	

resulted	in	the	rise	of	film	composers	from	the	ranks	of	popular	dance	bands.	Among	them	

were	pianist	Franz	Grothe	(1908	–	1982),	who	emerged	from	the	Dajos	Béla	band	and	Georg	

Haentzschel	 (1907	 –	 1992),	 who	 had	 played	 with	 Lud	 Gluskin,	Marek	Weber	 and	Mischa	

Spoliansky,	among	others.76		

	

On-screen	performances	of	jazz	music	proliferated	many	music	films	of	the	1930s	and	1940s	

and	were	not	restricted	to	German	musicians,	or	even	musicians	of	any	kind.	Many	actors	

became	 pretend	 jazz	 pianists	 and	 saxophonists,	 such	 as	Willi	 Forst,	 who	 regularly	 played	

composer-pianists	and	other	instrumentalists.	In	one	of	the	most	notable	depictions	of	jazz	

music	in	early	German	music	film,	he	takes	the	role	of	composer	Robert	Ottmar,	who	conducts	

a	 25-strong	 orchestra	 (including	 violins,	 guitar,	 banjo,	 brass	 and	 woodwinds,	 bass,	 piano,	

timpani,	sousaphone)	 in	the	key	scene	of	 Ich	kenn	dich	nicht	und	 liebe	dich	 (1934).	Finally,	

Robert	reveals	his	true	identity	to	his	love	interest	Gloria,	a	spoiled	daughter	of	an	industry	

magnate,	whom	he	has	wooed	in	disguise	as	the	family’s	valet.	Despite	her	feelings	for	Robert,	

Gloria	has	played	with	his,	and	he	is	about	to	take	revenge.	As	Robert	takes	the	podium	at	a	

ball	room	dance,	the	orchestra	intonates	the	film’s	main	love	song	(music	by	Franz	Grothe	and	

lyrics	by	Willy	Dehmel).	At	first,	the	orchestra	plays	the	tune	–	a	gentle	waltz	–	conventionally,	

with	violins	playing	the	main	melody.	We	see	Gloria	smile	lovingly	at	Robert	from	the	dance	

floor.	Then,	however,	Robert	turns	around	and	animates	his	orchestra	to	“jazz	up”	the	tune.	

The	tempo	accelerates	and	the	arrangement	becomes	strongly	syncopated,	with	instrumental	

solo	snippets,	jazz	techniques	such	as	a	clarinet	glissando	and	a	general	sense	of	fervour	and	

spiritedness.	Robert’s	movements,	rather	dancing	than	conducting	at	this	point,	mirror	the	

orchestra’s	energetic	performance.	As	intended	by	Robert,	Gloria	interprets	the	jazz	version	

of	their	love	tune	as	an	assault	on	her	feelings.	Insulted	by	Robert’s	transgression,	she	leaves,	

																																																								
75	Paysan,	p.	57.		
76	See	for	example	Kater,	1992,	p.	5,	p.	27;	Paysan,	p.	58.		
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and	the	couple’s	love	games	enter	another	round.	The	spikiness	and	perceived	unruliness	of	

jazz	is	portrayed	here	as	upsetting	the	order	of	a	romantic	song	and	by	extension,	calling	into	

question	the	couple’s	silent	agreement	of	their	mutual	affection.	Ich	kenn	dich	nicht	und	liebe	

dich	 is	 arguably	 a	 representative	 of	 a	 transitionary	 phase	 between	music	 film	 production	

during	the	Weimar	Republic	and	in	Nazi	Germany.	The	association	with	(Afro-)	American	music	

as	potentially	subversive	has	been	discussed	previously	and	gained	new	strength	under	the	

political	leadership	of	the	Nazi	party.	

	

Diegetic	jazz	band	performances	in	early	German	music	film	further	include	the	1932	film	Ein	

toller	Einfall,	 in	which	a	group	of	women	serenade	young	Willy	Fritsch	on	an	ice	rink	in	the	

wintery	Alps,	singing	Bronislau	Kaper	and	Walter	Jurmann’s	song	“Du	bist	der	Mann,	der	den	

Frauen	gefällt”	(You	are	the	man	the	women	like,	lyrics	by	Fritz	Rotter).	A	short	sequence	at	

the	 beginning	 of	 the	 number	 introduces	 a	 small	 jazz	 combo	 (violin,	 saxophone,	 trumpet,	

piano,	shakers,	drums)	playing	outside	the	grand	hotel,	by	the	rink.	Only	 in	view	for	a	 few	

seconds,	the	presence	of	music	is	logically	explained	for	the	duration	of	the	three	minutes	of	

this	scene.	Whereas	in	Ein	toller	Einfall,	the	diegetic	band	is	used	only	to	complete	the	setting	

of	a	song	and	dance	number,	it	was	certainly	a	much	more	significant	attraction	in	films	such	

as	Ein	Lied,	ein	Kuß,	ein	Mädel	(1932).	Here,	the	women-only	band	“Singing	Colibries”	perform	

the	song	“Sie	will	ja”	(with	music	by	Robert	Stolz	and	lyrics	by	Robert	Gilbert)	in	a	recording	

studio	and	remind	the	viewer	of	the	perceived	connection	of	jazz	and	eroticism.	As	the	young	

co-owner	of	the	company	arrives	and	with	visible	delight	“examines”	the	band,	he	winks	at	

the	instrumentalists,	who	–	one	by	one	–	return	the	favour.	The	young	women	are	shown	to	

play	drums,	shakers,	violin,	saxophone,	banjo,	bass,	sousaphone,	guitar,	trumpet,	clarinet	and	

trombone,	 with	 additional	 saxophones	 placed	 in	 the	 shot	 to	 evoke	 the	 impression	 of	 a	

complete	jazz	band.	Both	the	women’s	proficiency	as	jazz	musicians	as	well	as	their	physique	

seem	to	delight	their	onlooker.	The	camera	doubles	his	gaze	when	filming	the	band’s	bare	

lower	legs	and	bobbing	feet	in	time	with	the	music,	which	was	recorded	not	by	the	actresses	

but	the	Dajos	Béla	band.77	The	erotic	tension	is	furthered	heightened	by	the	risqué	song	lyrics,	

which	use	a	word	play	on	the	expression	“she	wants	it”.	While	film	reviews	did	not	highlight	

																																																								
77	Filmportal.de,	“Ein	Lied,	ein	Kuß,	ein	Mädel”,	accessed	01/07/2017.	
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this	specific	scene,	Der	Film	at	least	generally	praises	“the	liveliness	of	bouncing	rhythms”	in	

Stolz’s	music.78		

	

The	rare	engagement	of	an	all-female	group	that	both	performed	on	screen	and	contributed	

the	audio	recording	was	the	vocal	ensemble	“Singing	Babies”,	which	comprised	at	 least	six	

singers	 as	well	 as	 a	 female	 accompanist.79	 It	 featured	prominently	 in	 the	music	 film	Baby	

(1932),	which	sees	Anny	Ondra	in	the	first	of	her	two	cross-dressing	roles	(the	second	one	is	

Ein	 junger	 Graf,	 1935).	 The	 group	 performs	 several	 times	 throughout	 the	 film,	 most	

importantly	Leo	Leux	and	Willy	Meisel’s	song	“Ich	lieb	dich,	I	love	you,	je	t’aime”,	in	a	scene	

which	sees	the	group	assembled	around	a	piano.	The	“vamping”	piano	style	is	complemented	

by	vocalese	in	the	singing	part.	This	practice,	known	as	scat,	is	defined	in	Grove	Music	as	“a	

technique	of	jazz	singing	in	which	onomatopoetic	or	nonsense	syllables	are	sung	to	improvised	

melodies.”80	Most	 likely,	 as	 J.	Bradford	Robinson	argues,	 scat	originated	 in	mid-1920s	and	

1930s	 jazz	recordings	by	Louis	Armstrong	and	Cab	Calloway	(1907	–	1994),	which	 involved	

“the	 free	 invention	 of	 rhythm,	 melody	 and	 syllables”.81	 It	 can	 be	 assumed	 that	 German	

musicians	picked	up	examples	of	scat	 techniques	 from	American	recordings	of	said	artists.	

While	German	renditions	of	scat	in	film	mostly	follow	the	melody	of	the	song	quite	strictly,	

with	 no	 or	 only	 minimal	 improvisation,	 they	 were	 assumingly	 used	 to	 invoke	 an	 aura	 of	

casualness	 and	 improvisatory	 playfulness	 associated	 with	 jazz	 performance.	 The	 “Singing	

Babies”	were	not	 the	only	ensemble	 to	use	 scat	 in	 the	music	 film	of	 the	Weimar	era,	but	

perhaps	one	the	most	daring	and	“authentic”	in	their	appropriation	of	the	technique.82		

																																																								
78	Haßreiter,	“Ein	Lied,	ein	Kuß,	ein	Mädel”,	Der	Film	16/04/1932,	No.	16.		
79	All-female	vocal	ensembles	and	bands	became	popular	in	American	variety	theatres	in	the	1920s.	See	Kristin	

A.	McGee,	Some	Liked	It	Hot	–	Jazz	Women	in	Film	and	Television	1928	–	1959,	Middletown/Connecticut:	

Wesleyan	University	Press,	2010.	
80	Grove	Music	Online,	“Scat”,	accessed	20/06/2017.	
81	Ibid.			
82	Little	is	known	about	the	ensemble.	In	her	monograph	on	settlements	of	Jewish	Germans	in	Israel,	Katharina	

Hoba	identifies	Jewish	“jazz	singer”	Liselotte	Alexander	(Lilo	Cannon)	as	a	member	of	the	group,	which	toured	

Europe	and	further	afield	as	the	“Singing	Babies	–	Seven	Viennese	Singing	Sisters”.	See	Katharina	Hoba,	

Generation	im	Übergang:	Beheimatunsgprozesse	deutscher	Juden	in	Israel,	Köln:	Böhlau	Verlag,	2016,	p.	361.	

The	Lexikon	verfolgter	Musiker	und	Musikerinnen	der	NS-Zeit	(Encyclopaedia	of	persecuted	musicians	in	Nazi	

Germany)	reprints	an	obituary	originally	printed	in	the	Boston	Globe	in	1987	which	describes	Lilo	Cannon,	as	an	
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Willi	Forst,	despite	not	being	an	expert	musician	(critic	Kurt	London	advised	him	to	“abstain	

from	singing”),	 regularly	 sung	 in	1930s	and	1940s	 films.83	He	also	attempted	a	 scat	 in	 the	

greatly	successful	film	Das	Lied	ist	aus	from	1930.	Due	to	its	unusual	ending,	in	which	the	male	

and	female	protagonists	part	ways,	Michael	Wedel	has	suggested	the	melodrama	as	possible	

genre	denomination.84	Composer	Robert	Stolz	wrote	several	hit	songs	for	the	film	(with	lyrics	

by	Walter	Reisch	and	Armin	Robinson),	among	them	the	foxtrot	“Wenn	das	Wörtchen	wenn	

nicht	 wär”,	 with	 which	 Willy	 serenades	 female	 lead	 Liane	 Haid	 in	 an	 “impromptu	

performance”	at	the	piano:	

	

If	there	was	no	word	“if”		

Doo-doo-doodoo	–	Doodoodoodoo	

I	would	long	be	a	millionaire	

Doo-doo-doodoo	–	Doodoodoodoo	

Every	day	I	could	take	out	money,	a	thousand	franc	from	the	bank	

And	live	like	the	shah	from	Persia,	all	my	life	

Dideldadadada	–	dadadada	

If	there	was	no	word	“if”	

I	would	long	be	a	millionaire	

Wär	ich	schon	längst	ein	Millionär	

Tsch-tsch	–	tsch-tschhh	[…].85	

	

As	evident	 from	the	original	 film	version	as	well	as	 several	 re-recordings	by	contemporary	

dance	bands	and	Forst	himself	(accompanied	by	composer	Robert	Stolz),	the	scat	is	written	

directly	 into	 the	 lyrics.86	 The	 syllables	 used	 in	 the	 film	 performance	 match	 those	 on	 his	

																																																								
“internationally	famous	singer”.	See	www.lexm.universität-hamburg.de,	accessed	20/06/2017;	Anonymous,	“Lilo	

Cannon,	76,	Internationally	Famous	Singer”,	Boston	Globe	11/01/1987.	
83	Kurt	London,	“Der	Herr	auf	Bestellung”,	Der	Film	24/12/1930,	No.	52.		
84	Michael	Wedel,	“Die	Tonfilmoperette	–	Zugpferd	des	Tonfilms”,	in	Mänz	&	Rother,	p.	45.	From	here	on	

referenced	as	Wedel	2007b.		
85	Translation.	Original	in	Appendix.		
86	Printed	copy	of	the	film	song	from	Das	Lied	ist	aus,	Alrobi	Verlag	(1931),	Staatsbibliothek	Berlin,	shelfmark:	

DMS	216753.		
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recording	perfectly.	On	other	recordings,	singers	use	only	the	“doodoo”	variant,	for	example	

the	Dajos	Béla	band	with	singer	Frank	and	the	Marek	Weber	band	with	singer	Leo	Moll.87	The	

film	was	mostly	received	positively,	with	critic	Kurt	London	singling	out	the	scat	song	in	his	

music	review	for	Der	Film:	“Robert	Stolz	wrote	five	Schlager,	the	Lewis	Ruth	Band	played.	The	

best	song	is	the	slow-fox	‘Wenn	das	Wörtchen	wenn	nicht	wär’,	a	jolly,	rhythmically	interesting	

piece	with	plenty	of	witty	ideas,	and	the	promise	of	popularity.”88		

	

When	compared	to	a	specific	American	film	of	the	era,	which	used	jazz	both	as	a	theme	and	

in	diegetic	music	performance,	most	German	examples	seem	rather	tame:	Ernst	Lubitsch’s	

sparklingly	amoral	1931	film	The	Smiling	Lieutenant	 (released	in	Germany	as	Der	 lächelnde	

Leutnant)	adapted	Oscar	Straus’	1907	operetta	Walzertraum,	with	a	new	song	by	Straus	added	

for	a	touch	of	topicality.	Interestingly,	Oscar	Straus	(1870	–	1954)	had	spoken	publically	about	

his	relationship	to	jazz	in	an	interview	with	the	Austrian	magazine	Mein	Film	in	1930,	shortly	

after	he	settled	in	America	and	began	to	work	for	the	film	industry.	In	the	interview,	he	speaks	

about	his	“appreciation	of	jazz”	since	his	arrival	in	America,	but	muses	that	the	“current	jazz	

craze	is	nothing	but	a	craze,	a	temporary	love	affair.”	He	goes	on	to	assert	that	“I	have	never	

written	jazz	music,	and	I	don’t	plan	to	do	so	ever”.89	Only	one	year	later,	he	composed	the	

rather	 outrageous	 song	 “Jazz	 up	 your	 lingerie”	 (lyrics	 by	 Clifford	 Grey)	 for	 The	 Smiling	

Lieutenant.	 Amidst	 the	 nostalgic	 Viennese	 setting,	 the	 song	 provided	 the	 opportunity	 to	

explore	jazz	as	a	signifier	of	modernity,	playfulness,	spontaneity,	sexuality,	and	the	loosening	

of	 societal	 pressures	 and	 decorum.	 In	 what	 Scott	 Eyman	 calls	 “a	 sisterhood-is-powerful”	

moment,	the	street-smart	and	sexually	experienced	Franzi	(Claudette	Colbert)	gives	the	rather	

prim,	blonde	princess	Anna	(Miriam	Hopkins)	some	advice	on	how	to	get	dashing	soldier	Niki’s	

(Maurice	 Chevalier)	 attention.90	 Upon	 inspecting	 the	 princess’s	 uninspiring	 piano	 music	

(“Cloysterbells!”,	“A	Maiden’s	Prayer”)	and	her	outmoded,	ankle-long	undergarment	(“Let	me	

																																																								
87	See	www.youtube.com/watch?v=8SoC_XJj1Cg,	accessed	17/04/2017.		
88	Kurt	London	(L	–	n.),	“Das	Lied	ist	aus	–	Musik	und	Tonübertragung”,	Der	Film	11/10/1930,	No.	41.		
89	Oscar	Straus,	“Europäisch-amerikanische	Filmmusik”,	Mein	Film	05/1930,	Nr.	229.	
90	Eyman,	p.	169.		
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see	 your	 underwear!”),	 Franzi	 sits	 down	 at	 the	 piano,	 playing	 a	 Harlem-stride-style	 piano	

accompaniment,	and	instructs:91	

	

Jazz	up	your	lingerie,	just	like	a	melody	

There’s	music,	where	ev’ry	ribbon	has	a	flowing	rhythm	

Wear	lace	in	harmony,	a	silken	symphony,	

it’s	music,	and	just	the	right	note	for	you!	[…]92	

	

Inspired,	Anna	attempts	to	sing	along	to	the	“snappy	music”	Colbert	has	recommended	as	a	

remedy	for	her	woes.	Her	first	attempt	to	scat	(“tralalalala”)	is	met	with	a	damning	verdict	by	

Colbert	 (“sounds	 like	1850s!”),	but	 the	second	time,	 jumping	up	and	 improvising	vocalese,	

Anna	“gets	it”.	The	analogy	between	clothing	and	jazz	music	does	the	trick,	and	we	see	the	

princess	transformed	into	a	scantily-clad,	smoking	vamp.	She	is	truly	“jazzed	up”,	or	as	the	

Germans	would	have	called	it,	“verjazzt”,	and	naturally,	Niki	can’t	resist	her	any	longer.93	The	

Film-Kurier	 reviewed	 The	 Smiling	 Lieutenant	 enthusiastically	 as	 “a	 thrilling	 evening”	 and	

praised	not	only	Lubitsch’s	directorial	skills	but	also	the	“talented”	cast.	Highlighting	Lubitsch’s	

background	 in	 the	 theatre,	 critic	 Ernst	 Jäger	 describes	 the	 scenes	 between	 Hopkins	 and	

Colbert	as	“Comedia-dell’arte-clou”.94	

	

As	 has	 been	 demonstrated,	 both	 non-diegetic	 and	 diegetic	 performances	 of	 jazz	 became	

regular	 features	 in	many	early	German	sound	films.	The	development	brought	with	 it	new	

demands	on	musicians	to	play	in	front	of	the	camera,	on	actors	to	play	musicians	and	sing	on	

camera,	and	on	composers	to	write	scores	that	were	microphone-friendly.	The	emergence	of	

modern	jazz	music	in	film	was	intricately	linked	to	the	existing	dance	band	scene,	with	several	

of	its	most	eminent	groups	setting	new	standards	in	film	music	recording.	

	

																																																								
91	The	Grove	Music	Online	defines	“stride”	as	“A	solo	jazz	piano	style	that	arose	after	1910,	and	especially	in	the	

1920s,	in	Harlem,	New	York,	and	hence	sometimes	takes	the	name	‘Harlem	school’.	It	is	largely	derived	from	

ragtime,	adapting	ragtime's	left-hand	patterns	to	form	the	distinctive	‘stride	bass’.	[...]”	
92	No	commercial	copies	of	“Jazz	up	your	lingerie”	are	available.	A	scan	of	the	manuscript	was	provided	by	the	

Library	of	Congress,	Washington.		
93	Depending	on	context,	“verjazzt”	could	also	be	used	as	a	derogatory	adjective.		
94	Ernst	Jäger	(E.J.),	“Der	lächelnde	Leutnant”,	Film-Kurier	15/09/1931,	No.	216.		
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(Afro-)	American	dances	in	German	music	film	1929	–	1933		

	

Jazz	performance	in	early	German	music	film	is	often	intricately	linked	to	dance	scenes.	Dance	

serves	 a	 variety	 of	 functions	 in	 these	 contexts.	 Just	 like	 diegetic	 jazz	 performance,	 it	 can	

establish	settings	such	as	backstage	milieus.	It	also	introduces	moods	or	makes	suggestions	

about	a	film	character’s	personality	or	occupation.	In	these	cases,	dance	can	become	a	means	

of	dramatic	expression.	Finally,	in	films	strongly	influenced	by	the	tradition	of	the	stage	revue,	

dance	appears	in	the	form	of	production	numbers,	which	are	divided	from	the	film	narrative	

and	have	no	function	beyond	adding	visual	spectacle.	Revue-inspired	music	films	were	popular	

in	the	first	phase	of	American	sound	film	production	and	returned	to	great	popularity	with	

Warner	Brothers’	Depression	musicals	choreographed	by	Busby	Berkeley.	In	Germany,	music	

films	adopted	elements	 from	revue	 throughout	 its	early	history,	but	did	 so	with	particular	

rigour	in	the	years	from	around	1935	until	the	end	of	the	war.95		

	

Dance	styles	associated	with	jazz	were	perceived	to	be	rooted	in	Afro-American	traditions,	as	

demonstrated	in	Chapter	I.	Even	before	the	emergence	of	sound	film,	the	theme	of	popular	

contemporary	dance	penetrated	film	production,	as	seen	in	the	1926	silent	American	film	Out	

All	Night,	which	was	translated	as	Charleston	ist	Trumpf!	for	the	German	release.96	From	1929	

onwards,	American	dance	styles	began	to	appear	regularly	on	German	screens.	The	foxtrot	

was	well	established	 in	Germany	by	the	early	1920s	and	proliferated	not	only	the	German	

dance	culture	of	the	decade,	but	also	film.97	An	example	of	a	music	film	of	the	era	including	

foxtrot	dancing	is	Ihre	Hoheit	befiehlt	(1931),	where	two	protagonists	are	shown	dancing	to	

																																																								
95	These	will	be	investigated	in	Chapters	VI	and	VII.	
96	The	film	was	a	critical	success,	see	Anonymous	(-g.),	“Charleston	ist	Trumpf!”,	Film-Kurier	11/03/1927,	No.	60.	
97	The	foxtrot	is	claimed	to	have	been	introduced	by	the	famous	American	dance	couple	Irene	and	Vernon	Castle	

in	1914.	According	to	the	Grove	Music	Online,	“the	foxtrot	and	such	ephemeral	dances	as	the	‘horse	trot’,	‘fish	

walk’,	‘turkey	trot’,	‘grizzly	bear’,	‘bunny	hug’	and	other	canters	or	‘trots’	had	their	origins	in	the	one-step,	two-

step	and	syncopated	ragtime	dances	in	the	USA	shortly	after	1910.	The	basis	of	them	was	a	slow	gliding	walk	at	

two	beats	per	step	and	a	fast	trot	at	one	beat	per	step.	The	tempo	varied	between	30	and	40	bars	per	minute,	

and	the	dance	could	be	done	to	almost	any	popular	tune	in	simple	duple	metre	with	regular	four-bar	phrases.”	

See	Grove	Music	Online,	“Foxtrot”,	accessed	05/11/2017.	
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Heymann’s	 foxtrot	 “Bisschen	 dies	 und	 bisschen	 das”.	 Two	 of	 the	 films	 reflecting	 on	 the	

Charleston	craze,	which	had	considerably	faded	by	the	early	1930s,	are	Zwei	Krawatten	(1930)	

and	Der	Herr	auf	Bestellung	(1930).	In	the	latter,	refined	ballroom	dancing	of	a	high	society	

gathering	is	contrasted	with	boisterous	partying	of	a	group	of	servants	and	maids	dancing	the	

Charleston.98	 A	 more	 significant	 number	 of	 films	 in	 the	 first	 sound	 period,	 however,	

incorporate	the	more	topical	tap	dance,	executed	by	both	German/Austrian	actors,	dancers	

and	Afro-American	guest	performers	working	in	Berlin	at	the	time	of	production.	

	

A	remarkable	filmic	depiction	of	black	musicianship	and	dance	is	the	screen	adaptation	of	Paul	

Abrahams	1931	operetta	Die	Blume	von	Hawaii,	which	premiered	in	German	cinema	in	early	

1933	under	the	same	title.	While	its	plot	deviates	significantly	from	the	original	libretto,	the	

film	uses	one	of	the	operetta’s	key	scenes	and	song:	a	blackface	number	called	“Bin	nur	ein	

Jonny”	that	follows	a	similar	principle	to	the	stage	performance	of	the	above-mentioned	Fünf	

von	der	Jazzband.	The	original	director’s	book	of	Blume	von	Hawaii,	which	includes	detailed	

stage	directions,	reveals	that	the	scene	was	conceived	as	a	“show	within	a	show”,	in	which	

the	character	Jim	Boy	–	a	white	American	–	comes	on	stage	with	dark	make-up,	wearing	a	

tailcoat	 and	 top	hat,	 and	 looking	 altogether	 “very	 elegant”.	 The	book	also	 gives	 a	 specific	

reference	for	the	look	of	Jim	Boy:	actor	Al	Jolson,	“whose	speciality	it	is	to	perform	as	a	negro	

on	 American	 stages.”99	 The	 film	 version	 replicates	 the	 scene	 rather	 accurately,	 with	 Fritz	

Fischer	appearing	in	blackface	and	contrasting	white	tailcoat	and	top	hat,	performing	a	song	

and	short	dance	sequence	with	a	group	of	female	dancers	–	also	in	blackface.	The	song	focuses	

on	 the	 aspect	 of	 tantalising	 exoticism	 displayed	 in	 the	 role	 of	 Jonny,	 but	 can	 also	 be	

interpreted	as	a	commentary	on	the	experience	of	“otherness”,	something	Abraham	and	his	

librettists	might	have	been	familiar	with	as	Jewish	artists	working	in	early	1930s	Berlin.	The	

first	verse	and	refrain	capture	both	moods:	

	
Black	face,	curly	hair,	big	saxophone;	

don’t	you	recognise	me	from	the	bar?	

I	live	for	applause,	but	at	the	salon	

or	at	lunch,	they	all	avoid	me	

																																																								
98	In	the	last	part	of	the	scene,	the	film	is	sped	up	to	increase	the	effect	of	uninhibited	and	cheerful	dancing.		
99	Paul	Abraham,	Die	Blume	von	Hawaii,	Operette	in	3	Akten,	Regie	und	Soufflierbuch,	1931,	Doremi	Musikverlag	

Basel,	p.	141.	Staatsbibliothek	Berlin,	shelfmark:	Mus.	Ta	31-1.	
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I	count	for	little,	I’m	not	human,		

only	a	nigger!	

	

I’m	only	a	Jonny,	travelling	the	world	

Singing	for	money,	dancing	for	dough	

Homeland,	I	shall	never	see	you	again	

[…]100	

	

Aside	from	this	rare	example	of	on-screen	blackface	in	German	music	films,	Afro-American	

performers	were	 occasionally	 hired.	Dancer	 Louis	Douglas,	who	 had	 come	 to	 Europe	 as	 a	

dancer	and	choreographer	in	the	early	1900s,	settled	in	Berlin	for	a	short	period	in	the	1930s,	

after	having	appeared	in	La	revue	nègre	in	Paris.101	In	Berlin,	he	danced	in	local	revues	and	

appeared	in	two	German	films,	the	music	film	Einbrecher	(1930)	and	Niemandsland	(1931).102	

To	local	audiences,	he	was	a	well-known	figure	described	by	the	magazine	Musik	und	Theater,	

(where	he	was	pictured	alongside	Josephine	Baker)	as	a	“Berliner	Negerstar”.103	Einbrecher	

boasts	the	most	widely-discussed	jazz	and	tap	dance	scene	of	Weimar	film	repertoire	towards	

the	 end	 of	 the	 film,	 when	 the	 two	 protagonists	 meet	 in	 a	 Parisian	 bar	 to	 rekindle	 their	

romance.104	 The	 depiction	 of	 jazz	 and	Afro-American	 dance	 in	 this	 scene	 resemble	Rudolf	

Sonner’s	aforementioned	account	of	Afro-American	dance.		

	

The	setting	of	the	bar	–	which	was	filmed	in	Berlin’s	“pleasure	palace”	Haus	Vaterland	–	was	

evidently	chosen	to	suggest	authentic	metropolitan	nightlife,	but	it	also	provided	a	suitable	

background	for	the	drama	unfolding	amidst	it.	The	female	lead	character	is	about	to	admit	her	

love	to	a	man	she	believes	to	be	a	criminal	and	is	overcome	with	both	guilt	and	excitement	as	

she	 approaches	 him	 at	 the	 bar.	 The	 entertainment	 is	 provided	 by	 jazz	 clarinettist	 Sidney	

																																																								
100		Ibid.	Original	German	lyrics	in	appendix.		
101	Grove	Music	Online,	“Louis	Douglas”,	accessed	22/06/2017.		
102	Filmportal.de,	“Louis	Douglas”,	accessed	19/01/2018.	
103	Picture	and	caption	in	Musik	und	Theater	09/1928,	p.	9.		
104	Accounts	of	this	scene	include	Rotthaler,	p.	126f.;	Nagl,	p.	177f.;	Judith	Prokasky,	“Jazz,	Jazz,	Jazz”,	in	Mänz	&	

Rother,	p.	100.		
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Bechet	and	his	band,	as	well	as	Louis	Douglas	and	two	unnamed	female	dancers.105	Bechet	

and	his	band,	the	New	Yorkers,	stayed	in	Berlin	in	the	early	1930s,	as	Horst	Lange	intimates,	

and	held	a	regular	engagement	at	the	Haus	Vaterland	as	well	as	appearing	in	stage	revues.106	

The	scene	opens	with	a	clarinet	glissando,	a	musical	siren	of	sort,	and	shows	a	bar	setting	

replete	with	jungle	motifs	(circulating	plush	monkeys,	palm	trees)	and	a	painted	portrait	of	a	

black	man	with	exaggerated	facial	features.	On	stage,	the	band	in	the	background	(in	sparkly	

top	hats	and	tail	coats)	is	joined	by	dancers	doing	a	tap	dance	and	acrobatic	routines	further	

downstage.	The	music	they	dance	to	is	a	jazz	arrangement	of	Friedrich	Hollaender’s	song	“Ich	

lass	 mir	 meinen	 Körper	 Schwarz	 bepinseln”	 (I	 am	 having	 my	 body	 painted	 black),	 which	

celebrates	an	idyllic	and	“outlawed”	(“vogelfrei”)	life	on	the	Fiji	Islands.107	The	performance	

ignites	a	general	frenzy	in	the	bar,	which	is	frequented	by	a	crowd	of	both	black	and	white	

visitors.	Black	men	are	shown	to	be	dancing	in	seeming	abandon.	Quick	cuts	between	both	

black	and	white	faces	beaming	with	ecstatic	joy,	the	dancers’	feet,	the	instrumentalists	and	

the	 circling	monkeys	 support	 the	 notion	 of	 jazz	music	 and	 dance	 stimulating	 joy	 but	 also	

initiating	the	loss	of	any	inhibition	and	decorum.	Jazz	is	essentially	portrayed	as	exotic,	“wild”,	

“uncivilised”	 and	 liberating,	 with	 eccentric	 tap	 dance	 as	 its	 natural	 progression.	 The	

scandalous	 love	 affair	 between	 an	 industrialist’s	 daughter	 and	 the	 assumed	 burglar	 is	

therefore	 aptly	 paralleled	 in	 the	 setting.	While	 Tobias	Nagl’s	 verdict	 on	 this	 jazz	 scene	 as	

adding	 “little	more	 than	vague	urbanity”	 certainly	has	 some	validity,	 the	music	and	dance	

performance	does	arguably	provide	a	necessary	mirror	to	the	narrative	action	and	enhances	

its	effect.108	Contemporary	reviews	from	1930	seem	to	support	Nagl’s	observation	somewhat.	

Both	the	Film-Kurier	and	Der	Film	devote	unusually	large	space	to	the	film’s	music,	but	ignore	

																																																								
105	Horst	Lange	lists	following	musicians	appearing	alongside	Bechet:	Friedrich	Hollaender	(piano),	Harold	M.	

Kirchstein	(banjo),	Dick	Buismann	(tuba),	Willi	MacAllen	(drums).	This	list	is	not	complete.	
106	Lange,	p.	64.	In	Mänz	&	Rother,	a	picture	of	Louis	Douglas	in	the	Hermann	Haller	revue	“Wann	und	wo?”	

from	1927	is	reprinted,	p.	98.		
107	The	song	is	here	performed	by	Joe	Sargent	(not	in	the	picture),	see	Lange,	p.	64.		
108	Nagl,	p.	178.	
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Bechet	 and	 Douglas.109	 Walter	 Kaul’s	 review	 in	 the	 Berliner	 Börsen-Courier	 only	 briefly	

mentions	“scenes	from	a	negro	bar”.110		

	

In	Der	brave	Sünder	(1931),	the	astonishingly	racist	depiction	of	a	female	black	dancer	evokes	

notions	of	blackness	similar	to	Einbrecher,	and	also	convolutes	ideas	about	Africa	and	America.	

The	 film	 satirises	 the	 typical	 German,	 law-abiding,	 philistine	 white	 collar	 worker	 in	 the	

character	of	Pichler,	whose	veil	of	morale	falls	spectacularly	apart	when	–	under	the	influence	

of	alcohol	–	he	encounters	a	dancer	of	colour	at	a	nightclub.111	Her	dance,	which	is	reminiscent	

of	Josephine	Baker’s	early	film	recordings	and	borrows	moves	from	Charleston,	Black	Bottom	

and	tap,	entices	the	innocent	Pichler,	as	do	her	exotic	looks.	She	also	invariably	speaks	English	

with	a	heavy	American	accent.	In	the	morning,	the	dancer	wakes	up	and	instead	of	a	yawn	

produces	a	roar,	to	which	Pichler	replies:	“Africa	is	speaking!”.	

	

Louis	Douglas	appeared	again	in	the	pacifist	screen	drama	Niemandsland	(1931,	with	music	

by	Hanns	Eisler),	this	time	as	a	main	protagonist	–	a	celebrated	dancer	being	summoned	to	

serve	in	World	War	One.	In	a	scene	set	at	a	variety	theatre,	Douglas	performs	a	tap	dance	

routine	on	a	portable	staircase	with	a	small	platform	and	stairs	on	each	side.	Scholars	have	so	

far	ignored	the	possible	significance	of	the	“stair	dance”,	which	arguably	had	some	impact	on	

German	film	dance	both	during	the	Weimar	Republic	and	Nazi	era.	The	routine	was	developed	

and	 introduced	 by	American	 black	 dancer	 Bill	 Robinson	 (1878	 –	 1949)	 in	 1918,	 before	 he	

brought	it	to	huge	acclaim	on	the	Broadway	revue	stage	in	the	late	1920s.112	He	subsequently	

performed	his	signature	dance	(including	exactly	the	same	stair	prop	Douglas	uses)	to	film,	

starting	with	Dixiana	in	1930.113	While	this	film	was	not	released	in	Germany,	film	critics	could	

have	seen	in	the	United	Kingdom	or	America,	and	a	German	film	magazine	at	least	mentioned	

																																																								
109	Ernst	Jäger,	“Einbrecher”,	Film-Kurier	17/12/1930,	No.	297;	Kurt	London,	“Einbrecher”,	Der	Film	20/12/1930,	

No.	51.	
110	Walter	Kaul,	“Einbrecher”,	Berliner-Börsen-Courier	21/12/1930,	No.	595.	
111	Played	by	Rose	Pointdexter.	
112	According	to	Jean	and	Marshall	Stearns,	other	black	dancers,	such	as	Al	Leach	and	King	Rastus	began	doing	

tap	routines	on	stairs	in	the	1880s,	but	Robinson	popularised	the	dance	in	the	1920s	after	appearing	in	the	

Blackbirds	of	1928.	See	Stearns	&	Stearns,	pp.	180ff.;	Grove	Music	Online,	“Bill	Robinson”,	accessed	22/06/2017.		
113	For	a	full	list	of	films	starring	Robinson,	see	Stearns	&	Stearns,	pp.	406	–	427.			
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it.114	 In	 any	 case,	 Douglas’	 performance	 was	 without	 doubt	 inspired	 by	 Robinson,	 who	

appeared	again	in	several	films	to	perform	the	stair	dance,	including	the	two	Shirley	Temple	

vehicles	The	Little	Colonel	(1935)	and	The	Littlest	Rebel	(1935),	the	latter	of	which	was	released	

in	Germany.115	

	

Another	early	music	film	that	seemingly	copies	the	stair	dance	was	the	critically-acclaimed	Die	

Bräutigamswitwe	(1931),	a	film	with	large	portions	of	through-composed	music	and	operetta-

like	declamation	(there	is	even	a	reference	to	The	Merry	Widow	in	its	recit-like	dialogue)	well	

suited	to	operetta	singer	Martha	Eggerth	(1912	–	2013)	in	her	first	film	role.116	The	film	was	

produced	at	 London’s	Elstree	Studios,	where	 the	 film	 team	surrounding	director/producer	

Richard	Eichberg	could	have	possibly	seen	Dixiana	 in	a	cinema.	The	opening	sequence	 in	a	

dance	club	features	a	group	of	Girls,	one	of	whom	performs	the	stair	dance	on	the	stair	cube	

similar	to	that	used	by	Douglas	and	Robinson,	but	wearing	ballet	shoes	and	tap-dancing	on	

pointe.		

	

Just	 like	 in	Bräutigamswitwe,	where	 the	 female	 lead	 is	 a	 dance	Girl,	 tap	 dancing	 and	Girl	

troupes	 in	 film	are	usually	part	of	 a	 stage	milieu.	 This	 is	 the	 case	 for	Willi	 Forst’s	 two	 tap	

dancing	endeavours.	In	Der	Herr	auf	Bestellung	(1930),	advertised	as	a	“musical	burlesque”,	

Forst	portrays	an	eloquent	orator	“for	any	occasion”,	a	man	with	the	anglicised	name	Carry	

Klips,	who	also	has	musical	performance	in	his	repertoire.	We	first	meet	a	miniature	version	

of	 Carry	 as	part	 of	 his	 own	 “living	billboard”	 (see	previous	 chapter),	 tap	dancing	 atop	 the	

lettering	 of	 a	 poster	 to	 Robert	 Stolz’s	music,	 dressed	 in	 top	 hat	 and	 tail	 coat.	 Two	 other	

characters,	a	linguistic	professor	and	prison-guard,	later	dance	an	appropriation	of	the	cake	

walk,	provocative	movements	of	the	hips	included.	The	film	received	mixed	reviews,	with	one	

critic	finding	fault	with	the	“almost	manic	dance	and	song	fury”	dominating	the	film,	while	

Kurt	London	hailed	the	film	as	a	successful	attempt	to	wed	music,	dance	and	narrative	in	a	

meaningful	way	–	an	ambition	shared	by	many	sound	films	of	the	era.	According	to	London’s	

																																																								
114	Anonymous,	“Probleme	des	Breitfilms”,	Film-Kurier	20/03/1930,	No.	69.		
115	Chapter	VII	will	look	at	Robinson’s	stair	dance	and	its	influence	on	German	music	film	in	more	detail.		
116	The	film	was	also	produced	in	an	English-language	version	entitled	Let’s	Love	and	Laugh	on	the	same	set.	The	

Film-Kurier	reviewed	Die	Bräutigamswitwe	very	positively.	See	Anonymous,	“Die	Bräutigamswitwe”,	Film-Kurier	

18/04/1930,	No.	90.		
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evaluation,	 even	 scenes	 without	 musical	 accompaniment	 are	 conceived	 musically	 and	

structured	by	a	distinct	rhythm.117	A	tap	dancing	Willi	Forst	also	features	in	Ein	Tango	für	Dich.	

A	backstage	scene	shows	Forst	with	 two	of	his	colleague	musicians	practising	a	new	song.	

Upon	playing	through	“Du	bist	mein	Maskottchen	gewesen”	(You	used	to	be	my	mascot)	on	

saxophone,	piano	and	banjo,	Forst	jumps	up	to	perform	a	spontaneous	tap	on	a	table,	before	

leaping	 on	 top	 of	 the	 upright	 piano	 to	 conclude	 the	 number.	 This	 tap	 performance	 is	

stylistically	similar,	albeit	on	a	very	modest	scale,	to	what	Fred	Astaire	and	Gene	Kelly	would	

in	later	years	develop	into	virtuosic	routines	using	seemingly	random	props	and	furniture	in			

what	Jane	Feuer	termed	“tinkered”	dances.118	Meticulously	rehearsed	choreographies	amidst	

the	objects	of	everyday	life	were	arguably	designed	to	create	the	impression	of	spontaneity	

and	joy.		

	

	

Influences	from	American-style	stage	revue	and	revue	film	

	

In	the	early	1930s,	these	prop	dances	were	far	from	conventional.	Some	German	films	were	

among	the	pioneers	of	this	device,	including	Der	Herr	auf	Bestellung	and	more	importantly,	

Die	Drei	 von	der	Tankstelle	 (1930),	 in	which	 inanimate	objects	 such	as	 furniture	and	a	 car	

“dance”	themselves	in	the	application	of	early	film	trick	technique.	Somewhat	curiously,	the	

piano	became	a	popular	prop	for	musical	numbers	in	1930s	and	1940s	film.	Most	probably,	

this	 was	 a	 feature	 adopted	 from	 the	 American	 stage	 revue.	 One	 variation	 was	 Paul	

Whiteman’s	orchestra	appearing	atop	an	over-dimensional,	blue	grand	piano	in	King	of	Jazz	

(1930),	 which	 opened	 in	 Germany	 in	 autumn	 of	 that	 year.119	 Pianos,	 both	 as	 life-sized	

instruments	and	giant	props	served	as	orchestra	platforms,	dance	floors	and	decoration	both	

in	American	and	German	films	of	the	era.	German	music	films	of	the	Weimar	Republic	using	

piano	dancing,	in	addition	to	Ein	Tango	für	Dich,	include	Die	vom	Rummelplatz	(1930),	in	which	

																																																								
117	Anonymous,	“Der	Herr	auf	Bestellung”,	Berliner	Börsen-Courier	21/12/1930,	No.	595;	Kurt	London,	“Der	Herr	

auf	Bestellung”,	Der	Film	24/12/1930,	No.	52.		
118	Feuer,	1982,	pp.	3	–	7.	Feuer	uses	this	term	in	reference	to	Claude	Lévi-Strauss’s	concept	of	bricolage,	which	

describes	“a	similar	makeshift	tendency	in	the	cognitive	processes	of	pre-scientific	culture.”	Films	with	

“tinkered”	choreographies	include	Top	Hat	(1935),	Carefree	(1938),	Shall	We	Dance	(1937)	or	On	the	Town	

(1949).		
119	See	for	example	advertisement	in	Der	Film	27/09/1930,	No.	39.		
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Anny	Ondra	dances	on	a	giant	keyboard,	and	Drei	von	der	Tankstelle,	in	which	four	Girls	tap	

dance	on	grand	pianos	arranged	in	a	circle.	Another	outsized	instrument	used	as	a	stage	prop	

is	the	banjo	in	Quick	(1932),	which	almost	completely	fills	the	stage	in	the	film’s	revue	scenes.	

The	stage	revue	and	its	elements	of	dance	proliferate	many	films	of	the	decade.	They	were	

directly	 influenced	 by	 American	 music	 films	 using	 the	 revue	 milieu	 and	 showcased	 their	

dazzling	stage	traditions.		

	

Among	the	most	vivid	revue	films	were	the	1929	film	Gold	Diggers	of	Broadway	(released	in	

Germany	as	Vorhang	auf!	in	1930),	a	film	that	was	based	on	the	1919	play	of	the	same	name	

and	only	survives	in	fragments.120	The	film,	which	was	one	of	the	earliest	German	forays	into	

film	dubbing,	contains	revue	scenes	with	girl	troupes	and	tap	dance	routines.121	The	slightly	

earlier	 Sally	 was	 no	 less	 spectacular,	 with	 the	 Film-Kurier	 summarising	 the	 film	 as	 “a	

conglomerate	of	splendour,	music,	song,	revue-magic,	girl-rhythm	and	eccentric	dance.”	The	

critic	 furthermore	 highlights	 the	 shallowness	 of	 the	 “operetta	 libretto”	 and	 the	 “100%	

harmony”	 created	 by	 the	 “happy	 end”.122	 Already	 by	 early	 1930,	 these	 elements	 were	

understood	to	be	conventionalised	to	some	extent.	An	insightful	article	in	the	Berliner	Börsen-

Courier	links	the	trend	of	stage	milieus	directly	to	American	film:		

	

Not	only	the	American	role	model	and	the	seemingly	never-ending	appeal	of	the	magic	of	the	

stage	milieu	are	the	reasons	why	the	films	of	the	next	season	are	set	in	this	milieu.	Combining	

song	 and	music	 is	most	 natural,	 when	 the	 film	 revolves	 around	 girls	 and	 singers.	 The	 few	

[American]	films	to	come	to	Berlin	despite	patent	difficulties	prove	that	this	trend	has	not	even	

come	to	an	end	in	America	yet.123	

	

In	German	films	also,	backstage	stories	are	common,	as	are	revue	scenes	as	part	of	the	film	

narrative.	Some	films	only	make	short	references	to	revue-inspired	milieu,	such	as	the	tap-

																																																								
120	Gold	Diggers	of	Broadway	was	a	remake	of	the	1923	silent	film	of	the	same	name	and	set	off	a	series	of	

remakes,	Gold	Diggers	of	1933,	Gold	Diggers	of	1935,	Gold	Diggers	of	1937	and	Gold	Diggers	in	Paris	(1938).		
121	Anonymous	(mar.),	“Kulissenmilieu	weiter	bevorzugt”,	Berliner	Börsen-Courier	15/07/1930,	No.	323;	Jason,	

1932,	p.	218;	Illustrierter	Film-Kurier	1930,	No.	1447.	
122	Georg	Herzberg,	“Cilly”,	Film-Kurier	19/03/1930,	No.	68.		
123	Anonymous	(mar.),	“Kulissenmilieu	weiter	bevorzugt”,	Berliner	Börsen-Courier	15/07/1930,	No.	323.		
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dance	 scene	 in	 Drei	 von	 der	 Tankstelle	 (1930),	 whose	 art	 deco	 flavour	 and	 symmetrical	

arrangement	of	the	pianos,	shot	from	above,	already	foreshadows	Busby	Berkeley’s	aesthetic.	

Others	implement	elaborate	revue	scenes	on	lavishly	decorated	stages,	such	as	Quick;	Gitta	

entdeckt	ihr	Herz	or	Ein	Tango	für	Dich.	Typical	features,	such	as	the	Girl	troupe,	or	the	revue	

staircase	appear	frequently.124		

	

Already	in	the	late	silent	film	Saxophon-Susi,	the	revue	milieu	referenced	international	“Girl	

culture”:	It	featured	revue	Girls	and	a	“Mrs	Triller”,	the	head	of	the	“Triller	dance	school”.	The	

name	of	this	fictitious	dance	company	was	obviously	inspired	by	the	Girl	dance	troupe	Tiller	

Girls,	which	was	at	its	peak	of	German	fame	in	1926	–	1928	after	having	appeared	in	a	Haller	

revue	in	1926	and	again	in	1927.125	Another	dance	troupe	called	“Triller	Girls”	appears	in	Zwei	

Herzen	im	Dreivierteltakt	(1930),	and	another	appropriation	are	the	“Miller	Girls”	in	Ein	toller	

Einfall	(1932).	

	

Other	references	to	revue	milieu	appear	prominently	in	Baby	(1932),	its	narrative	revolving	

around	 the	 friendships	 in	 a	 London	 dance	 company,	 and	 featuring	 a	 revue	 film	 finale	

performed	on	a	show	staircase.	A	film	using	a	real	revue	venue	as	its	milieu	was	a	vehicle	for	

star	tenor	Richard	Tauber,	Die	grosse	Attraktion	(1931),	which	was	partly	shot	at	the	famed	

Berlin	variety	theatre	Wintergarten	and	uses	a	backstage	story	complete	with	a	female	singer	

in	 blackface	 and	 the	 dance	 group	 “Jackson	 Girls”.	 Whereas	 early	 American	 music	 films	

capitalised	 uncompromisingly	 on	 the	 revue	 traditions	 of	 Ziegfeld	 and	 his	 competitors	 in	

Hollywood	Revue	of	1929;	Glorifying	the	American	Girl	(1929);	Paramount	on	Parade	(1930,	

and	King	of	Jazz	(1930),	German	films	only	rarely	adopted	the	revue	form	with	the	same	rigour	

–	most	likely	for	reasons	of	limited	budgets.	The	film	most	closely	modelled	on	the	production	

																																																								
124	The	staircase	is	also	a	hallmark	of	the	popular	hotel	milieu	in	German	film.	See	for	example	Marko	Paysan,	pp.	

60ff;	Florian	Seubert,	“Hotel	Aesthetics:	the	White	Horse	Inn	Sound	Films	and	20th-Century	Hotel	Discourse”,	in	

Carolin	Stahrenberg	&	Nils	Grosch	(eds.),	“Im	weißen	Rössl”	–	kulturgeschichtliche	Perspektiven,	Münster:	

Waxmann	Verlag,	2016,	pp.	315	–	330.		
125	The	Berliner	Börsen-Zeitung	reports	in	1928	that	the	Tiller	Girls’	dress	rehearsal	at	the	Haller	Revue	in	August	

1927	caused	a	“traffic	block”	after	the	Tiller	Girls	and	“the	other	300	or	400	dancers	and	chorines”	involved	in	

the	show	were	transported	from	the	venue	to	their	hotels.	Anonymous,	“Waren	die	Tillergirls	ein	

Verkehrshindernis?”,	Berliner	Börsen-Zeitung	02/11/1928,	No.	516.		
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numbers	of	the	stage	revue	was	perhaps	Nur	Du	(1930),	which	featured	some	of	Berlin’s	most	

popular	musicians	and	comedians.	The	Berliner	Börsen-Courier	was	unforgiving,	criticising	the	

production	team	for	copying	a	by-gone	American	trend	and	emulating	Berlin’s	“cosmopolitan”	

revues	poorly.	 Instead	of	“colour,	movement	and	wit”	 the	 film	produces	“yet	another	 few	

Girls,	another	song,	another	dance.”126		

	

A	subtype	of	the	chorus	girl	routine	is	the	rarely-used	water	ballet	of	Gitta	entdeckt	ihr	Herz	

(1932).	 Foreshadowing	 Busby	 Berkeley’s	 choreographies	 once	 again	 (most	 impressively	 in	

Footlight	 Parade),	 a	 group	 of	women	 synchronously	move	 through	 the	water	 arranged	 in	

organically	 moving	 shapes.	 A	 review	 of	 the	 film	 testifies	 to	 the	 continued	 comparison	 of	

German	music	films	to	American	standards.	Remarking	on	operetta	singer	Gitta	Alpar’s	first	

appearance	on	the	screen,	a	critic	remarks	that	“her	[Alpar’s]	facial	features	do	not	match	the	

ideal	of	 the	Girl	 [original	German],”,	 but	 she	 “can	belt	out	 songs	 like	 a	Broadway	 star.”127	

Often,	 chorus	 girls	 are	 also	 minor	 features	 appearing	 as	 part	 of	 dance	 club	 settings	 in	

Bräutigamswitwe	(1931);	Fräulein	falsch	verbunden	(1932);	Ein	bisschen	Liebe	für	Dich	(1932),	

which	also	adds	a	few	men	of	colour	as	compères)	and	Ein	toller	Einfall	(1932)	among	others.	

The	 latter	 two	 also	 boast	 solo	 performances	 by	 one	 of	 the	 best	 European	 tap	 dancer	 in	

German	film,	Hungarian	Rosy	Barsony	(1909	–	1977).		

	

A	last	point	to	address	regards	backstage	settings	is	that	of	their	aspirational	tales.	Film	plots	

of	 the	 early	 sound	 film	 period	 frequently	 revolve	 around	 young,	 underprivileged	women,	

whose	hopes	for	upward	social	mobility	are	focussed	on	a	career	on	the	musical	stage.	In	the	

true	spirit	of	the	American	Dream,	these	women	encounter	extraordinary	strokes	of	luck	and	

ascend,	not	from	rags	to	riches,	but	from	chorus	girl	to	show	star.	The	German	film	industry	

adopted	 the	 subject	 matter	 in	 several	 music	 films	 centring	 on	 the	 struggle	 for	 female	

independence	in	the	entertainment	sector.	Interestingly,	German	films	portray	the	hopes	for	

an	escape	from	poverty	through	a	stage	career	much	more	sceptically	than	American	films,	

which,	by	and	large,	tell	stories	of	female	success.	Arguably,	when	German	films	highlight	the	

pitfalls	of	the	dream	of	stardom,	they	do	so	as	a	critical	reaction	to	American	society	and	its	

values	in	general.	Most	American	early	musicals	to	appear	in	German	did	so	after	the	Wall	

																																																								
126	Anonymous	(F.W.),	“Nur	Du”,	Berliner	Börsen-Courier	07/09/1930,	No.	417.		
127	Anonymous	(-ger.),	“Gitta	entdeckt	ihr	Herz”,	Film-Kurier	06/04/1932,	No.	81.		
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Street	crash	of	1929,	which	must	have	rendered	the	fairy-tale	stories	of,	for	example,	Sally	

rather	cynical.		

	

America	and	American	culture	as	film	subject	

	

While	some	German	films,	such	as	So	ein	Mädel	vergisst	man	nicht	 (1932)	present	a	stage	

career	as	a	source	of	unquestioned	happiness	for	its	female	protagonists,	others	show	the	lure	

of	stardom	as	potentially	dangerous.	In	Viktor	and	Viktoria	(1933),	a	woman	gains	popularity	

posing	as	a	man	performing	a	female	imitation	act.	What	begins	as	her	way	out	of	poverty	

eventually	proves	detrimental	to	her	personal	happiness.	Die	verliebte	Firma	 (1932)	goes	a	

step	further	by	exposing	the	dreams	of	country	girl	Gretel	as	misguided	and	delusionary,	as	

explored	in	Chapter	IV.	Hired	by	a	film	production	company	for	her	beauty,	she	must	soon	

learn	that	“you	need	talent,	good	nerves	and	the	will	to	work	extremely	hard”	to	be	an	actress,	

all	traits	she	evidently	does	not	possess.	The	harsh	realities	of	the	film	industry,	are	even	more	

poignantly	 captured	 in	 Ein	 Blonder	 Traum	 (1932).	 This	 film	makes	 a	 concrete	 connection	

between	Hollywood	and	the	deluded	hopes	of	a	desperately	poor	young	circus	artist.	

	

Ein	 blonder	 Traum	 captures	 the	 ambiguous	 reception	 of	 American	 culture	 and	 society	 in	

Germany	during	the	Weimar	Republic,	and	it	parodies	Germany’s	own	idealised	perception	of	

America	as	the	land	of	limitless	opportunity	and	wealth.128	It	voices	criticism	but	also	endorses	

some	 of	 the	 core	 values	 associated	 with	 modern	 America.	 The	 film	 revolves	 around	

unemployed	 acrobat	 Joujou	 and	her	 friendship	with	 two	window	 cleaners	Willy	 and	Willi.	

Upon	their	first	chance	encounter	on	a	roof	top,	Joujou	confesses	that	she	been	trying	to	track	

down	 a	 dubious	 American	 agent,	 whom	 she	 has	 paid	 her	 last	 earnings	 to	 secure	 an	

engagement	 in	 Hollywood.	 Her	 male	 friends	 realise	 that	 Joujou	 is	 the	 victim	 of	 a	 scam	

targeting	young,	naïve	women	and	their	dreams	of	acting	careers	abroad.	Deflated,	the	girl	

breaks	into	a	song	the	Lichtbildbühne	described	as	“folk-song	like”.129	“Irgendwo	auf	der	Welt”	

(Somewhere	in	the	world)	is	embedded	in	Joujou’s	wish	to	her	escape	to	America.	It	expresses	

																																																								
128	Directed	Paul	Martin	with	a	screenplay	by	Walter	Reisch	and	Billie	Wilder.	Music	by	Werner	Richard	

Heymann,	song	lyrics	by	Robert	Gilbert.		
129	Hans	Wollenberg,	“Ein	blonder	Traum”,	Lichtbildbühne	24/09/1932,	No.	225.	
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a	longing	for	a	place	where	all	sorrows	can	be	forgotten.130	While	Joujou	has	a	clear	idea	of	

where	she	will	find	this	elusive	place	of	happiness	in	the	film	narrative,	the	song	seems	to	use	

deliberately	 vague	 terminology	 of	 place	 and	 time	 to	 depict	 the	 unrealistic	 nature	 of	 her	

professional	aspirations	and	her	hope	for	unfettered	bliss.	“Irgendwo”	ultimately	 is	a	place	

that	does	not	exist.	While	the	cinema	audience	and	Joujou’s	suitors	share	an	insight	into	her	

illusory	plan,	 she	 initially	 fails	 to	 see	 that	her	enthusiasm	 for	America	 is	misguided	by	 the	

plethora	of	Hollywood	tales	of	humble	girls	rising	to	fame.		

	

Three	years	after	the	onset	of	the	Great	Depression	and	the	ensuing	world	economic	crisis,	

America	 had	 lost	 some	 of	 its	 appeal	 as	 the	 imagined	 haven	 of	 prosperity.	 The	 instant	

popularity	and	commercial	 success	of	 the	song	documents	 that	 the	sentiment	of	hope	 for	

better	 times	 captured	 in	 both	 the	 lyrics	 and	 the	melancholic	 lyricism	of	Heymann’s	music	

resonated	with	society	at	large.	In	its	review,	the	Film-Kurier	wrote,	“In	how	many	sound	films	

did	poor	little	girls	encounter	wealth	and	happiness	through	fairy-tale,	lucky	coincidences?	[…]	

[Producer]	Erich	Pommer	asked	himself	that	same	question	and	decided	to	turn	the	tale	on	

its	 head.”131	 Another	 song,	 the	march	 “Einmal	 schaffts	 jeder”	 (Eventually,	 everybody	 will	

succeed),	captures	what	a	film	programme	calls	“the	morale	of	the	film”:	“What	connects	the	

audience	with	the	film’s	protagonists	[…]	is	the	tendency	to	not	expect	happiness	coming	to	

them	by	chance,	but	to	gradually	attain	happiness	by	–	even	when	living	in	humble	conditions	

–	working	for	it.”132	The	idea	expressed	here,	personified	by	the	two	humble,	hard-working,	

happy-go-lucky	window	cleaners,	was	arguably	designed	to	instil	a	sense	of	optimism	among	

crisis-stricken	German	audiences.	In	essence,	however,	the	song	hailed	a	concept	reminiscent	

of	the	American	Dream:	that	of	the	self-made	man.		

	

After	moving	into	an	old	train	carriage	that	she	christens	“Villa	Hollywood”	on	a	field	outside	

Berlin,	 Joujou	 becomes	 increasingly	 aware	 of	Willy’s	 feelings	 for	 her.	While	 in	 secret,	 she	

reciprocates	his	 silent	affection,	 she	stubbornly	pursues	her	plans	 to	become	a	celebrated	

																																																								
130	English	lyrics	in	Appendix.	The	film	was	released	in	an	English	version:	Happy	Ever	After.	The	song	“In	a	year,	

in	a	month,	in	a	year”	was	recorded	in	English	both	by	the	UFA	Jazz	Orchester	(with	Lilian	Harvey)	on	Parlophone	

as	well	as	by	Bert	Ambrose	and	his	orchestra	(with	Sam	Browne)	on	HMV.		
131	Georg	Herzberg,	“Ein	blonder	Traum”,	Film-Kurier	24/09/1932,	No.	226.		
132	Palast-Theater-Magazin,	“Ein	blonder	Traum”,	p.	2,	Bundesarchiv-Filmarchiv,	shelfmark:	FILMSG	1/1739.		



	

	 195	

Hollywood	star.	On	a	sunny	afternoon	however,	she	falls	asleep	in	an	arm	chair.	In	a	skilfully	

produced	montage	sequence,	her	dream	takes	her	to	America.	Accompanied	by	a	score	using	

several	of	the	film’s	musical	themes,	her	train	carriage	 is	set	 in	motion,	drives	through	the	

countryside	before	dipping	into	the	ocean,	where	it	continues	its	journey	until	reappearing	on	

the	water’s	surface.	The	New	York	skyline	comes	in	view,	and	the	music	morphs	into	the	urban	

jazz	sounds	of	modern	America.	As	the	camera	shows	the	Statue	of	Liberty,	the	motif	of	the	

film	song	“Einmal	schaffts	jeder”	merges	with	the	American	anthem,	highlighting	the	song’s	

inherent	“American”	message.	The	next	scene	sees	Joujou	auditioning	at	a	film	studio,	where	

a	 gigantic	 film	producer	 laughs	and	 roars	 fiendishly	 at	her	dance	 skills	 (“Is	 that	 all?”).	 The	

scene’s	implicit	criticism	of	the	assumed	cruelty	of	Hollywood	and	its	casting	mechanisms	is	

commented	on	in	several	reviews.	The	Palast-Theater-Magazin	aptly	referred	to	the	character	

of	 the	 Hollywood	 producer	 as	 a	 “stone-hearted	 US	 film	 giant”	 and	 critic	 Georg	 Herzberg	

remarked	that	in	this	“parody”,	director	Paul	Martin	made	Lilian	Harvey	“dance	for	her	life”.133		

	

In	the	film’s	final	scenes,	Joujou	encounters	a	real	agent	and,	with	tears	in	her	eyes,	tries	her	

best	to	convince	him	of	her	talents.	The	agent	finally	gives	 in	and	hires	her	as	a	“back-row	

chorus	girl	for	some	film	or	other”.	Eventually,	after	Willi	has	made	an	impassioned	speech	

about	the	ruthlessness	of	the	American	film	industry,	Joujou	finally	admits	her	love	for	Willy	

and	decides	to	stay	in	Berlin.	The	lesson	learned	here	is	that	the	mismatch	of	both	Joujou’s	

personality	and	skill	and	the	American	film	industry,	which	is	driven	by	cold	professionalism	

and	competition,	renders	her	aspirations	a	recipe	for	unhappiness.	In	contemporary	press,	the	

specifically	 female	 desire	 to	 achieve	 stardom	 on	 the	 screen	 was	 both	 encouraged	 and	

lampooned.	In	October	1933,	actor	and	cartoonist	Fritz	Melchior	published	a	poem	and	photo	

collage	titled	“Die	Ballade	von	Lieschen	Müllers	Filmtraum”	(The	ballad	of	Lieschen	Müller’s	

film	dream),	which	satirises	a	simple	young	woman’s	hopes	to	 join	the	 leading	men	of	the	

international	film	business.134	

	

Zwei	Krawatten	(1930)	explores	similar	themes	but	places	even	more	emphasis	on	America’s	

greed	 for	money,	obsession	with	business	and	careers,	as	well	as	corruption	and	a	 lack	of	

																																																								
133	Ibid.,	p.	3;	Georg	Herzberg,	“Ein	blonder	Traum”,	Film-Kurier	24/09/1932,	No.	226.		
134	Fritz	Melchior,	“Die	Ballade	von	Lieschen	Müllers	Filmtraum”,	Revue	des	Monats	10/1933.		
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authentic	emotions.	It	was	the	film	version	of	the	1929	Berlin	revue	of	the	same	name,	both	

using	music	by	Mischa	Spoliansky	(lyrics	by	Robert	Gilbert).135	Based	on	a	play	by	Georg	Kaiser,	

the	film	tells	the	story	of	a	seeming	stroke	of	incredible	luck,	when	the	young	penniless	Jean	

(played	by	baritone	Michael	Bohnen)	gets	to	swap	roles	with	a	wealthy	American	man	and	

travel	to	his	new	life	in	the	US.	On	his	trip,	he	realises	that	his	dream	turns	into	a	nightmare	

when	he	discovers	the	true	nature	of	American	high	society.	First,	his	excitement	is	expressed	

in	the	song	“Ich	grüße	dich	Amerika”,	a	song	that	evidently	did	not	appear	in	the	original	stage	

version.136	

	

Hello	USA,	hello	America,		

Until	I	saw	you,	I’d	seen	nothing	at	all	

You	have	an	infectious	rhythm	I	cannot	capture	in	words	

I	greet	you	America,	you	glimmering	world	

Please	be	good	to	me	this	once,	

I	greet	you	America,	this	is	where	I	search	for	happiness		

	

Americans,	Republicans,	all	races	and	people	of	all	nations,	

Europeans,	Asians,	you	all	have	a	new	fatherland	[…]	

	

Hello	USA,	hello	America	

You	have	the	world’s	most	beautiful	women	

The	dollars	flow,	people	spend	big	money	

Over-abundance	and	frittering	away,	

I	give	it	all	to	the	dazzler	

	[…]137	

	

																																																								
135	See	Grosch	&	Stahrenberg,	2014,	p.	193.	The	two	protagonists	of	the	stage	version	were	played	by	Marlene	

Dietrich	and	Hans	Albers.		
136	It	is	not	included	in	the	original	booklet	with	the	show’s	song	lyrics,	available	at	Staatsbibliothek	Berlin,	Zwei	

Krawatten,	Textbuch	der	Gesänge,	1929,	shelfmark:	Ts1633.	The	song	is	also	not	included	in	an	edition	for	piano	

and	voice,	Alrobi,	1929,	Staatsbibliothek	Berlin,	shelfmark:	DMS	215459.	The	song	“Wundervoll,	fabelhaft”	also	

commented	on	a	“typical”	American	theme:	career.	It	appeared	in	both	the	film	and	the	original	stage	version.		
137	Spoliansky’s	song	“Ich	grüße	dich,	Amerika”,	transcribed	from	film.	Original	German	lyrics	in	Appendix.		
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Jean	is	subsequently	faced	with	the	plans	of	a	rich	lady	to	marry	him,	not	for	love,	but	for	the	

status	he	brings.	After	all,	“business	is	business”	[no	translation],	as	she	remarks.	Several	other	

ladies	begin	to	take	an	interest	in	him,	each	trying	to	bribe	him	into	marriage,	offering	large	

sums	of	money.	Marriage,	they	argue	 is	a	“transaction”,	a	“good	 investment”.	Appalled	by	

being	treated	as	a	commodity,	Jean	wishes	himself	back	to	his	humble	life.	Meanwhile,	his	

Berlin	girlfriend	Trude	is	on	the	way	to	America	to	collect	an	unexpected	inheritance.	On	the	

boat,	she	is	advised:	“With	tears	you	get	nowhere	in	America.	All	you	need	is	money,	dollars.”	

Finally,	Jean	and	Trude	reunite	and	turn	their	backs	on	America,	having	learned	that	money	

can	be	a	burden	rather	than	a	guarantor	for	happiness.	The	Film-Kurier	cynically	called	Zwei	

Krawatten	a	“revenge”	on	“God’s	own	country”.138		

	

Another	 film	to	comment	on	similar	 ideas	of	America,	however	much	more	moderate	and	

humorous	in	tone,	was	Ein	bisschen	Liebe	für	Dich,	which	was	based	on	Ludwig	Hirschfeld’s	

1930	stage	play	“Geschäft	mit	Amerika”	(it	was	presented	in	London	one	year	later	as	Business	

with	America).139	A	stock	character	related	to	this	theme	was	that	of	“Dollarmillionär”	(dollar	

millionaire).	Critics	refer	to	film	characters	as	“Dollarmillionäre”	in	reviews	on	Zwei	Krawatten,	

Nie	wieder	Liebe	and	Das	Mädel	aus	USA	(1930),	for	example.140	

	

Other	films	of	the	era	used	symbols	and	semantic	motifs	associated	with	America	and	portray	

American	society	and	its	entertainment	sector	much	more	positively.	One	of	the	first	German	

music	 films,	Liebeswalzer	 (which	 survives	only	 in	 the	English	 version	Love	Waltz),	 revolves	

around	the	American	car	manufacturer	Fould	(surely	an	appropriation	of	Ford)	and	his	son	

Bobby,	who	 encounters	 the	 beautiful	 German	 princess	 of	 Lauenburg	 on	 a	 state	 visit,	 and	

subsequently	swaps	roles	with	an	adventure-hungry	archduke.	American	motifs	permeate	not	

only	the	plot,	but	also	the	music.	When	Bobby	arrives	at	the	Lauenburg	residence,	a	rendition	

of	the	Radetzky	March	is	gently	joined	by	the	sounds	of	a	saxophone,	and	Heymann’s	score	is	

																																																								
138	Hans	Feld,	“Zwei	Krawatten”,	Film-Kurier	17/10/1930,	number	missing.		
139	Anonymous	(ef.),	“Ein	bisschen	Liebe	für	Dich”,	Berliner	Börsen-Courier	04/03/1932,	No.	106;	J.	P.	(John	Peter)	

Wearing,	The	London	Stage	1930	–	1939:	A	Calendar	of	Productions,	Performers	and	Personnel,	Lanham,	

Maryland:	Rowman	&	Littlefield	Education,	2014,	p.	215.		
140	Hans	Feld,	“Zwei	Krawatten”,	Film-Kurier	17/10/1930,	number	missing;	Walter	Betz,	“Nie	wieder	Liebe”,	Der	

Film	01/08/1931,	No.	31;	Poel,	“Das	Mädel	aus	den	U.S.A.”,	Film-Kurier	05/04/1930,	No.	14.		
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peppered	with	 Charleston-inspired	 scoring.141	 Two	 of	 his	 songs	 (which	 survive	 as	 German	

sheet	music)	also	address	stereotypical	depictions	of	American	character	traits.		

	

The	foxtrot	“Bobby”	paints	the	picture	of	the	young	“witty,	hot-headed	type	of	this	modern	

era”,	who	drives	 a	 fast	 car,	 dates	women	and	 spends	his	 time	doing	business	 and	playing	

sports.	Several	American	expressions	are	woven	into	the	lyrics	(“Keep	smiling”,	“business”).142	

The	“OK-Lied”	 satirises	 the	 rationalised	work	processes	associated	with	Frederick	Winslow	

Taylor	and	pokes	fun	at	the	state	of	mind	linked	to	the	expression	and	concept	of	“ok”.		

	

Every	vocation	you	can	think	of		

has	been	professionalised	by	Taylor;	

How	to	dance	to	the	left,		

how	to	blow	up	cash	registers,		

and	how	to	cure	chlorosis	

How	to	pluck	geese,		

how	to	commit	adultery	

There	are	experts	for	all	of	them,	I’m	sure	

Only	one	expert,	I	cannot	find,		

that	who	takes	away	my	sorrows	

Ok,	Ok,	o	if	there	was	a	man	who	did	the	job	

then	everything	would	be	ok	

[…]143	

	

A	critic	called	the	film	“the	wittiest,	most	sparkling	and	entertaining	we	have	seen	–	including	

the	American	films’”.144	A	second	review	describes	the	film	as	“[…]	a	combination	of	waltz	and	

jazz,	of	violins	and	saxophones,	of	the	¾	time	of	yesterday	and	the	exciting	syncopations	of	

today.”145		

	

																																																								
141	Lyrics	by	Robert	Gilbert.	
142	Liebeswalzer	Ufaton	Ausgabe	für	Gesang	und	Klavier,	Copyright	1930,	Archiv	der	Akademie	der	Künste,	

Werner	Richard	Heymann	Archiv	308.		
143	Ibid.	Original	German	lyrics	in	Appendix.		
144	Walter	Betz,	“Liebeswalzer”,	Der	Film	08/02/1930,	No.	6.		
145	Anonymous,	“Liebeswalzer”,	Lichtbildbühne	10/02/1930,	No.	35.		
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A	striking	visual	symbol	recycled	throughout	the	1930s	also	was	that	of	the	American	urban	

skyline,	preferably	lit	up	at	night	and	adorned	with	illuminated	advertising.	Borrowed	from	

the	 American	 revue	 (see	 Chapter	 II),	 this	 device	 was	 popular	 in	 American,	 German	 and	

Austrian	film	of	the	1930s	also.	In	American	film,	it	was	used	famously	in	42nd	Street	(1933),	

but	 previously	 in	 the	 silent	 film	 adaptation	 of	 the	 play	Broadway,	 which	 was	 released	 in	

Germany	also	(1929).	Here,	skyline	decorations	feature	as	elaborate	Girl	costumes.	In	German	

film	of	the	late	Weimar	Republic,	an	emulation	of	the	New	York	skyline	is	used,	for	example,	

in	 the	 first	 scene	of	Nie	wieder	Liebe	 (1931),	where	shots	of	 the	Statue	of	Liberty	and	 the	

Broadway	 at	 night	 are	 accompanied	 by	 the	 American	 anthem	 and	 Charleston	music.	 In	 a	

matter	of	 seconds,	both	 the	 location	and	 the	 time	of	 the	plot	 are	established.	When	UFA	

published	 advertisements	 for	 their	 1930/31	 season,	what	 they	 evidently	 expected	 to	 best	

promote	their	films	was	an	accumulation	of	symbols	associated	with	American	society	and	

culture.	The	preview	of	the	season’s	programme	assembles	caricatures	of	black	jazz	musicians,	

an	attractive	chorus	girl,	a	bon	vivant	with	top	hat	and	tail	coat,	a	cruise	ship,	airplane,	and	

the	depiction	of	a	metropolitan	skyline.146	This	 is	a	strong	testimony	to	the	popularity	and	

strength	of	American	themes	and	musical	idioms	in	German	film	of	the	Weimar	Republic.		

	

	

Conclusion	

	

Since	before	 the	beginning	of	 sound	 film	production	and	 the	 inauguration	of	 the	genre	of	

music	 film,	 the	 overall	 trend	 of	 Cultural	 Americanisation	 after	World	War	 One	 was	 both	

reflected	and	reinforced	on	the	screen.	As	this	chapter	has	demonstrated,	many	music	films	

from	1929	–	1933	to	varying	degrees	adopted	and	disseminated	popular	concepts	of	American	

culture	and	society	by	implementing	visual	and	thematic	motifs	as	well	as	emulating	popular	

(Afro-)	American	music	and	dance	styles	in	its	musical	numbers.	In	doing	so,	these	films	not	

only	simultaneously	responded	to	and	fed	into	the	taste	for	modern	American	culture	among	

the	German	society	of	the	Weimar	Republic,	they	also	assumed	the	role	of	critical	observers.	

The	portrayal	of	modern	urban	American	life	was	reduced	to	a	few	powerful	symbols	in	many	

films	discussed	in	this	chapter,	which	added	little	more	than	an	attractive	veneer	of	American	

flavour.	Other	films	engaged	with	themes	surrounding	American	entertainment	and	society	

																																																								
146	Published	for	example	in	Der	Film	17/05/1930,	No.	20.	
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on	a	deeper	 level.	While	on	 the	one	hand,	 films	portrayed	 themes	 such	as	 social	mobility	

through	hard	work,	 emancipation,	 and	 liberalism	positively,	 other	 aspects	 associated	with	

American	urban	life	were	viewed	less	favourably.	Above	all,	America’s	flourishing	economy	–	

perceived	to	produce	an	inhumane	obsession	with	money	and	commodities	–	was	denounced.	

Overall,	the	engagement	with	modern	America	permeated	a	significant	portions	of	music	films	

of	the	Weimar	Republic.	Oscillating	between	an	admiration	for	modern	American	culture	with	

its	vivacious	sounds	and	sights,	and	the	critique	of	its	“national	traits”,	the	canon	of	German	

music	films	brings	to	the	fore	the	conflicted	perception	of	the	transatlantic	relationship	in	the	

late	Weimar	years.		
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Chapter	VI	

	

“With	astonishing	Americanism”
1
:		

Hollywood’s	significance	for	the	musical	profile	of	German	film	1933	–	1945		

	

	

	

Introduction	

	

Chapter	VI	traces	the	continuous	influence	of	American	culture	on	German	music	films,	which	

transcended	not	only	the	divide	between	the	democratic	system	of	the	Weimar	Republic	and	

the	dictatorship	of	the	“Third	Reich”,	but	which	also	continued	despite	the	increasing	tensions	

between	Nazi	Germany	and	the	United	States.	American	cultural	motifs	such	as	musical	and	

dance	styles	as	well	as	visual	and	narrative	elements	are	among	the	most	pervasive	influences,	

maintaining	their	momentum	in	shaping	German	film	styles	through	the	politically	troubled	

times	of	the	1930s	and	early	to	mid-1940s.	Crucially,	this	part	of	the	dissertation	also	considers	

those	 American	 music	 films	 released	 on	 the	 German	 market	 as	 inspirations,	 models	 and	

hallmarks,	against	which	domestic	products	were	measured	not	only	by	the	industry,	but	by	

critics	and	audiences	as	well.	So	far,	no	close	readings	of	this	relatively	small	canon	of	films	in	

the	 context	 of	 their	 influence	 on	 German	 film	 have	 been	 undertaken.	 The	 comparative	

analysis	of	German	and	American	films	sets	out	to	map	the	receptivity	of	German	directors,	

and	composers,	as	well	as	critics	and	audiences	 to	aspects	of	American	culture.	As	will	be	

shown,	much	of	 the	 critical	 reception	of	American	 films	 and	American-style	German	 films	

continued	 to	oscillate	between	admiration	and	condemnation,	mirroring	 the	Nazi	officials’	

conflicted	 relationship	 with	 modern	 American	 culture.	 After	 a	 brief	 overview	 of	 the	 Nazi	

government’s	most	important	cultural	policies	to	affect	film	production	and	an	exploration	of	

their	relative	effectiveness	and	contradictions,	a	discussion	of	the	role	of	 jazz	and	swing	 in	

Nazi	politics	and	press	follows	and	informs	the	investigation	of	the	engagement	with,	and	use	

of	American	musical	styles	in	Geman	music	film	and	their	respective	reception.	This	chapter	

will	also	address	the	role	of	American	music	films	and	recording	artists	in	disseminating	jazz	

                                                
1
	Anonymous	(dixi),	“Márika”,	Kölner	Stadtanzeiger	13/03/1937,	Filmmuseum	Potsdam,	Marika	Rökk	Nachlass,	
shelfmark:	17/2005/N134.	See	footnote	173.		



	 202	

and	 swing	 styles.	 Throughout,	 the	 analysis	 will	 also	 consider	 self-reflexive	 explorations	 of	

America	as	a	narrative	theme	in	German	music	films.		

	

	

Landmarks	of	Goebbels’	film	politics	

	

The	most	relevant	milestones	of	Goebbels’	film	politics	in	the	context	of	this	research	are	1)	

the	expulsion	of	 Jewish	 staff	 from	 the	 film	 industry,	2)	 the	passing	of	amendments	 to	 the	

Lichtspielgesetz	of	1934,	3)	the	ban	of	critical	film	journalism	in	1936,	and	4)	the	import-stop	

of	American	films	in	1940.	Firstly,	Goebbels’	avid	anti-Semitism	resulted	in	the	exclusion	and	

persecution	of	Jewish	actors,	producers,	composers,	script	writers	and	other	film	staff.	The	

UFA,	 headed	 by	 right-wing	 activist	 Alfred	 Hugenberg,	 was	 first	 to	 implement	 anti-Semitic	

regulations	and	fired	all	Jewish	staff	in	spring	1933.	Arguably	the	most	famous	and	artistically	

devastating	 loss	of	talent	was	UFA’s	producer	Erich	Pommer,	who	had	 led	the	company	to	

international	renown.	Even	before	the	Nazis	came	into	power,	anti-Semitic	stances	in	the	UFA	

caused	concern.	Following	advice	from	general	manager	Ludwig	Klitzsch,	Pommer	asked	for	

party	membership	of	 the	right-wing,	national-conservative	party	DNVP	 in	November	1932,	

which	 was	 declined	 on	 grounds	 of	 his	 Jewish	 background.
2
	 At	 the	 end	 of	 March	 1933,	

Pommer’s	contract	was	ended,	three	weeks	later	he	left	the	country	for	France.
3
	With	regards	

to	music	provision	 in	German	 film,	 the	most	significant	 losses	of	 the	 film	 industry	was	 the	

expulsion	and	subsequent	exile	of	composers	Werner	Richard	Heymann,	Friedrich	Hollaender,	

Bronislau	 Kaper,	 Walter	 Jurmann,	 Paul	 Abraham	 and	 some	 of	 their	 writer	 collaborators,	

among	them	Robert	Liebmann	and	Robert	Gilbert.		

		

Despite	his	regular	attacks	on	America	as	a	“cultural	desert”,	Goebbels	had	no	qualms	about	

indulging	 in	 the	 outputs	 of	 its	 film	 industry	 and	 positively	 ignored	 the	 high	 proportion	 of	

Jewish	 involvement	 in	 their	 production.
4
	 While	 the	 government’s	 anti-Semitic	 position	

motivated	 some	 bans	 on	 American	 films	with	 Jewish	 stars	 and	 even	 forced	 the	 American	

                                                
2	See	correspondences	between	Pommer,	Klitzsch,	and	DNVP	Steglitz	in	Bundesarchiv	Berlin,	shelfmark:	

R109/I5128.	The	DNVP	fused	with	NSDAP	in	1933.		
3	Hardt,	p.	138f.		
4	Quote	from	Goebbels’	diary	entry	from	27/05/1940,	quoted	in	Spieker,	p.	45.		
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company	branches	to	terminate	the	contracts	of	their	Jewish	employers,	the	censorship	board	

and	 Goebbels	 were	 frequently	 inconsistent	 in	 their	 decisions,	 often	 bowing	 to	 economic	

pressures	and	popular	tastes.
5
	Many	films	with	Jewish	contributions	either	slipped	through	

the	net	or	were	tolerated	due	to	pragmatic	reasons.	A	ban	of	all	films	with	Jewish	involvement	

was	simply	unrealistic.	 Ironically,	some	of	 the	Jewish	composers	who	had	fled	Germany	to	

escape	persecution	re-emerged	in	American	films	approved	for	German	release.	Several	films	

with	music	by	Franz	Wachsmann	(now	calling	himself	Waxman)	were	released,	one	of	them	

(Captain	 Courageous,	 1937)	 even	 awarded	 with	 the	 official	 rating	 “künstlerisch	 wertvoll”	

(artistically	valuable).
6
	In	1939,	Waxman	wrote	the	incidental	music	to	the	Eleanor	Powell	film	

Honululu	 (Südseenächte),	which	became	 the	most	popular	American	 film	 in	Germany	 that	

year.
7
	The	music	 for	 the	Marlene	Dietrich	 film	Desire,	 released	 in	1936,	was	composed	by	

emigré	Friedrich	Hollaender,	who	had	collaborated	with	Dietrich	on	her	1930	break-through	

film	Der	blaue	Engel.8	This	volatility	of	German	censorship	sometimes	meddled	with	American	

business	plans.	As	Marcus	 Spieker	 relates,	 Ernst	 Lubitsch’s	operetta	 adaptation	The	Merry	

Widow	 from	1934	was	hoped	 to	ensure	 significant	 gains	 for	MGM,	which	 counted	on	 the	

German	 appetite	 for	 light	 operetta,	 and	 possibly	 also	 taking	 into	 consideration	 Hitler’s	

reported	fondness	of	Lehár’s	work.
9
	The	company	even	recorded	German	song	versions	with	

the	leading	couple	Jeanette	McDonald	and	Maurice	Chevalier.	To	MGM’s	great	surprise	and	

dismay,	the	film	was	not	approved	for	release	in	Germany,	apparently	due	to	the	involvement	

of	Jewish	director	Ernst	Lubitsch,	or	possibly	Chevalier.
10
	Meanwhile,	the	film	press	continued	

to	 present	 Chevalier	 as	 a	 “great”	 “virtuosic”,	 “charming”	 star.
11
	 In	 1936,	 the	 Reich	 film	

chamber	 began	 to	 compile	 “black	 lists”	 of	 actors	 and	 directors	 that	 were	 deemed	

inappropriate	for	German	release.	The	lists	included	Jewish	artists	such	as	Fred	Astaire,	The	

Marx	Brothers,	Al	Jolson,	Ernst	Lubitsch,	Josef	von	Sternberg,	and	Mervyn	le	Roy,	among	many	

                                                
5	Spieker,	p.	66ff.		
6	Jason,	1940,	p.	87.	
7	It	ran	in	German	cinemas	for	69	weeks.	See	Spieker,	p.	359.	
8	Ibid,	p.	69.	
9	Ibid.,	p.	165.		
10	Spieker,	p.	164f.	Spieker	wrongly	assumes	that	Chevalier	was	Jewish.	In	fact,	his	disrepute	in	the	late	1930s	

was	most	likely	based	on	his	marriage	to	Jewish	dancer	Nita	Raya.		
11	Anonymous,	“Der	letzte	Chevalier-Film?”,	Film-Kurier	31/05/1935,	No.	125;	Frank	Maraun	“Menschlichkeit	

und	Natürlichkeit”,	Der	deutsche	Film,	12/1937,	No.	6.		
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other.	Emigrants	also	appeared	on	some	of	 the	 later	 lists,	 for	example	German	stars	Lilian	

Harvey	and	Marlene	Dietrich.
12
	The	“black	list”	interestingly	also	listed	Busby	Berkeley.	The	

famed	 director	 and	 choreographer	 contributed	 the	 elaborate	 finale	 in	 the	 last	 notable	

American	music	film	released	in	Germany	before	the	end	of	the	Second	World	War.	His	work	

on	the	1939	film	Broadway	Serenade	(released	in	Germany	as	Irrwege	der	Liebe	in	1940)	did	

not	 go	 unnoticed,	 but	 was	 tolerated	 by	 the	 film	 chamber,	 as	 the	 original	 censorship	 file	

testifies.
13
	This	was	just	another	example	of	the	discrepancy	between	official	party	lines	and	

practice.	 Other	 influential	 American	 music	 films,	 such	 as	 aforementioned	 major	 Busby	

Berkeley	films	or	RKO’s	musicals	with	Fred	Astaire	(1899	–	1987)	and	Ginger	Rogers	(1911	–	

1995)	 were	 withheld	 from	 public	 release,	 but	 in	 many	 ways	 influenced	 film	 makers	 and	

industry	officials,	who	presumably	had	private	access	to	film	copies	or	saw	them	in	cinemas	

abroad.
14
		

	

In	essence,	the	amendments	to	the	Lichtspielgesetz	in	1934	enabled	the	Nazi	state	to	submit	

the	 film	production	 to	 strict	 state	 control.	 Censorship	was	 vested	 in	 officials	 at	 the	 Berlin	

censorship	board	Filmprüfstelle.
15
	According	to	paragraph	seven	of	the	law,		

	

approval	is	denied	if	the	examination	demonstrates	that	the	film’s	presentation	will	endanger	

vital	state	interests	or	public	order	or	security,	offend	the	National	Socialist,	religious,	moral	

or	artistic	sensibilities,	have	a	brutalising	or	demoralising	effect,	endanger	German	prestige	or	

the	relationship	between	Germany	and	foreign	states.
16
	

	

                                                
12	See	Kathrin	Engel,	Deutsche	Kulturpolitik	im	besetzten	Paris	1940-1944:	Film	und	Theater,	München:	R.	

Oldenbourg	Verlag,	2003,	p.	216;	Spieker,	p.	166f.		
13	Censorship	file	Irrwege	der	Liebe	(Broadway	Serenade),	Film-Prüfstelle,	Prüfnummer	missing,	01/02/1940,	

Bundesarchiv-Filmarchiv,	shelfmark:	R	9346.	Busby	Berkeley	is	listed	as	director	of	the	final	musical	number.	
14	Gassert,	p.	169f.	For	a	complete	list	of	banned	American	films,	see	Spieker,	pp.	344	–	347.	
15	For	more	detailed	information	on	the	Lichtspielgesetz	see	for	example	Drewniak,	p.	24ff.	The	law	was	printed	

in	its	entirety	in	Film-Kurier	10/02/1934,	No.	44.		
16	Original	German	paragraph	is	reprinted	in	Drewniak	p.	25.	Translation	by	O’Brien,	p.	7	



	 205	

When	film	companies	appealed	the	Filmprüfstelle’s	injunction,	the	decision	was	deferred	to	a	

higher	 censorship	 authority	 called	 Filmoberprüfstelle.
17
	 The	 law	 also	 introduced	 the	

Reichsfilmdramaturg,	whose	responsibility	lay	in	scrutinising	film	scripts	and	assessing	their	

suitability	 before	 production	 started.
18
	 Despite	 the	 endeavours	 for	 an	 intricate	 system	 of	

totalitarian	 control,	 the	Ministry	 of	 Propaganda	was,	 as	 Eric	 Rentschler	 summarises	 Klaus	

Kreimeier’s	 argument,	 “not	 a	 smoothly	 running	 apparatus;	 the	 network	 of	 competing	

instances	was	in	fact	so	complex,	that	no	one	really	could	fully	keep	track	of	its	workings.	Even	

when	 the	 system	 functioned	 effectively,	 it	 still	 demonstrated	 much	 irrationalism	 and	

inconsistency.”
19
	Kreimeier	indeed	claims	that	“not	everything,	but	much	was	possible.	The	

possible	was	often	considered	too	risky,	while	the	‘impossible’	was	occasionally	overlooked,	

quietly	tolerated	or	indeed	praised.”
20
			

	

A	 crucial	 moment	 in	 Goebbels’	 gradual	 seizure	 of	 control	 over	 cultural	 production	 and	

reception	was	the	1936	ban	on	“Kunstkritik”	(art	critique),	which	forbade	critical	reviews	and	

promoted	 the	 idea	 of	 exclusively	 descriptive	 accounts	 of	 plays,	 concerts,	 films	 etc.	

(“Kunstbericht”).	As	an	article	on	the	front	cover	of	Lichtbildbühne	reveals,	the	government	

framed	the	ban	as	a	necessary	step	to	“protect”	German	art	against	the	remnants	of	Jewish	

and	Marxist	querulousness	from	the	past.
21
	Despite	the	official	abolishment	of	critique,	film	

magazines	continued	to	review	cinema	at	 least	with	some	critical	rigour.	As	will	be	shown,	

comparisons	 between	 American	 and	 German	 films	 were	 not	 only	 frequent,	 but	 often	

unfavourable	from	a	German	perspective.	The	technological	and	financial	superiority	of	the	

American	film	industry	was	a	source	of	seemingly	endless	fascination,	jealousy	and	contempt	

in	Nazi	Germany.	Many	of	the	accusations	of	uncompromising	commerciality	voiced	during	

the	Weimar	years	continued	to	gather	strength.	Contrastingly,	American	culture	–	its	dances,	

music	 styles,	 films	 and	 film	 stars	 –	 remained	 popular	 topics	 in	 the	 press.	 Popular	 film	

magazines	such	as	Filmwelt,	Revue	des	Monats	or	the	Austrian	Mein	Film	 regularly	printed	

                                                
17	John	Eugene	Harley,	World-Wide	Influences	of	the	Cinema,	Los	Angeles,	University	of	Southern	California	

Press,	1940,	p.	129.		
18	For	more	detailed	information	on	censorship,	see	for	example	Kreimeier,	p.	267ff;	Moeller,	p.	36	ff.;	Drewniak,	

p.	24ff.		
19	Rentschler,	1996a,	p.	9.		
20	Kreimeier,	p.	270.		
21	Anonymous,	“Neues	Verhältnis	zwischen	Presse	und	Film”,	Lichtbildbühne	28/11/1936,	No.	48.		
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American	stars	on	their	covers	and	trade	periodicals	published	regular	features	on	America’s	

film	industry.	Examples	are	the	Film-Kurier’s	series	of	lengthy	articles	on	Hollywood	by	Ernst	

Jäger,	a	 similar	diary-style	series	 in	Der	Film	 called	“Californisches	Tagebuch”,	but	also	 the	

astonishing	weekly	reports	on	new	American	films	in	Lichtbildbühne	(“Das	Ausland	dreht,	das	

Ausland	zeigt”),	and	Film-Kurier	 (“Amerikas	neue	Filme”	and	“Neue	Filme	des	Auslands”).
22
	

Reviews	included	films	that	were	not	approved	for	release	in	Germany,	including	The	Great	

Ziegfeld	 (1936);	The	Big	Broadcast	of	1936;	Anything	Goes	 (1934);	 the	Fred	Astaire/Ginger	

Rogers	films	Top	Hat	(1935);	Follow	the	Fleet	(1936),	and	Swing	Time	(1936);	the	Chevalier	

vehicle	Folies	Bergère	of	Paris	(1935)	and	many	others.23	Other	articles	gave	accounts	on	three	

of	the	most	popular	and	commercially	successful	Busby	Berkeley	films,	none	of	which	were	

ever	 released	 in	Nazi	Germany:	Gold	Diggers	of	1933,	Footlight	Parade	 (1933)	and	Dames	

(1934).
24
	Audiences	could	further	read	about	American	films	in	the	press	reports	of	the	yearly	

international	film	festival	in	Venice.
25
	Throughout	the	1930s	and	early	1940s,	American	films	

played	 a	 significant	 role	 in	Germany’s	 cinematic	 landscape	 and	 those	 approved	 for	 public	

release	were	reviewed	extensively.	Contracts	between	German	branches	of	American	major	

companies	remained	mostly	intact	and	allowed	for	the	regular	release	of	some	of	Hollywood’s	

most	prestigious	productions.		

	

Some	journalistic	writing	on	American	film	and	its	role	for	the	German	market	was	surprisingly	

frank	 and	 critical	 of	 the	 obvious	 efforts	 to	 copy	 Hollywood	 models,	 such	 as	 an	 essay	 by	

                                                
22	Anonymous	(Ernst	Jäger),	“Herbst	in	Hollywood”	(autumn	in	Hollywood)	series,	ran	for	six	Film-Kurier	editions	

in	November	1935.	For	more	details	on	the	Film-Kurier	critics,	including	Ernst	Jäger,	see	Uta-Berg	Ganschow	&	

Wolfgang	Jacobsen	(eds),	Film,	Stadt,	Kino,	Berlin,	Berlin:	Argon	Verlag,	1987,	p.	129;	Rolf	Aurich	&	Wolfgang	

Jacobsen	(eds.),	Ernst	Jäger:	Filmkritiker,	München:	Edition	Text	+	Kritik,	2006.	
23	The	Great	Ziegfeld	(Lichtbildbühne	25/9/1935	No.	225),	The	Big	Broadcast	of	1936	(Ibid.),	Anything	Goes	

(Lichtbildbühne	23/10/1935,	No.	239),	Top	Hat	(Lichtbildbühne	18/09/1935,	No.	219),	Folies	Bergère	of	Paris	

(Film-Kurier	31/05/1935,	No.	125);	Follow	the	Fleet	(Lichtbildbühne	02/01/1936,	No.	1),	the	Marx	Brothers	film	A	

Night	at	the	Opera	(Ibid.);	Swing	Time	(Film-Kurier	15/09/1936,	No.	216).	
24	Chaparall,	“Greta	Garbos	Fahrrad	und	eine	verstaubte	Geschichte”,	Film-Kurier	27/06/1933,	No.	148;	

Chaparall,	“Musik-Superfilm	nach	Hollywood-Rezepten”,	Film-Kurier	30/11/1933,	No.	281;	Anonymous,	

“Amerikas	Mittel-Filme”,	Film-Kurier	15/09/1934,	No.	217.	
25	See	for	example	Fritz	Olimsky,	“Die	besten	Filme	der	Welt”,	Saale-Zeitung	05/09/1936.	Kinemathek,	Olimsky	

Collection,	shelfmark:	4.3	–	89/3[Var],	12,	p.	113;	and	yearly	features	in	Film-Kurier.	
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Hermann	 Gressieker,	 who	 would	 establish	 himself	 as	 an	 esteemed	 critic	 and	 film	

synchronisator	after	the	Second	World	War:		

	

While	the	German	film	 industry	 is	 fighting	 in	close	combat	against	material	and	 intellectual	

issues,	the	American	film	continues	to	bathe	in	its	world	renown.	[…]	The	German	efforts	to	

gain	international	recognition	thankfully	hasn’t	resulted	in	envious	ignorance	of	American	film.	

How	could	you	compete	with	a	rival	without	knowing	him!	How	could	you	‘measure	up	against	

him’,	if	you	don’t	acknowledge	him!	[…]	However,	you	also	shouldn’t	let	yourself	be	blinded,	

or	hypnotised.	This	magazine	has	repeatedly	argued	against	the	blind,	nervous	Americanism,	

that	has	surfaced	here	and	there	 in	German	film,	and	against	 the	attempts	 to	copy	 foreign	

success	 without	 copying	 its	 cause:	 foreign	 accomplishment.	 The	 specifically	 American	

accomplishments	 cannot	 be	 repeated	 in	 Germany,	 because	 they	 came	 into	 being	 under	

specifically	American	circumstances.	American	film,	made	in	Germany	–	that	is	foolish	[…].	One	

must	continue	making	two	arguments:	against	the	stubborn	mimicry,	and	against	the	bigoted	

rejection	of	American	film.	We	cannot	blame	them	for	being	–	American!
26
		

	

Goebbels’	 approach	 was	 decidedly	 less	 balanced.	 He	 perceived	 Hollywood’s	 flagship	

productions	 as	 direct	 role	 models	 he	 recommended	 to	 the	 German	 film	 industry	 for	

emulation.
27
	 He	 not	 only	 wanted	 to	 recreate	 their	 film	 aesthetics	 and	 skill,	 he	 publically	

dreamt	of	surpassing	their	efforts.	The	element	of	competition	became	particularly	apparent	

after	America	had	entered	the	Second	World	War.	In	a	1942	speech,	Goebbels	declared:	“We	

must	give	film	a	task	and	a	mission	in	order	that	we	may	use	it	to	conquer	the	world.	Only	

then	will	we	 also	 overcome	American	 film.	 It	will	 not	 be	 easy	 to	 overcome.	 But	 it	 can	be	

overcome.”
28
	As	political	tensions	between	the	US	and	Germany	grew	in	the	late	1930s,	so	did	

German	agitations	against	American	and	its	cultural	industry.	US	boycotts	of	German	films	and	

other	activities	by	the	Anti-Nazi-League	incited	much	anger	and	triggered	anti-American	press	

campaigns,	which	blamed	Jewish	influences	for	anti-German	sentiments	in	the	US.
29
	Goebbels	

and	Hitler	endeavoured	to	simultaneously	diminish	the	American	influence	and	boost	German	

                                                
26	Hermann	Gressieker:	“Amerikanische	Leistungsprinzipien”,	Der	deutsche	Film	12/1937,	No.	6.		
27	Moeller,	p.	33f.		
28	Speech	for	film	industry	officials	28/02/1942	in	Berlin,	translated	by	Eric	Rentschler,	“The	testament	of	Dr.	

Goebbels”,	Film	History,	Vol.	8,	1996,	No.	3,	p.	318.	From	here	on	referenced	as	Rentschler,	1996b.		
29	Examples	are:	Anonymous	“Die	Anti-Nazi-Liga	in	Hollywood”,	Film-Kurier	31/08/1938,	No.	203;	Curt	Belling,	

“Ein	Blick	in	Amerikas	Filmmetropole”,	Lichtbildbühne	11/04/1939,	No.	84.		
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efforts	by	gradually	phasing	out	the	 import	of	US	films.
30
	After	the	Ministry	of	Propaganda	

(Propagandaministerium)	had	ordered	the	press	to	reduce	coverage	of	American	films	(which	

was	 only	 partially	 observed),	 censorship	 was	 tightened	 with	 more	 scenes	 being	 cut	 until	

import	was	finally	stopped	altogether	in	1940.
31
	The	last	American	music	films	to	be	released	

in	 Germany	 until	 after	 the	 war	 were	 Rose-Marie	 (1939),	 Honululu	 (1939)	 and	 Broadway	

Serenade	(1940),	all	of	which	were	outstanding	commercial	successes.
32
	Privately,	Goebbels	

continued	to	have	access	to	American	films,	and	regularly	invited	film	makers	and	high-ranking	

Nazi	 officials	 to	 screenings,	 for	 “inspiration”	 and	 study	 purposes.	 Some	 American	 films	

withheld	from	public	release	were	also	used	for	troupe	entertainment	and	occasionally,	the	

army	could	enjoy	confiscated	films.
33
	

	

	

Jazz	and	swing	in	Nazi	Germany:	between	defamation,	admiration	and	emulation	

	

The	 frequent	 inconsistencies	 in	 Nazi	 politics	 have	 caused	 lasting	 confusion	 about	 the	

government’s	 political	 stance	 in	 concrete	 matters.	 With	 regards	 to	 popular	 music,	 the	

assumption	of	a	ban	on	jazz	and	jazz	musicians	has	often	been	reinforced.	As	recently	as	2015,	

German	musicologist	 and	 dramaturg	 at	 the	 Komische	 Oper	 Berlin,	 Ulrich	 Lenz,	 made	 the	

flippant	claim	that	with	the	beginning	of	Nazi	rule,	“the	saxophone	was	banned	from	Germany	

for	 good.”
34
	 While,	 presumably,	 Lenz	 used	 his	 remark	 to	 make	 a	 point	 about	 political	

vilification	 and	 the	 persecution	 of	 certain	 musical	 genres	 and	 their	 practitioners,	 his	

generalisation	 is	 testament	 to	 established	misconceptions	 in	 the	 field	 of	 German	 cultural	

history.	In	fact,	the	Nazis	could	never	agree	on	a	unanimous	political	agenda	when	it	came	to	

jazz	as	a	musical	genre	which	had	 long	 infused	–	 to	 the	extent	of	 inextricability	–	German	

popular	music.		

                                                
30	Apart	from	ideological	reasons,	economic	factors	also	played	a	role	in	this	decision.	See	Gassert,	p.	169.	
31	See	for	example	Drewniak,	p.	825	f.;	Spieker	pp.	288	–	300;	Gassert,	p.	169ff;	Hake	p.	137.	In	July	1940,	all	

films	by	RKO,	Warner	Brothers,	Samuel	Goldwyn	were	banned.	Films	by	MGM	and	Paramount	were	banned	a	

few	months	later.		
32	See	Spieker	for	statistics,	p.	359f.		
33	The	American	revue	film	Coney	Island	(1943)	was	confiscated	by	the	German	army	in	Norway	and	later	found	

in	Paris.	Gassert,	p.	172.		
34	Lenz,	p.	67.	
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A	nation-wide	ban	on	 jazz	never	existed	and	persecution	of	 swing	musicians	was	 localised	

(such	as	physical	violence	and	imprisonment	of	the	so-called	“Swing-Jugend”	in	Hamburg).
35
	

As	addressed	in	previous	chapters,	political	defamation	of	jazz	and	all	it	signified	had	started	

in	 the	 Weimar	 Republic,	 aided	 by	 right-wing	 newspapers	 and	 magazines.	 Conservative,	

“völkisch”	 and	 anti-Semitic	 politicians	 such	 as	 Alfred	 Rosenberg,	 who	 co-founded	 the	

“Kampfbund	für	deutsche	Kultur”	for	the	“protection”	of	German	culture,	spearheaded	the	

open	 opposition	 against	 international	 influences.	 Targets	 of	 campaigns	 launched	 by	

Rosenberg,	Wilhelm	Frick	and	Hans	Severus	Ziegler	were	primarily	representatives	of	“cultural	

bolschevism”	 associated	with	 the	 avant-garde	movement,	 and	 “black	 culture”.
36
	With	 the	

assistance	of	his	adviser	Ziegler,	Thuringia’s	secretary	of	the	interior,	Wilhelm	Frick	passed	the	

decree	 “Wider	 die	Negerkultur	 für	 deutsches	Volkstum”	 (against	 negro	 culture	 in	German	

national	tradition)	in	1930.		

	

Two	years	later	the	government	under	Franz	von	Papen	(member	of	the	right-wing	Zentrum	

party)	passed	a	ban	on	black	guest	performers.
37
	In	general,	its	strong	associations	with	the	

Weimar	Republic	and	the	liberties	and	experiments	of	both	popular	and	high-brow	art	made	

jazz	 a	 convenient	 culprit	 for	 the	 dissemination	 of	 “foreign”	 and	 potentially	 subversive	

influences.	 From	 the	 perspective	 of	 National	 Socialist	 ideology,	 jazz	 was	 un-German,	

unmusical,	decadent,	immoral,	uncontrollable,	and	inherently	linked	to	black,	American	and	

Jewish	culture.
38
	Consequently,	the	Reichsmusikkammer	(Reich	music	chamber,	founded	in	

1933)	 prohibited	 foreign-sounding	 band	 names	 in	 1935	 to	 put	 a	 halt	 to	 “Cultural	

Americanisation”	and	denied	Jewish	and	foreign	jazz	musicians	performance	licenses	after	the	

                                                
35	See	for	example	Guido	Fackler,	“Jonny	spielte	doch	auf!	Jazz	im	‘Dritten	Reich’”,	in	Dümling,	p.	36ff.;	Lange,	p.	

90.	For	other	cases	of	persecution	initiated	by	SS	personnel,	see	for	example	Kater,	1992,	p.	46.		
36	Peter	Reichel,	Der	schöne	Schein	des	Dritten	Reiches,	Faszination	und	Gewalt	des	Faschismus,	München:	Carl	

Hanser	Verlag,	1991,	p.	85ff,	p.	347f;	Fackler,	p.	32f.	The	propagandistic	term	“Kulturbolschiwismus”	was	coined	

by	architect	Alexander	von	Senger.		
37	Reichel,	p.	87,	Fackler,	p.	32	–	33.	Astrid	Eichstedt	and	Bernd	Polster	suggests	that	this	ban	affected	Louis	

Armstrong,	who	had	planned	a	guest	performance	in	Germany.	See	Astrid	Eichstedt	&	Bernd	Polster,	Wie	die	

Wilden.	Tänze	auf	der	Höhe	ihrer	Zeit,	Berlin:	Rotbuch	Verlag,	1985,	p.	71.	
38	See	for	example	Kater,	1992,	pp.	31	–	46.	
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installation	of	the	racist	Nuremberg	laws.
39
	In	1935,	the	head	of	broadcasting,	(who	had	been	

appointed	by	Goebbels)	Eugen	Hadamovsky,	announced	a	nationwide	ban	on	broadcasting	

“Niggerjazz”.
40
	Three	years	later	the	exhibition	on	“Entartete	Musik”,	inaugurated	by	Ziegler,	

opened	in	Düsseldorf,	with	exhibits	and	accompanying	essays	maligning	avant-garde	music,	

Jewish	composers	and	their	works	(including	operetta),	and	Afro-American	jazz	performers.	

Furthermore,	 it	 scolded	 publishers	 and	 music	 magazines	 for	 promoting	 “musical	

bolshevism”.
41
	The	exhibition’s	now-iconic	poster	used	the	stock	figure	of	the	black	saxophone	

player	 (addressed	 in	detail	 in	Chapter	 I)	and	conflated	 it	with	 Judaism	by	pinning	a	Star	of	

David	on	the	musician’s	lapel.	

	

Despite	many	examples	of	attempted	obliteration,	jazz	survived,	and	in	some	respects	even	

flourished.	As	Michael	Kater	argues,	Goebbels	was	acutely	aware	of	the	importance	of	light	

entertainment	and	consequently	operated	with	a	carrot-and	stick	principle:	“taking	something	

away	 from	 the	public	 that	he	deemed	unsuitable,	he	 replaced	 it	with	 something	else	as	a	

pacifier.”
42
	 Jazz-inspired	 dance	 music,	 and	 later	 swing,	 remained	 popular	 sounds	 on	 the	

airwaves,	not	least	because	a	commission	assigned	to	sift	out	all	jazz	music	grappled	with	the	

arbitrary	criteria	based	on	which	it	was	to	decide	between	acceptable	German	dance	music	

and	 Afro-American	 idioms.
43
	 The	 task	 was	made	 all	 the	more	 difficult	 by	 the	 problem	 of	

instrumentation.	In	a	press	note,	the	Berliner	Funkstunde	had	highlighted	that	“the	mere	use	

of	instruments	preferred	in	jazz,	such	as	the	saxophone	and	banjo,	do	not	classify	music	as	

jazz.”
44
	Before	America	entered	into	the	Second	World	War,	defamation	campaigns	fashioned	

                                                
39	Fackler,	p.	34f;	Kater,	1992,	p.	37.	As	Lange	shows,	there	were	exceptions.	Herb	Flemming,	a	jazz	trombonist	

previously	playing	with	Sam	Wooding,	performed	in	Berlin	clubs	until	1937	before	returning	to	the	US.	Lange,	p.	

102.	
40	The	law	is	reprinted	in	Konrad	Dussel	&	Edgar	Lersch	(eds.):	Quellen	zur	Programmgeschichte	des	deutschen	

Hörfunks	und	Fernsehens,	Quellensammlung	zur	Kulturgeschichte,	Vol.	24,	Göttingen/Zürich:	Muster	Schmidt	

Verlag,	1999,	p.	134f.	
41	For	a	reprint	of	Ziegler’s	essay	on	“Entartete	Musik”,	see	Dümling,	pp.	162	–	179.		
42	Kater,	1992,	p.	47.		
43	Otto	Fricke,	director	of	Radio	Frankfurt	broadcasted	a	lecture	on	the	criteria	of	recognising	jazz,	using	musical	

example	to	illustrate	his	points.	See	Kater,	1992,	p.	49.		
44	Press	note	by	Berliner	Funkstunde	08/03/1933,	reprinted	in	Dümling,	p.	34.		
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jazz	as	a	negro-Jewish	mongrel	creation,	with	the	Jewish	influence	presented	as	dominant.
45
	

With	America	entering	into	the	Second	World	War	in	December	1941,	polemics	began	to	heap	

scorn	 on	 swing	 and	 jazz	 as	 basically	 American	 inventions	 used	 by	 the	 Allied	 Forces	 as	 a	

“weapon”	to	undermine	European	hegemony.
46
	Several	attempts	by	Goebbels	to	control	the	

proliferation	of	American	jazz	and	instead	cultivate	“German	jazz”	by	founding	state	bands	

such	as	Die	Goldenen	Sieben	and	later	the	Deutsche	Tanz-	und	Unterhaltungsorchester	(in	the	

early	 1940s)	 ultimately	 failed.
47
	 A	 reason	 for	 this	 was	 certainly	 the	 continued	 influx	 of	

American	and	British	records	on	the	German	market	due	to	ongoing	trade	agreements	set	up	

before	1933	and	the	continued	distribution	of	the	British	music	magazine	Melody	Maker.48	

The	records	available	included	the	outstanding	jazz	performers	of	the	time:	Duke	Ellington,	

Louis	 Armstrong,	 Cab	 Calloway,	 Count	 Basie	 and	 Fats	 Waller	 among	 others.
49
	 German	

musicians	 also	 produced	 cover	 recordings,	 such	 as	 Ellington’s	 “Caravan”	 or	 “Solitude”.
50
	

Records	of	the	Jewish	clarinettist	Benny	Goodman	(1909	–	1986)	were	banned	from	shops	in	

spring	 1938,	 but	 the	 government	 could	 hardly	 control	 private	 use	 of	 those	 already	 in	

circulation.	Songs	by	Jewish	composers	(such	as	Irving	Berlin	and	George	Gershwin)	remained	

popular	until	they	were	prohibited	in	various	stages	from	1938	onwards.
51
	In	July	1939,	the	

Reichsmusikkammer	published	a	statement	informing	its	readers	that	all	German	dance	bands	

were	prohibited	to	use	any	 foreign-language	 lyrics	 in	 their	songs.
52
	Despite	an	 increasingly	

                                                
45	Kater,	1992,	p.	32.		
46	Numerous	inflammatory	articles	and	pamphlets	disseminated	this	idea.	Examples	are	Carl	Hannemann’s	“Der	

Jazz	als	Kampfmittel	des	Judentums	und	des	Amerikanismus”,	Musik	in	Jugend	und	Volk,	1943,	transl.	as	“Jazz	as	

a	Weapon	of	Jewry	and	Americanism”,	in	Anson	Rabinbach;	Sander	L.	Gilman;	Lilian	M.	Friedberg	(eds.),	The	

Third	Reich	Sourcebook,	Berkeley:	University	of	California	Press,	2013,	p.	554;	and	an	anonymous	article	on	“Jazz	

as	a	weapon	of	the	secret	service”	in	Der	Artist	21/11/1940,	No.	2866.	
47	Kater,	1992,	p.	127,	p.	168.	
48	Ibid.,	p.	49.	
49	An	advertisement	for	Brunswick	recordings	is	reprinted	in	Das	Podium	03/02/1939,	No.	5;	Duke	Ellington’s	and	

Louis	Armstrong’s	records	were	regularly	listed	in	Der	Tanz,	for	example	Ellington’s	“Solitude”	in	the	editions	

05/1937	or	04/1938.	See	also	Lange,	p.	109.		
50	“Solitude”	recorded	by	Peter	Kreuder,	advertised	in	Der	Tanz	05/1937;	“Caravan”	recorded	by	the	Bar-Trio,	

advertised	in	Der	Tanz	07/1938.	
51	Irving	Berlin’s	music	was	banned	from	September	1938.	In	August	1939,	a	decree	stipulated	that	“the	

performance	of	works	by	all	Jewish	composers”	was	undesireable.	See	Kater,	1992,	p.	45f.		
52	Amtliche	Mitteilungen	der	Reichsmusikkammer,	01/07/1939,	No.	13,	Bundesarchiv,	shelfmark:	R55/20575.		
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restrictive	environment,	rare	guest	performances	by	international	dance	bands,	such	as	the	

Henry	 Hall	 orchestra	 in	 1939	 (who	was	widely	 criticised	 for	 playing	 in	 Nazi	 Germany	 and	

complying	with	the	government’s	requirement	of	not	playing	music	by	Jewish	composers	in	

the	 British	 press)	 aided	 the	 dissemination	 of	modern,	 if	 somewhat	 streamlined,	 big	 band	

music.
53
	 British	 bands	 led	 by	 Jack	 Hylton	 (1892	 –	 1965)	 and	 Harry	 Roy	 (1900	 –	 1971)	

respectively	performed	“Rhapsody	in	Blue”	in	Berlin	as	late	as	1937.
54
	Another	reason	for	the	

continued	existence	of	a	vibrant	jazz	scene	was	the	cleverness	of	German	jazz	musicians	in	

marketing	and	selling	their	products	in	ways	sure	to	evade	possible	censorship.
55
	Lastly,	the	

sheer	scale	on	which	German	popular	music	was	penetrated	by	(Afro-)	American	jazz	influence	

rendered	any	endeavour	to	fully	control	and	curtail	it,	a	mission	impossible.	As	a	published	

remark	by	Herbert	Gerigk	(director	of	the	music	section	in	Rosenberg’s	department	of	cultural	

politics)	 in	 1938	 reveals,	 some	 high-ranking	 Nazi	 officials	 were	 aware	 of	 the	 discrepancy	

between	 the	 ideological	 opposition	 to	 jazz	 and	 its	 practice:	 “On	 Telefunken	 [a	 record	

company],	 Eduard	 Künneke’s	 ‘Tänzerische	 Suite’	 has	 been	 released.	 A	 work	 which	 must	

stimulate	discussion	about	jazz.	Are	there	indeed	two	types	–	one	‘degenerate	–	Negroid’	and	

the	other	still	condoned?”
56
	

	

	

Anti-jazz	campaigns	in	music	magazines	

	

With	public	smear	campaigns	against	jazz,	the	most	extreme	in	tone	were	not	always	the	most	

representative.	 Hans	 Brückner,	 the	 editor	 of	 a	 magazine	 for	 popular	 entertainment,	 Das	

Podium	and	author	of	Musikalisches	Juden-ABC	(Musical	ABC	of	Jews)	was	an	anti-Semitic	and	

racist	fanatic	polemicising	against	Jewish	musicians.
57
	Das	Podium	not	only	agitated	against	

                                                
53	The	British	magazine	Melody	Maker	commented	on	the	hostile	atmosphere	greeting	Henry	Hall	upon	his	

homecoming.	He	was	openly	accused	of	anti-Semitic	and	pro-National	Socialist	attitudes.	Melody	Maker,	quoted	

in	Hans	Brückner,	“Henry	Hall	und	die	streitbare	Monica	Whatley”,	Das	deutsche	Podium	05/05/1939,	No.	18.	
54	Both	performances	were	reviewed	in	“Schallplatten”,	Der	Tanz	02/1937	and	Der	Tanz	08/1937.	
55	Such	as	renaming	American	jazz	standards	with	German	titles.	A	famous	example	is	band	leader	Willi	Stanke,	

who	released	a	version	of	the	Tiger	Rag	under	the	name	“Schwarzer	Panther”	in	1942.	See	Lange,	p.	106.		
56	Herbert	Gerigk,	quoted	in	Joseph	Wulf,	Kultur	im	Dritten	Reich,	Vol.	5	Musik,	Frankfurt	am	Main:	Ullstein,	

1989,	p.	387.		
57	For	more	information	on	Brückner,	see	for	example	Kater,	1992,	pp.	42	–	44.		
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foreign	dance	bands,	whom	its	authors	accused	of	stealing	 jobs	from	German	musicians,	 it	

also	 directly	 targeted	German	 and	 international	musicians,	musical	 styles	 and	 fashionable	

dances.	 In	 numerous	 articles,	 Brückner	 and	 his	 colleagues	 attack	 “hot	 music”,	 which	 is	

construed	 as	 particularly	 “degenerate”	 due	 to	 its	 reliance	 on	 improvisations	 and	

“Clownerien”.
58
	To	author	Ralph	Maria	Siegel’s	great	dismay,	“hot	music”	was	still	nowhere	

near	being	annihilated	in	1939	but	“is	still	heard	in	many	bars”.
59
	The	magazine	also	offered	

fervent	advice	for	instrumentalists	and	band	leaders,	who	were	urged	to	abstain	from	using	

“irritating	farce	and	noise”	and	asked	to	replace	“brass	sirens”	with	the	“cultivated”	sound	of	

the	guitar.
60
	Throughout	most	of	 its	editions,	 the	magazine	blames	the	dominance	of	 jazz-

related	styles	and	dances	both	on	Jewish	and	American	influences,	often	conflating	the	two.	

Black	 musicians	 are	 portrayed	 as	 uncivilised	 but	 apparently	 considered	 less	 immediately	

dangerous.	Two	of	the	main	“issues”	with	jazz	and	swing	regularly	identified	in	Das	Podium	

are	its	alleged	threat	to	German	values	and	art	on	the	one	hand,	and	its	wicked,	uncontrollable	

charms	and	popularity	on	the	other.	Even	Wilhelm	Furtwängler	joined	in	the	request	to	tame	

jazz	music,	while	acknowledging	its	appeal:	“One	should	write	jazz	music,	however	it	should	

be	classical	 jazz,	so	to	speak.	 Instead	of	setting	the	dance	music	of	negro	women	to	music	

[quite	possibly	a	comment	on	Josephine	Baker],	musical	settings	should	emulate	the	sweeping	

movements	of	of	palm	trees.”
61
		

	

From	1933,	Der	Artist	replicates	these	concerns.	Formerly	a	champion	of	jazz	promotion,	the	

publication	history	of	this	magazine	captures	like	no	other	the	inconsistency	and	hypocrisy	of	

the	way	 state-controlled	organs	dealt	with	 jazz.	While	 the	magazine	had	not	 always	been	

entirely	complementary	about	jazz	(above	all	in	the	deriding	columns	by	Dr.	Fritz	Stege),	it	was	

predominantly	supportive	and	considerably	aided	the	fostering	of	a	network	of	jazz	musicians	

on	its	advertising	pages.
62
	

	

                                                
58	See	for	example	Hans	Brückner,	“Ausländische	Ranzmusik	–	ausländische	Orchester”,	Das	Podium	06/01/1939,	

No.	1;	Lucian	Krönlein,	“Was	ein	moderner	Tanzschlagzeuger	wissen	muß”,	Das	Podium	10/02/1939,	No.	6;	

Ralph	Maria	Siegel,	“Wer	schreibt	und	wer	verlangt	Hot-Musik?”,	Das	Podium	20/01/1939,	No.	3.	
59	Ibid.	Ralph	Maria	Siegel	subsequently	became	one	of	the	post-war	era’s	most	prolific	film	music	composers.	
60	Hans	Brückner,	“Der	modern	deutsche	Klang	im	Tanzorchester”,	Das	Podium	17/03/1939,	No.	11.	
61	Anonymous,	Wilhelm	Furtwängler,	“Kreuz	und	quer	durch	die	Musik”,	Der	Artist	23/07/1936,	No.	2640.		
62	Stege	was	a	former	Kampfbund	für	deutsche	Kultur	functionary.	See	Kater,	1992,	p.	33.		
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In	early	1933,	 the	 tone	of	 the	magazine	changed.	 Suddenly,	 jazz	ads	were	printed	next	 to	

articles	deriding	negro	influences	and	foreign	band	names.
63
	Just	as	Das	Podium,	Der	Artist	

published	articles	addressing	the	necessity	of	returning	to	“German”	styles	of	dance	music:	

“The	days	of	dance	bands	rattling	through	American-tinted	hot-choruses	are	over.”
64
	In	April	

1933,	Der	Artist	published	several	long	articles	to	rehabilitate	the	reputation	of	the	saxophone	

and	redefine	it	as	an	integral	part	of	concert	music	after	individual	bans	of	jazz	numbers	on	

broadcast	 had	 caused	 public	 attacks	 on	 the	 instrument	 and	 a	 subsequent	 decline	 in	

instrument	sales.
65
	Just	as	Das	Podium,	the	magazine	struggled	with	a	clear	definition	of	what	

it	 deemed	 unsuitable	 and	 what	 was	 acceptable.	 Often,	 explanations	 remain	 vague	 and	

ambiguous:		

	

The	 term	 ‘negro	music’	 also	 encompasses	 […]	 ‘hot	 playing’.	 This	 wild	 style	 only	 dissuades	

players	 from	 reading	 what’s	 on	 the	 page.	 That	 is	 one	 of	 the	 main	 reasons	 why	 the	

extermination	of	uncultivated	hot	music,	which	tends	to	be	Negro	in	character,	is	called	for.
66
		

	

Rehabilitation	 campaigns	 and	 repeated	 attempts	 at	 defining	 jazz	 are	 testament	 to	 the	

confusion	surrounding	the	genre.	In	1936,	after	foreign	band	names	had	been	prohibited,	all	

ads	appearing	in	Der	Artist	changed	in	style.	Bands	no	longer	advertised	their	musical	offerings	

as	jazz,	but	rather	used	nuanced	expressions	such	as	“rassige	Tanzmusik”	(racy	dance	music),	

“moderne	Tanzmusik”	or	“flotte	Musik”	(lively	music).	The	instruments,	and	presumably	the	

repertoire,	remained	the	same.
67
		

	

The	dawn	of	swing	music	in	Germany	around	the	year	1936	complicated	matters,	for	on	its	

surface,	 its	 larger	big	band	arrangements	 seemed	 smoother	and	more	agreeable	 than	 the	

antics	 of	 “hot”	New	Orleans	 jazz.	 Swing,	 however,	 also	 favoured	 speed	 and	 virtuosic	 solo	

performances	by	musicians	such	as	Benny	Goodman,	or	Count	Basie.	For	the	right-wing	press,	

it	was	the	next	plague:	“Jazz	has	not	quite	died	yet,	and	the	next	 fashionable	sickness	has	

                                                
63	Anonymous,	“Das	Gebot	der	Stunde”,	Der	Artist	07/04/1933,	No.	2468.	
64	Erich	Trapp,	“Für	den	Musiker”,	Der	Artist	21/04/1933,	No.	2470.		
65	Anonymous,	“Der	Musiker”,	Der	Artist	28/04/1933,	No.	2471.	
66	Anonymous	(L.B.R.),	“Hot-	und	Stilmusik”,	Der	Artist	19/05/1933,	No.	2474.		
67	Examples	are	from	Der	Artist	09/07/1936,	No.	2638	and	12/09/1940,	No.	2856.		
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begun.	Freshly	imported	from	beyond	the	big	pond.	The	importers	bet	on	the	ignorance	of	

the	German	people	when	claiming	that	‘swing’	is	‘refined’	jazz.”
68
	

	

American	film	and	its	entanglements	with	the	recording	and	sheet	music	 industry	played	a	

pivotal	role	in	continuously	disseminating	jazz	and	swing	music	to	Germany	and	consolidating	

its	popularity	against	political	currents.	Not	only	did	many	prestigious	productions	bring	the	

songs	 and	musical	 arrangements	 of	 outstanding	 American	 composers	 directly	 to	 German	

cinema	 audiences.	 Both	 international	 and	 domestic	 recordings	 of	 film	 songs	 additionally	

promoted	the	supply	of	jazz-inspired	music.	

	

	

American	music	films	and	their	German	reception	

	

American	 musicals	 were	 among	 the	 most	 popular	 films	 in	 Nazi	 Germany,	 in	 some	 years	

outperforming	German	films	at	the	box	office	by	far.
69
	Sources	of	their	critical	reception	in	

Germany	and	the	way	they	were	advertised	provide	insights	into	their	specific	 influence	as	

well	as	general	trends	in	the	perception	of	America	and	its	musical	cultures.	By	the	time	the	

Nazi	 government	 was	 inaugurated,	 Schlager	 and	 jazz	 instrumentation	 had	 been	 firmly	

established	in	film	composition.	Despite	the	occasional	call	for	more	German	classical	or	folk	

music,	the	German	film	press	remained	largely	supportive	of	modern	idioms	in	popular	music	

films,	both	of	American	and	German	provenance.
70
	

	

In	October	1934,	the	Joan	Crawford	vehicle	Dancing	Lady	(Ich	tanze	nur	für	dich)	opened	in	

Berlin,	running	for	25	weeks.
71
	It	triggered	a	lasting	German	affection	for	both	Crawford	(1904	

–	1977)	and	her	screen	partner	Clark	Gable	(1901	–	1960)	and	also	featured	a	conventional	

backstage	 narrative	 set	 in	 a	 Broadway	 theatre	 with	 rehearsal	 scenes	 and	 tap	 routines	

                                                
68	Anonymous,	“Deutscher	Unterhaltungsmusiker	oder	Swing-Band-Harmonist?”,	Der	Artist	28/10/1936,	No.	

2654.		
69	Spieker,	p.340ff.		
70	Delineation	between	film	operettas,	film	revues	and	musical	comedies	were	often	unclear.	For	a	well-thought-

through	classification	of	film	operettas,	see	Clarke,	2011a,	p.	187.	
71	Spieker,	p.	350.		
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accompanied	by	a	ragtime	piano.
72
	Crucially,	it	was	also	the	screen	debut	of	Fred	Astaire,	who	

is	referred	to	by	his	own	name	in	the	film	narrative	and	was	most	likely	hired	to	add	some	

dance	credibility	to	the	film	(Crawford’s	dancing	skills	were	limited).
73
	In	later	years,	Astaire’s	

Jewish	 background	 was	 most	 probably	 a	 contributing	 factor	 in	 the	 censorship	 of	 all	

Astaire/Rogers	musicals,	however	in	1934,	before	the	government	tightened	their	racial	laws,	

Astaire	was	advertised	as	one	of	the	film’s	main	assets.
74
	While	the	script	was	cliché-packed,	

the	German	film	press	was	convinced	that	“with	regards	to	setting	and	design,	this	film	in	all	

likelihood	 surpasses	 all	 other	 imported	 films.	 The	 turbulent	 effects	 created	 with	 mirrors,	

shadows,	 reflections,	 carousels	 and	 chorus	 girls	 are	 exceedingly	 sensual.”
75
	 The	 film’s	

advertising	campaign	launched	by	the	German	MGM	branch	was	also	deemed	impressive.	The	

company	had	not	only	organised	a	dance	tournament	in	anticipation	of	the	premiere.
76
	It	also	

capitalised	on	the	popularity	of	American-style	entertainment	and	hired	one	of	Berlin’s	most	

renowned	 jazz	 band	 leaders,	 Bernhard	 Etté,	 to	 perform	 in	 the	 foyer	 of	 the	Marmorhaus	

cinema	at	the	night	of	the	premiere.	According	to	one	critic,	Etté	“jazzed	the	box	office	queues	

into	a	good	mood.”
77
	

	

Also	in	1934,	a	Ginger	Rogers	film	opened	in	German	cinemas:	Sitting	Pretty	(Der	tanzende	

Traum).	Both	with	regards	to	choreography	(see	in	the	next	subsection)	as	well	as	music,	it	is	

an	interesting	case.	 Its	songs	by	Harry	Revel,	above	all	“You’re	such	a	Comfort	to	Me”,	are	

arranged	 for	 jazz	 combo	 and	 the	 singer	 Jack	 Oakie	 complements	 his	 singing	 with	 scat	

performances	–	a	style	strongly	associated	with	black-American	jazz	performers.	

	

Other	 American	 films	 also	 promoted	 Tin	 Pan	 Alley	 songs	 in	 Germany,	 notably	 those	 by	

songwriters	 with	 a	 Jewish	 background.	 Irving	 Berlin’s	 “Cheek	 to	 Cheek”	 from	 the	

                                                
72	The	revue	scenes	included	a	sequence	set	in	a	Bavarian	beer	garden,	which	might	have	aided	the	film’s	

positive	reception	in	Germany.		
73	Although	she	had	a	short	dance	sequence	in	an	earlier	film,	Dance	Fool	Dance,	which	had	premiered	in	

German	cinemas	as	Irrwege	des	Lebens	in	1932.	Her	dance	performance	did	not	impress	the	Film-Kurier	critic	

enough	to	comment	on	it.	Anonymous	(-ger.),	“Irrwege	des	Lebens”,	Film-Kurier	27/01/1932,	No.	23.		
74	Advertisement	for	the	film	in	Film-Kurier	13/10/1934,	No.	241.		
75	Georg	Herzberg,	“Ich	tanze	nur	für	dich”,	Der	Film	13/10/1934,	No.	41.		
76	Advertisement	in	Film-Kurier	15/10/1934,	No.	243.		
77	Anonymous	(r.-l.),	“’Ich	tanze	nur	für	dich’	im	Marmorhaus”;	Der	Film	13/10/1934,	No.	41.		
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Astaire/Rogers	musical	Top	Hat	was	available	on	record	despite	a	ban	on	the	film	itself,	and	

was	 even	 advertised	 as	 “a	 Schlager	 from	 the	 Fred	 Astaire	 film	 with	 triumphant	 success	

abroad”.
78
	German	recordings	include	that	of	the	jazz	band	Die	Goldenen	Sieben.	Even	after	

Irving	Berlin	was	added	to	the	index	of	banned	songwriters,	a	note	in	Das	Podium	from	1940	

suggests	that	band	leaders	still	included	Top	Hat	songs	in	their	nightly	performances.
79
	Other	

famous	 songs	 from	 Astaire/Rogers	 films	 were	 also	 available,	 such	 as	 “The	Way	 you	 Look	

Tonight”	by	Jewish-American	songwriter	Jerome	Kern;	“They	Can’t	Take	that	Away	from	Me”	

(George	Gershwin);	“Let’s	Call	 the	Whole	Thing	off”	 (George	Gershwin);	“A	Fine	Romance”	

(Kern)	and	“I’m	Putting	all	My	Eggs	in	One	Basket”	(Irving	Berlin).
80
	

	

Another	case	demonstrating	the	discrepancies	between	official	party	lines	and	practice	is	that	

of	 the	 film	 Happy	 Landing,	 starring	 Norwegian	 figure	 skater	 Sonja	 Henie	 (1912	 –	 1969).	

Released	in	Germany	in	1938	as	Die	Eiskönigin,	this	film	features	an	extensive	scene	with	the	

Raymond	Scott	Quintette,	a	popular	American	swing	band.	In	the	first	part	of	the	sequence,	

the	quintet	itself	is	shown,	performing	the	“War	Dance	for	Wooden	Indians”.
81
	In	a	later	scene,	

a	reprise	of	the	number	accompanies	a	complex	and	skilled	tap	performance	by	the	“Condos	

Brothers”	dressed	in	native	American	costumes.
82
	The	“War	Dance”	boasts	not	only	intricate	

syncopations	and	several	improvisatory	solo	breaks	by	the	various	instrumentalists,	but	the	

musicians	also	explore	extreme	sounds	on	their	respective	instruments.	Most	striking	are	the	

drummer’s	Chinese	tack	head	tom	toms	and	the	saxophonist	and	clarinettist’s	uses	of	timbre	

trills	 for	a	 fluttering	sound.
83
	These	musical	effects,	 the	 track’s	brisk	 tempo,	as	well	as	 the	

                                                
78	“Schallplatten”,	Der	Tanz	03/1936.	Original	quote:	“Ein	Schlager	des	im	Ausland	triumphalen	Fred	Astaire	

Films.”	
79	Anonymous,	“Judenmusik”,	Das	Podium	16/02/1940,	No.	7.	
80	Jerome	Kern	advertised	in	Der	Tanz	01/1937;	Gershwin	and	Kern	advertised	in	Der	Tanz	10/1937,	with	

recordings	by	Harry	Roy	and	Peter	Kreuder;	Berlin	advertised	in	Der	Tanz	12/1936.	
81	The	film	also	featured	Ethel	Merman	singing	“Hot	and	happy”,	a	swing	number	by	Jewish	composers	Samuel	

Pokrass	and	Jack	Yellen.		
82	Frank	Condos	and	his	younger	brother	Nick	were	well	known	on	the	variety	stages.	From	1929	they	performed	

together,	for	example	in	the	1932	Ear	Carroll’s	Vanities.	Their	style	was	complex,	comprising	many	showy	steps	

such	as	“the	Wings”.	For	more	information,	see	Stearns	&	Stearns,	pp.	189	–	196.	
83	Key	trills	or	timbre	trills	is	a	“trilling	of	two	different	fingerings	for	the	same	pitch”	on	woodwind	instruments.	

Elaine	Gould,	Behind	Bars	–	the	Definite	Guide	to	Music	Notation,	London:	Faber	Music,	2011,	p.	255f.		
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drummer’s	acrobatic	tricks	(twirling	his	sticks	while	playing)	render	this	performance	anything	

but	conventional	and	arguably	could	have	been	construed	as	what	the	Nazis	defamed	as	“hot”	

jazz,	 and	 hence	 “degenerate”.	 Indeed,	 Fricke’s	 screening	 commission	 for	 jazz	 music	 (see	

footnote	43)	banned	Raymond	Scott’s	“Christmas	Night	in	Harlem”	from	broadcast	in	1936.
84
	

The	much	more	adventurous	“War	Dance	for	Wooden	Soldiers”	not	only	remained	untouched	

by	censors,	but	attracted	the	attention	of	German	critic	Georg	Herzberg	(Film-Kurier),	who	

praised	both	the	music	and	the	dancers’	“virtuosic	skills	surpassing	anything	similar	we	have	

ever	seen.”
85
		

	

Another	unique	musical	performance	by	one	of	the	most	eminent	jazz	musicians	of	the	era	

was	Duke	Ellington’s	appearance	in	Murder	at	the	Vanities	(Cocktail	für	zwei),	a	musical	thriller	

conceived	 as	 a	 film	 version	 of	 Earl	 Carroll’s	 Broadway	 revues.	 In	 the	 climactic	 production	

number,	a	symphony	orchestra	dressed	in	white	performs	Liszt’s	second	Hungarian	Rhapsody,	

which	 is	 interrupted	 by	 black	 trumpet	 players	 surfacing	 from	 among	 the	 orchestra,	 first	

“disturbing”	 the	 performance	 and	 eventually	 taking	 over	 completely.	 The	 Hungarian	

Rhapsody	turns	into	the	“Ebony	Rhapsody”,	with	Ellington	on	piano	leading	an	all-black	band	

and	a	group	of	black	Charleston	dancers	“infecting”	the	white	court	dancers	to	dance	as	they	

do.
86
	A	crude	joke	finally	concludes	the	number,	when	the	orchestra	conductor	reappears	with	

a	machine	gun	in	his	hand,	putting	a	halt	to	the	frenzy	by	“shooting”	the	entire	party	down.	

Duke	Ellington	and	“his	jazz	orchestra”	were	advertised	as	one	of	the	film’s	main	features	for	

the	 Austrian	 premiere	 in	 February	 1935.
87
	 In	 Germany,	 the	 film	was	 not	 released,	 but	 an	

Ellington	recording	of	“Ebony	Rhapsody”	was.	It	was	even	recommended	in	the	“new	records	

for	dancing”	section	in	Der	Tanz,	June	1936.88	

	

	

	

                                                
84	Kater,	1992,	p.	49.		
85	Georg	Herzberg,	“Die	Eiskönigin”,	Film-Kurier	27/06/1938,	No.	147.		
86	The	Liszt	tune	was	reworked	into	the	“Ebony	Rhapsody”	by	Arthur	Johnston	and	Sam	Coslow.	See	Gabbard,	p.	

171.	
87	Advertisement	in	Mein	Film	22/02/1935,	No.	478.	
88	“Schallplatten”,	Der	Tanz	06/1936.	
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The	legacy	of	the	Broadway	Melody	films		

	

Arguably,	no	other	American	film	had	a	similar	impact	on	German	music	films	as	Broadway	

Melody	of	1936	and	its	sequel	Broadway	Melody	of	1938,	both	starring	tap	dancer	Eleanor	

Powell	(1912	–	1982).
89
	Its	Berlin	premiere	(at	the	Marmorhaus	cinema)	in	February	1936	was	

celebrated	with	a	pre-show	gala	in	the	foyer,	where	“girls	in	fancy	dress”	served	drinks	and	“a	

band	rattled	jazz	music”	for	the	amusement	of	the	well-dressed	audience.
90
	Broadway	Melody	

swiftly	 became	 the	most	 successful	 film	 of	 the	 year	 in	 Germany,	 outperforming	 domestic	

productions	 by	 an	 exceptionally	 large	 margin.
91
	 It	 was	 not	 only	 released	 in	 English	 with	

subtitles	(“einkopierte	deutsche	Titel”),	but	also	in	a	dubbed	German	version	(except	for	the	

songs).
92
	Markus	Spieker	states	a	“record	run”	of	129	days.

93
	However	on	closer	inspection,	

this	 might	 only	 be	 the	 number	 of	 consecutive	 days	 with	 film	 screenings.	 Film	magazines	

reported	screenings	as	late	as	July	1936	and	December	1937.
94
	With	regards	to	dance,	revue	

aesthetic	and	music,	Broadway	Melody	was	to	set	standards	in	German	music	film	production.	

Essentially,	 the	 film	 recreated	 many	 of	 the	 features	 of	 the	 original	 1929	 film,	 combining	

comedy,	 grand	 revue	 numbers,	 virtuosic	 solo	 dance	 performances	 and	 songs.	 It	 did	 so,	

however,	with	much	improved	technology,	more	flexible	integration	of	musical	numbers	and,	

importantly,	a	marketable	star.	Broadway	Melody	propelled	Eleanor	Powell	to	international	

fame	and	once	more	gave	momentum	to	the	backstage	narrative	of	the	humble	country	girl	

rising	to	Broadway	stardom.	Beyond,	Powell’s	depiction	of	the	lead	character	also	created	a	

stock	type	of	the	female	music	film	star	much	copied	in	subsequently-produced	German	films.		

	

Musically,	Broadway	Melody	boasted	at	least	five	songs	by	Nacio	Herb	Brown	that	became	

international	 hits,	 among	 them	 his	 older	 “Broadway	Melody”,	 which	 had	 been	 known	 in	

Germany	 since	1929,	as	well	 as	 the	new	“Lucky	Star”,	 “Sing	before	Breakfast”,	 “Broadway	

                                                
89	Later	sequels	were	not	released	in	Germany.		
90	Anonymous	(S	–	k),	“Broadway	Melodie”,	Film-Kurier	26/02/1936,	No.	48.	
91	Spieker,	p.	341.	
92	See	Anonymous,	“Es	gibt	auch	eine	deutsche	Fassung	von	‘Broadway	Melodie’”,	Film-Kurier	14/07/1936,	No.	

162.	
93	Spieker,	p.	112.	
94	Film-Kurier	14/07/1936,	No.	162,	Der	Film	04/12/1937,	No.	49.	
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Rhythm”	and	“I’ve	got	a	Feelin’	you’re	Foolin’”.
95
	These	songs	subsequently	became	available	

in	music	shops	as	recordings	by	both	American	and	German	jazz	bands	and	dance	orchestras.
96
		

	

Broadway	Melody	of	1936	 played	an	 important	 role	 in	disseminating	 the	 terminology	and	

wider	concept	of	swing	music	and	swing	dance	to	German	audiences.
97
	While	decried	by	right-

wing	publications,	swing	soon	became	a	public	buzz	word.	Again,	the	press	grappled	with	the	

meaning	of	this	American	phenomenon.	Magazines	specialising	in	music	and	dance,	such	as	

Der	Artist	or	Der	Tanz	devoted	much	space	to	explanatory	articles.	Both	magazines	printed	

contributions	 speaking	 of	 their	 authors’	 suspicions	 concerning	 swing,	 but	while	Der	 Artist	

defined	swing	as	another	threat	to	German	culture,	Der	Tanz	was	a	lot	more	curious	about	

the	phenomenon,	and	ultimately	supportive.
98
	An	early	conservative	article	framed	swing	as	

cultivated	hot	music,	thereby	deeming	it	more	acceptable	than	“negro”	hot	music.	The	author	

consequently	recommends	swing	 in	the	style	of	Duke	Ellington	to	dancers.
99
	The	magazine	

swiftly	added	a	swing	column	to	its	“new	records”	section,	cautioning	the	reader,	“it	is	a	fact	

that	Germany’s	attitude	toward	the	swing	style	is	‘wait	and	see’	as	of	yet”.
100

	In	the	case	of	

Broadway	Melody,	audiences	expressed	their	taste	for	a	type	of	music	later	identified	as	swing	

with	extraordinary	footfall,	and	critics	were	generally,	if	not	entirely	unanimously,	impressed.	

The	Film-Kurier	enthusiastically	describes	the	film	as	a		

	

great	kaleidoscope	of	whirling	movement,	visual	and	musical	attractions	with	the	tempo	and	

allure	of	Broadway.	The	film	is	enlivened	by	the	hammering	rhythms	of	modern	jazz	music,	

above	all	in	the	title	song	‘Broadway	Melody’.
101
		

	

                                                
95	Illustrierter	Film-Kurier,	1936,	No.	2452.	Bundesarchiv-Filmarchiv,	shelfmark:	FILMSG	1/1990.	Official	German	

song	titles:	“Broadway	Melodie”,	“Du	sollst	mein	Glücksstern	sein”,	“Sing	schon	am	Morgen”,	“Broadway	

Rhythmus”,	“Ich	werde	nie	das	Gefühl	los”.	
96	German	bands	that	recorded	songs	from	Broadway	Melody	(1936)	include	the	Oskar	Joost	band,	Peter	

Kreuder,	Michael	Jary’s	“chamber	dance	orchestra“	and	Die	Goldenen	Sieben.		
97	See	Chapter	VII	for	more	detail.		
98	See	for	example	articles	in	Der	Artist	15/10/1936,	No.	2652;	22/10/1936,	No.	2653;	03/12/1936,	No.	2659.	
99	Dr.	Carl	Heinz	Petersen,	“‘Swing?’,	Zur	Frage	neuer	Tanzmusik”,	Der	Tanz	12/1936.	
100	“Schallplatten”,	Der	Tanz	11/1936.		
101	Anonymous	(S	–	k),	“Broadway	Melodie”,	Film-Kurier	26/02/1936,	No.	48.		
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The	 critic’s	 verdict	 not	 only	 touches	 on	 the	 fascination	 with	 Broadway	 as	 a	 hub	 of	

entertainment,	but	also	the	appeal	of	“modern	jazz	music”,	which	is	here	publicly	called	just	

that.
102

	While	the	author	recognises	that	the	film	plot	follows	a	somewhat	worn-out	pattern,	

he	 is	 won	 over	 by	 the	 grandeur	 of	 the	 spectacle	 (“illusions	 for	 the	 eyes”)	 and	 “the	

phenomenon,	 the	star	of	 the	 film,	 the	newly-discovered	Eleanor	Powell”.
103
	He	concludes:	

“One	has	to	admire	the	technical	skill	of	the	American	stars.	You	certainly	need	to	have	a	lot	

of	skill	over	there!”
104

		

	

Other	magazines	also	refrained	from	their	former	criticism	of	Hollywood’s	formulaic	approach	

to	 storytelling	 and	 the	 use	 of	 spectacle.	 The	Deutsche	 Familien	 Illustrierte	 professed	 that	

“lavish	revue	scenes	are	indisputably	an	unrivalled	speciality	of	American	directors”,	and	Der	

Film	lauded	the	American	film	industry	for	knowing	“how	to	turn	an	American	fairy	tale,	which	

could	 be	 told	 in	 one	 sentence,	 into	 a	 vibrant,	 entertaining	 film.”
105

	 This	 “revue	 film”,	 the	

magazine’s	 critic	 summarises,	 “is	 a	 mixtum	 compositum	 of	 artistic	 and	 acting	 skills,	 and	

photography	which	only	the	Americans	can	accomplish	by	using	its	never-ceasing	arsenal	of	

human	material	(‘Menschenmaterial’).”
106

	A	further	comment,	which	captures	both	frequent	

criticism	of	the	implausibility	of	America	film	scripts,	and	admiration	for	Hollywood’s	superior	

productions	reads:		

	

[W]e	 have	 repeatedly	 seen	 this	 type	 of	 American	 films,	 which	 speaks	 volumes	 about	 the	

American	film	art	and	its	unattainability	in	Europe:	while	neglecting	the	strict	laws	of	dramatic	

logic,	 yes,	 abandoning	 all	 what	 we	 assume	 to	 know	 about	 film,	 they	 create	 effects	 so	

mesmerising	and	overwhelming,	we	stand	in	awe.
107
		

	

                                                
102	Ibid.		
103	Ibid.		
104	Ibid.		
105	Deutsche	Familien	Illustrierte,	Vol.	4	1936,	No.	10,	quoted	in	Philipp	Gassert,	p.	165;	Anonymous	(F.R.),	

“‘Broadway	Melodie’	im	Marmorhaus”,	Der	Film	29/02/1936,	No.	9.		
106	Ibid.		
107	Anonymous	(beck.),	“Broadway	Melodie”,	Berliner	Volkszeitung,	no	date	(probably	26/02/1936).	

Schriftgutarchiv	Deutsche	Kinemathek,	shelfmark:	XSD13166.		
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Even	Goebbels	mentions	Broadway	Melody	 in	his	diary,	concluding	in	his	typical	matter-of-

fact	style,	“Watched	an	Amer.	film	for	studying	purposes:	Brodway	[sic]	Melodie.	Lively	and	

done	with	great	tempo.	That’s	what	the	Americans	are	good	at.	The	story	is	just	nonsense,	

but	the	way	they	handle	it	is	very	skilled.”
108
	These	accounts	confirm	the	immediate	impact	of	

Broadway	Melody	on	the	German	audience:	it	was	considered	nothing	short	of	sensational.		

	

It	is	unsurprising	that	German	music	films	inherited	substantial	aspects	of	its	production	style	

which	 dominated	 the	 genre	 for	 nearly	 a	 decade.	 For	 German	 audiences,	 prevented	 from	

seeing	the	Astaire/Rogers	films	of	previous	years,	Broadway	Melody	was	a	significant	foray	

into	 a	 genre	now	 recognised	 as	 the	 classic	 film	musical.	 Significantly,	musical	 numbers	no	

longer	 exclusively	 occurred	 in	 on-screen	 stage	 settings	 motivated	 by	 backstage	 plotlines	

accommodating	the	potentially	uncomfortable	transition	from	dialogue	to	song.	Rather,	the	

problem	of	verisimilitude	was	embraced	by	confident	outbreaks	of	music	and	dance	at	any	

given	moment	throughout	the	plot,	with	dialogue	seamlessly	merging	into	song	and	“natural”	

movement	transiting	in	and	out	of	dance.	While	this	integrated	approach	had	been	attempted	

in	some	of	the	early	American	music	films,	it	advanced	as	a	prominent	feature	in	the	mid-to	

late	1930s.	On	a	German	advertisement	flyer	for	Broadway	Melody	of	1936,	its	novelty	was	

thus	described:	“A	whirl	of	rhythm,	humour	and	high	spirits:	a	film	with	extraordinary	décor,	

a	film	more	than	an	operetta,	a	comedy	or	a	revue,	as	it	unites	the	assets	of	all	three	with	the	

boundless	opportunities	of	film.”
109

	

	

Two	 years	 after	 the	 initial	 craze,	 the	 film’s	 sequel	 Broadway	 Melody	 of	 1938	 further	

consolidated	 the	 influence	 of	 what	 had	 quickly	 become	 a	 brand.
110

	 Press	 reactions	 were	

ablaze	with	praise.	Even	the	NSDAP	newspaper	Der	Angriff	wrote:	“All	in	all,	a	zesty,	sweetly-

mixed	 cocktail.”
111

	 Broadway	 Melody	 of	 1938	 again	 featured	 Powell	 as	 the	 dance	 star	

(alongside	Robert	Taylor)	and	produced	several	hit	 songs.	This	 time,	 the	term	“swing”	had	

                                                
108	Ralf	Georg	Reuth	(ed.),	Joseph	Goebbels	Tagebücher,	Vol.	3,	1935	–	1939,	München:	Piper,	2008,		p.	942.	

Diary	entry	from	17/03/1936.		
109	Flyer	Broadway	Melody	of	1936,	MGM,	Schriftgutarchiv	Deutsche	Kinemathek,	shelfmark:	XSD13166.		
110	The	film	also	contained	direct	references	to	Broadway	Melody	(1936):	The	new	song	“Everybody	sing”	quotes	

the	earlier	“Sing	before	breakfast”.	
111	Der	Angriff,	1938,	quoted	in	the	press	review	printed	in	MGM	marketing	material,	p.	8.	Schriftgutarchiv	

Deutsche	Kinemathek,	shelfmark:	XSD5264.	
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been	firmly	established	and	was	used	in	film	reviews	as	well	as	MGM’s	German	advertising	

booklet,	 providing	 material	 for	 cinemas,	 newspapers	 and	 music	 shops.	 In	 several	 of	 the	

assembled	articles	in	the	booklet,	the	film’s	musical	offerings	are	described	as	either	“swing”	

or	 a	 German	 appropriation	 thereof:	 “beschwingt”.	 A	 review	 in	 Film-Kurier	 lauds	 Powell’s	

“Swing-Step”	as	well	as	Judy	Garland’s	skill	of	performing	“Swing	und	Jazz-Lieder”,	and	the	

Lichtbildbühne	 simply	 invents	a	new	word	“Beswingtheit”.
112

	 	Part	of	the	MGM	advertising	

pack	were	printed	excerpts	from	the	film’s	main	songs	as	well	as	recordings	available	from	

German	 record	 companies.	 Among	 these	 (28	 different	 items	 are	 listed,	 which	 is	 only	 a	

selection)	are	 recordings	by	German	 jazz	bands	 (among	 them	Kurt	Wiedmann,	Will	Glahé,	

Erhard	Bauschke,	and	Peter	Kreuder)	as	well	as	Louis	Armstrong.
113

	For	Armstrong’s	music	to	

be	 not	 only	 available	 on	 record	 but	 also	 publically	 endorsed	 in	 connection	with	 the	most	

popular	film	of	the	year	is	a	vivid	reminder	of	the	inconsistencies	of	Nazi	cultural	politics	and	

the	loopholes	it	created.
114

	In	the	same	year	that	the	swing	music	of	Broadway	Melody	was	

widely	celebrated,	 the	Düsseldorf	exhibition	on	“Entartete	Musik”	maligned	 jazz	and	black	

musicians.	

	

In	film	reviews	as	well	as	in	advertising	material	relating	to	Broadway	Melody	of	1938,	music	

was	again	understood	to	be	part	of	a	celebration	of	Broadway	and	the	values	it	was	thought	

to	represent:	globalisation,	social	mobility,	and	hyperbolic	decadence.	The	vocabulary	used	in	

reviews,	such	as	“magic”,	“splendour”	or	“glimmering	entertainment”	highlight	this	point.
115

	

Hans	Walther	Betz,	writing	for	Der	Film,	states:	“the	real	topic	of	this	film	is	not	revue	[…]	but	

Broadway	 itself.	 And	 this	 means	 once	 again:	 happy,	 dancing	 America.	 […]	 And	 the	 jazz	

jubilates.”
116

	Betz,	who	claims	to	have	visited	the	production	set	of	Broadway	Melody	of	1938,	

also	contributed	an	enthusiastically-worded	press	note	for	MGM’s	promotional	material.	He	

writes	of	a	film	that	“exceeds	itself	over	and	over	again,	and	unfolds	the	monumental	power	

                                                
112	Günther	Schwark,	“Broadway-Melodie	1938”,	Film-Kurier	12/04/1938,	No.	86.,	Albert	Schneider,	“Broadway-

Melodie	1938”,	Lichtbildbühne	12/04/1938,	No.	87.		
113	Broadway	Melodie	1938,	MGM	marketing	material,	p.	4.	Schriftgutarchiv	Deutsche	Kinemathek,	shelfmark:	

XSD5264.	
114	Broadway	Melodie	1938	ran	for	74	days,	accordings	to	Spieker,	p.	341.		
115	Hans-Walther	Betz,	“Die	Broadway	Melodie	1938”,	Der	Film	16/04/1938,	No.	16.		
116	Ibid.		
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of	Hollywood,	which	will	shimmer	across	the	globe	and	bring	happiness	to	the	nations	of	the	

world.”
117

	

	

Broadway,	and	its	depiction	on	film,	was	furthermore	seen	to	be	a	distillation	of	American	

society	 at	 large:	 “America	 has	 pioneered	 the	 large-scale	 dance	 and	 music	 film.	 We	

acknowledge	this	without	reserve,	since	this	type	of	film	has	its	roots	in	the	light-hearted	and	

happy-go-lucky	attitude	of	the	American	people	and	is	in	that	sense	‘typical’”,	writes	Betz.
118

	

His	use	of	 language	to	describe	 jazz	music	 is	 interesting	 in	this	case	and	reflects	a	broader	

trend.	Even	when	buzz	words	such	as	“jazz”	or	“swing”	were	avoided,	descriptive	adjectives	

were	 often	 substituted	 to	 capture	 the	 qualities	 associated	 with	 jazz	 since	 its	 German	

“inauguration”	in	the	early	Weimar	Republic.	

	

Following	on	from	the	outstanding	commercial	success	of	Broadway	Melody	(1936),	a	series	

of	other	Eleanor	Powell	dance	films	were	produced.	While	none	of	these	achieved	the	status	

of	 Broadway	 Melody,	 they	 still	 managed	 to	 be	 among	 the	 most	 popular	 films	 of	 their	

respective	years	of	release.	Born	to	Dance	(1936,	released	in	Germany	1937	as	Zum	Tanzen	

geboren),	which	combined	the	revue	milieu	with	the	military	setting	of	the	navy,	was	again	

predicated	on	the	idea	of	the	rising	dance	star	from	humble	origins.	The	film	paired	Powell	

with	distinguished	actor	James	Stewart,	whose	clumsy	dancing	and	gangly	charms	added	to	

the	general	emphasis	on	comedy.	Musically,	Born	to	Dance	boasted	eight	songs	by	Cole	Porter,	

arranged	for	swing	orchestra.	Among	them	were	some	of	his	most	popular	romantic	songs	

“Easy	to	Love”,	and	“I’ve	Got	you	under	My	Skin”.	Others	were	decidedly	more	boisterous,	

such	as	“Rap,	Tap	on	Wood”	or	indeed	“Swinging	the	Jinx	away”,	which	featured	prominently	

in	the	grand	revue	scenes	concluding	the	film.
119

	The	song,	which	was	subsequently	recorded	

by	German	bands	(such	as	Heinz	Wehner	and	the	Golden	Sieben)	celebrates	swing	music	and	

dance	as	–	so	the	song	alleges	–	the	saviour	of	Depression-stricken	America.	With	its	mention	

of	 Cab	 Calloway	 and	 its	 clear	 message	 about	 swing	 emerging	 from	 predominantly	 black	

                                                
117	Broadway	Melodie	1938,	“Zeuge	in	Pulver	City”,	MGM	marketing	material.	Schriftgutarchiv	Deutsche	

Kinemathek,	shelfmark:	XSD5264.		
118	Ibid.		
119	At	first	it	is	sung	by	Frances	Langford	and	is	then	referenced	in	the	orchestral	score	throughout	the	scene.		
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neighbourhoods	in	New	York,	this	song	could	have	been	identified	as	potentially	opposed	to	

the	Nazis’	cultural	ideology,	but	remained	uncensored	after	its	release	in	1937.	

	

Not	so	many	summers	ago,		

the	land	of	Neal	Deal-in’	was	feelin’	so	low,	

That	even	folks	in	darkest	Washington	knew,		

something	had	to	be	done	

So	they	called	the	country’s	cleverest	inks,		

to	figure	some	plot	out	to	blot	out	the	Jinx	

Yet	no	one	had	a	mumblin’	word	to	say,		

‘cept	Professor	Cab	Calloway	

But	Cab,	the	wise,	rose	and	said	to	these	guys	

“If	you’re	fixin’	to	beat	this	ole	thing,		

as	a	Harlem	resident,	Mister	President,	I	say	give’em	swing”	

Now	ev’rybody’s	happy	

Amd	ev’ryone’s	gay	

‘Cause	ev’ry	little	mammy	and	pappy	

is	swingin’	the	Jinx	away.	

What	is	that	thing	

They’re	all	singin’?	

Why	that’s	hidy	hidy	hey?	

‘Cause	ev’rybody’s	buckin’	and	wingin’	

Swingin’	the	Jinx	away	

From	fair	Niag’ra’s	fountains	to	the	far	Rocky	Mountains	

They’re	swingin’	the	Jinx	away.	

From	the	Swanee	River	to	the	home	of	the	fliver	

They’re	swingin’	the	Jinx	away	[…].
120
	

	

The	German	 film	press	 reviewed	Born	 to	Dance	 positively,	 but	 remarked	 that	 it	 could	not	

compete	with	Broadway	Melody.121	Hans-Walther	Betz,	however,	writing	for	Der	Film,	noted	

the	exuberance	of	the	film’s	attractions:	“Revue	films	that	combine	the	flexibility	of	jazz	with	

                                                
120	Cole	Porter	(lyrics	and	music),	“Swingin’	the	Jinx	away”,	edition	for	voice	and	piano,	Chapell	publisher,	1936.	

Private	collection.		
121	Georg	Herzberg,	“Zum	Tanzen	geboren”,	Film-Kurier	17/03/1937,	No.	64.		
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the	moving	image	as	ingeniously	and	triumphantly	as	this	[…]	are	based	on	the	wittiness	and	

ease	of	masterly	skill.”
122

	Powell’s	next	film,	Rosalie	(Hoheit	tanzt	inkognito)	from	1938,	while	

mainly	a	 vehicle	 for	Powell’s	prolonged	dance	 routines	amidst	grandiose	décor,	was	again	

praised	 for	 its	 score,	 written	 once	 again	 by	 Cole	 Porter.	 Capturing	 the	 international	

significance	of	the	Powell	films,	a	critic	writes:	“(Musical)	cocktails	are	served,	which	have	long	

circulated	all	broadcasting	stations	of	the	world”.	He	also	describes	Cole	Porter’s	“swing”	as	

“witty”,	“rhythmically	divserse”	and	“triumphing	over	the	plot”.
	123

	

	

	

Gender	bending:	the	case	of	On	the	Avenue	(1937)	

	

Before	the	purchase	of	Irving	Berlin’s	music	was	made	illegal	by	Goebbels	in	September	1938,	

the	 composer	 brought	 his	 jazz-inspired	music	 to	 the	German	 cinema	 audiences	 in	On	 the	

Avenue	 (released	as	Gehn	wir	 bummeln	 in	 1937).124	 The	 film,	which	was	 the	 second	most	

commercially	successful	American	music	 film	 in	German	cinemas	 that	year	 (running	 for	50	

days)
125
	was	shown	with	German	subtitles,	which	also	included	translations	of	the	songs.

126
	

Directed	by	Roy	del	Ruth,	On	the	Avenue	comprises	a	typical	backstage	story	coupled	with	

grand	revue	scenes,	star	performers	(Dick	Powell	and	Alice	Faye)	and	frequent	songs.	Berlin’s	

contributions	 include	“He	Ain’t	Got	Rhythm”,	a	song	turning	 into	a	vigorous	swing	number	

(with	the	occasional	rumba	section),	including	tap	routines	by	a	Girl	troupe	and	the	comedy	

trio	The	Ritz	Brothers.	 In	 the	scene’s	staging,	 the	song	turns	a	stuffy	scientist	 into	a	 loose-

hipped	dancer,	encouraged	by	lines	such	as	“but	you	can’t	do	the	Charleston,	and	you	don’t	

know	how	to	do	 the	Black	Bottom,	 the	new	rhythm”	and	“you	don’t	know	how	to	do	 the	

Rumba”.
127

		

                                                
122	Hans-Walther	Betz,	“Zum	Tanzen	geboren”,	Der	Film	20/03/1937,	No.	12.	
123	Dr	Herrmann	Wanderscheck,	“Musik	im	heldischen	Film	und	amerikanische	Rhythmen”,	Film-Kurier	

24/12/1938,	No.	301.	
124	Kater,	1992,	p.	45.	
125	Spieker,	p.	341.		
126	Censorship	file	Geh’n	wir	bummeln	(On	the	Avenue),	Film-Prüfstelle,	Prüfnummer	45736,	12/07/1937,	

Bundesarchiv-Filmarchiv,	shelfmark:	R	9346.		
127	This	scene	was	certainly	included	in	the	German	film	version,	translations	of	the	lyrics	are	given	in	the	

censorship	file.	See	previous	footnote.		
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While	 again,	 this	 overt	 rejoicing	 in	 (Afro-)	 American	 musical	 idioms	 and	 their	 associated	

dances	might	have	been	objectionable	to	Nazi	eyes	and	ears,	two	other	scenes	are	even	more	

striking	regarding	their	potential	to	trigger	controversy:	in	the	first,	the	Ritz	Brothers	appear	

on	the	stage	of	a	musical	show	for	a	reprise	of	the	song	“Let’s	Go	Slumming	on	Park	Avenue”,	

with	one	of	them	dressed	in	full	drag.	In	his	parody	of	Alice	Fay,	Henry	Ritz	uses	eccentric	facial	

expressions,	 a	 falsetto	 voice	 and	 physical	 slapstick.	 The	 subsequent	 choreographed	 part,	

which	 sees	 the	 two	 other	 Ritz	 Brothers	 make	 advances	 on	 “her”	 is	 riddled	 with	 sexual	

innuendo	and	suggestions	of	homoerotism.	While	at	least	one	German	music	film	after	1933	

(Der	junge	Graf,	1935)	uses	cross-dressing,	this	sees	a	young	woman	dressing	up	as	a	youthful	

count,	only	to	be	revealed	as	a	beautiful	woman.	In	no	way	does	this	depiction	question	or	

indeed	threaten	male	dominance	and	heterosexuality,	which	the	Ritz	Brothers’	performance	

arguably	does.
128
		

	

The	second	scene	from	On	the	Avenue	that	could	have	offended	German	officials	is	a	wedding	

scene	 in	 which	 Wagner’s	 wedding	 march	 from	 Lohengrin	 is	 interrupted	 and	 acoustically	

drowned	 out	 by	 the	 sounds	 of	 a	 jazz	 band.	 Neither	 the	 Filmprüfstelle	 censorship	 file	 nor	

various	film	reviews	establish	whether	either	of	the	two	aforementioned	scenes	was	cut	from	

the	film	before	the	release.	From	the	original	2423m	of	film	material,	only	59	were	cut	for	the	

German	version	(amounting	to	roughly	two	minutes),	with	no	evidence	which	scene(s)	could	

have	 been	 affected.
129

	 However,	 the	 German	 press	 lauded	 the	 Ritz	 Brothers,	 who	 made	

several	appearances	throughout	the	film	(“screamingly	funny”),	as	well	as	Berlin’s	music	and	

Del	 Ruth’s	 direction.
130

	 While	 critics	 remarked	 on	 the	 shallowness	 of	 the	 narrative,	 they	

                                                
128	A	cross-dressing	scene	is	also	included	in	the	German	film	Frauen	für	Golden	Hill	(1938),	in	which	a	black	actor		

–	in	absence	of	a	female	dancer	–	dresses	in	a	skirt	and	entertains	a	group	of	exclusively	male	punters	at	a	bar.	

For	more	information,	see	O’Brien,	93f.	Arguably,	the	“Otherness”	of	the	black	man	and	the	exotic	film	setting	

(Australia)	made	this	drag	palatable	for	German	officials.	Cross-dressing	as	a	substitution	for	female	presence	in	

male	environments	such	as	the	Second	World	War	soldier	camps	has	been	investigated	in	Martin	Dammann’s	

Soldier	Studies	–	Cross-Dressing	in	der	Wehrmacht,	Berlin:	Hatje	Cantz,	2018.	
129	For	original	technical	specifications,	see	Imdb.com,	“On	the	Avenue”.	The	aforementioned	censorship	file	

specifies	a	length	of	2364m.	
130	Günther	Schwark,	“Gehn	wir	bummeln”,	Film-Kurier	13/08/1937,	No.	167;	Fritz	Röhl,	“Gehn	wir	bummeln”,	

Der	Film	14/08/1937,	No.	33;	Albert	Schneider,	“Geh’n	wir	bummeln”,	Lichtbildbühne	13/08/1937,	No.	187.		
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unanimously	praised	the	film’s	vivaciousness,	lightness,	and	inventiveness.	It	surpasses,	as	Der	

Film	argues,	all	German	efforts	in	the	genre	of	light	entertainment.
131

	

	

	

Appraisal	and	critique		

	

Before	the	import	of	American	films	was	stopped	in	1940,	Hollywood’s	music	films	remained	

an	indispendable	part	of	German	cinema	culture,	and	crucially	served	as	points	of	reference	

and	models	for	the	German	film	industry.	Until	that	year,	neither	the	popular,	nor	the	trade	

press	ceased	to	provide	extensive	coverage	on	American	film	and	cultural	traditions.	Popular	

magazines	 such	as	Deutsche	Familien	 Illustrierte	or	Berliner	 Illustrirte	 continued,	as	Philipp	

Gassert	put	it,	“to	cultivate	the	American	film	myth”	with	coverage	on	Hollywood	and	some	

of	its	most	popular	stars.
132

	In	the	New	Year’s	Eve	edition	of	Film-Kurier	in	1937,	a	caricature	

with	those	Hollywood	stars	and	characters	known	and	treasured	in	Germany	fronted	a	lengthy	

article	on	the	American	film	industry.
133
	The	cartoon	(artist	unknown)	depicts	Laurel	&	Hardy,	

Shirley	Temple,	Joan	Crawford,	Mickey	Mouse,	Buddy	Ebsen	and	Clark	Gable	among	others.
134

	

It	 is	a	vivid	testament	to	the	significance	of	American	film	within	German	culture.	Not	only	

German	film,	but	also	stage	entertainment	paid	tribute	to	the	dominance	and	popularity	of	

American	film.	In	January	1936,	the	Girl	dance	troupe	at	the	Berlin	Scala	theatre	appeared	on	

stage	wearing	caricatured	masks	of	famous	German,	Austrian	and	American	film	stars.	Both	

Clark	Gable	 and	Marlene	Dietrich,	who	 had	 been	 closely	 associated	with	Hollywood	 since	

1933,	make	an	appearance.
135

	

	

Even	when	 freedom	of	 the	press	was	 significantly	 curtailed,	 critics	were	often	 surprisingly	

complimentary	of	American	imports	and	consequently	openly	critical	of	German	productions	

                                                
131	Ibid.		
132	Gassert,	p.	166.	
133	Anonymous,	“Hallo	Amerika”,	Film-Kurier	31/12/1937,	No.	304.	The	article	addresses	economic	statistics,	

popular	genres,	box	office	hits,	popular	actors.	Interestingly,	it	does	not	omit	The	Great	Ziegfeld	as	the	most	

succesful	film	for	Metro	in	the	year	1937.	The	film	was	banned	from	German	release.		
134	Ibid.		
135	Scala	Girls,	January	1936,	Willy	Pragher	Collection,	Landesarchiv	Baden-Württemberg,	Staatsarchiv	Freiburg,	

shelfmark:	W	134	No.	010176.	
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when	 comparing	 the	 offerings	 at	 local	 cinemas.	 As	 late	 as	 1935,	 an	 edition	 of	 the	

Lichtbildbühne	could	publish	a	passionate	plea	against	censorship	by	one	of	the	most	eminent	

actors	 and	 directors	 in	 Austrian	 and	 German	 music	 film:	 Willi	 Forst.	 In	 the	 article,	 Forst	

describes	film	censorship	as	limiting	and	stifling	for	creative	processes.	Censorship,	he	asserts,	

ensures	that	filmmakers	are	forced	to	think	within	a	narrow	framework	with	little	room	for	

experimentation.	With	regards	to	American	film,	he	claims:	

	

Here	is	another	side	of	the	censorship	problem;	there	are	American	films	of	great	value	which	

are	being	kept	 from	us.	They	would	be	the	best	warning	 for	our	dream	manufacturers	and	

distributors.	If	they	could	only	see	the	types	of	films	that	the	Americans	can	already	produce,	

the	topics	they	can	approach	courageously,	the	skill	they	have.	[…]	Unfortunately,	we	still	need	

to	protect	our	film	industry	from	the	American	competition.	But	wouldn’t	it	be	our	greatest	

motivation	and	punishment,	if	we	allowed	their	films	to	be	seen?
136
	

	

This	frank	account	and	its	implied	criticism	of	the	regime	is	a	rarety	in	the	press	history	of	the	

time.	 It	 seems	 that	Willi	 Forst	 faced	 no	 consequences.	 To	 an	 extent,	 his	 remarks	 on	 the	

superiority	of	American	film	production	matched	that	of	the	Reichsfilmkammer:	Interestingly,	

several	German	films	winning	the	official	accolade	“artistically	valuable”	were	“American”	in	

style,	and	perceived	as	such	by	the	press.	The	three	strongest	examples	to	illustrate	this	point	

are	Allotria	 (1936),	Glückskinder	 (1936)	 and	 Sieben	Ohrfeigen	 (1937).	 Commenting	 on	 the	

latter,	Der	Film	wrote:		

	

In	general	it	has	to	be	noted	that	the	practical	procedures	of	making	this	film	come	close	to	

the	 American	 way	 of	 film	 production.	 […]	 Acting,	 dialogue,	 image	 and	music	 are	 all	 well-

balanced,	they	compliment	each	other.	One	without	the	other	would	be	ineffective.
137
		

	

In	the	case	of	Allotria,	a	critic	not	only	described	it	as	a	“lively,	lighthearted”	film	in	the	style	

of	Hollywood’s	musical	comedies,	but	also	credits	prolific	German	actor	Heinz	Rühmann	(1902	

–	1994)	with	an	“American	nonchalance.”
138

	

                                                
136	Willi	Forst,	“Willi	Forst	über	den	europäischen	und	amerikanischen	Film	und	ihre	Entwicklungsmöglichkeiten”,	

Lichtbildbühne	18/09/1935,	No.	219.		
137	Fritz	Röhl,	“Sieben	Ohrfeigen”,	Der	Film	07/08/1937,	No.	32.		
138	Anonymous	(S-k.),	“Allotria”,	Film-Kurier	13/06/1936,	No.	136.		
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Despite	public	admiration,	criticism	of	the	American	entertainment	industry	and	its	perceived	

shallowness	was	a	theme	not	only	addressed	in	the	press,	but	also	in	film	itself.	 In	Und	Du	

mein	Schatz	fährst	mit	(1937),	America’s	revue	business	is	portrayed	as	inhumane	and	corrupt,	

its	 producers	 and	 starlets	 as	 mean-minded	 and	 disingenuous.	 Beyond	 the	 unflattering	

depiction	of	the	Broadway	theatre	industry,	the	film	also	comments	on	an	American	national	

character	per	se	when	portraying	a	group	of	press	reporters	as	disrespectful,	loud-mouthed,	

and	only	interested	in	sensation.	Similar	criticism	can	be	found	in	revue	films	Die	Frau	meiner	

Träume	 (1940)	and	Es	 leuchten	die	Sterne	 (1938).	 In	the	former,	 revue	performer	Julia	has	

tired	of	the	trivialities	of	the	theatre	world	and	escapes	to	a	remote	mountain	range,	where	

she	begins	a	modest,	albeit	fulfilling	life.	The	fact	that	she	returns	to	the	stage	for	the	film’s	

revue	 finale	 does	 not	 completely	 disarm	 the	 portrayal	 of	 the	 revue	 milieu	 as	 inherently	

shallow	 and	 false.	 The	 appraisal	 of	 a	 simple	 life	 close	 to	 nature,	 in	 which	 the	 woman	 is	

essentially	the	keeper	of	the	house,	instead	of	a	financially-independent	showgirl,	represents	

core	values	of	National	Socialism.	A	similar	idea	is	nurtured	in	the	revue	film	Es	leuchten	die	

Sterne,	the	plot	critiquing	American-style	tales	of	the	“country	bumpkin	to	stage	star”	type,	

with	a	secretary	failing	to	become	a	celebrated	film	actress.	At	the	end	of	the	film,	which	treats	

the	plot	only	as	backdrop	for	elaborate,	expansive	revue	scenes,	she	finds	her	humble	luck	in	

marrying	a	lighting	technician.	Films	such	as	these	highlight	the	ambivalent,	even	paradoxical	

relationship	 between	 German	 film	 personell	 and	 cultural	 trends	 typically	 associated	 with	

American	modern	society.	Both	these	films	oscillate	between	condemnation	and	apotheosis	

of	the	revue,	 its	glitz	and	glamour.	Ultimately,	generic	formats	of	American	music	film,	the	

rhythms	 of	 tap	 dancing	 and	 the	 sounds	 of	 jazz	 were	 too	 popular	 to	 be	 ever	 considered	

censorable.		

	

	

Jazz	and	its	representation	in	German	music	films	1933	–	1945		

	

German	film	directors,	composers,	lyricists	and	producers	learnt	a	lot	from	American	music	

films	and	their	approach	to	modern	musical	idioms.	Music	films	produced	during	the	Nazi	era	

not	 only	 continued	 to	 implement	 visual	 symbols	 clearly	 associated	 with	 jazz,	 such	 as	 a	

saxophone,	 they	 also	 emulated	 the	 swing	 scores	 of	 late	 1930s	 Hollywood.	 Even	 if	 music	
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composed	for	German	films	was	rarely	marketed	as	“jazz”,	composers	may	have	thought	of	it	

as	such.	Ralph	Benatzky’s	private	files	reveal	that	he	organised	his	songs	(both	film	and	other)	

by	instrumentation.	Under	“Jazz	Besetzung”	(jazz	instrumentation),	he	lists	134	songs,	some	

of	which	he	composed	for	the	prestigious	Zarah	Leander	vehicle	Zu	neuen	Ufern	(1937).139		

	

Commercial,	symphonic	jazz	arrangements	in	the	style	of	Paul	Whiteman	were	the	order	of	

the	day	(possible	reasons	being	the	sanitised	nature	of	Whiteman’s	band	and	music,	as	well	

as	 the	 favourable	 sound	 of	 wind	 and	 brass	 instruments	 for	 sound	 film	 recording),	 and	

occasionally,	jazz	techniques	defamed	by	vocal	right-wing	politics	and	journalists	found	their	

way	 into	some	of	the	most	popular	German	music	 films.	An	example	 is	a	remarkably	 jazzy	

drum	part	in	Friedrich	Schröder’s	(1910	–	1972)	score	for	Immer	nur	Du	(1941),	and	specifically	

the	song	“Liebling	was	wird	nun	aus	uns	beiden”	 (lyrics	by	Hans	Fritz	Beckmann).	The	 film	

responds	to	a	formulaic	narrative	revolving	around	the	stage	production	of	a	Viennese-style	

operetta,	which	was	heavily	overused	and	“could	never	hide	 its	 reactionary	 character”,	as	

Lothar	Prox	has	argued.
140

	 Its	music,	however,	 is	a	 lot	more	diverse	than	some	of	 its	stuffy	

staging	suggests.	Schröder	manages	to	weave	in	overtly	syncopated,	fast-paced	saxophone	

and	trumpet	lines	into	string-heavy	waltzes	and	subtle	tangos,	and	even	inserts	a	drum	break,	

a	 technique	 closely	 associated	with,	 and	 spurned	as,	 “hot”	music.	A	 later	 scene,	 featuring	

Schröder’s	big	band	arrangement	of	“Hoffnungslos”,	replicates	the	musical	quarrels	of	Fred	

Astaire	 and	 Ginger	 Rogers.	 The	 two	 protagonists,	 played	 by	 Johannes	 Heesters	 and	 Dora	

Komar,	start	their	marital	fight	sitting	at	two	pianos,	then	getting	up	to	continue	their	insults	

and	accusations	 in	song.	 In	contrast	to	several	musical	arguments	 in	the	RKO	musicals	 (for	

example	“Let’s	Call	the	Whole	Thing	off”	in	Shall	We	Dance),	the	musical	accompaniment	is	

neither	 non-diegetic,	 nor	 a	 logical	 part	 of	 a	 stage	 setting.	 Dozens	 of	musicians	 crowd	 the	

domestic	 setting	 of	 the	 couple	 without	 dramatic	 explanation.	 Therefore,	 the	 musical	

accompaniment	is	not	successfully	presented	as	growing	“organically”	out	of	the	narrative,	as	

had	 been	 the	 German	 ambition	 since	 the	 beginning	 of	 music	 film	 production,	 and	 as	

demonstrated	by	the	American	films	Immer	nur	Du	sought	to	emulate.		

                                                
139	Archiv	der	Akademie	der	Künste,	Ralph-Benatzky	Archiv	446.	Benatzky’s	“Jazz	Besetzung“	consisted	of	(given	

in	this	order):	3	saxophones,	2	trumpets,	1	trombone,	1	guitar	(banjo),	1	piano,	1	bass,	1	set	of	percussion	

instruments,	8	violins.		
140	Prox,	p.	80.		



	 232	

	

A	 more	 successful	 integration	 of	 musical	 performance	 is	 Paul	 Martin’s	 direction	 of	 Fred	

Raymond’s	song	“Was	nicht	ist	kann	noch	werden”	in	the	free	film	adaptation	of	his	operetta	

Maske	in	Blau	(1942).	The	protagonist	Gitta,	an	aspiring	singer,	has	taken	on	a	job	as	chamber	

maid	in	a	hotel.	Cleaning	an	open	window	facing	an	unglamorous	back	yard,	she	begins	to	talk	

to	the	hotel	pianist,	who	is	shaving	himself	in	an	opposite	room.	The	song,	arranged	by	jazz	

pianist	and	composer	Michael	Jary	(1906	–	1988),	begins	as	a	spontaneous	improvisation	on	

the	dialogue.	The	trombonist,	also	lodging	near-by,	overhears	the	piano	melody,	appears	at	

the	open	window	and	joins	in.	Subsequently,	a	guitarist,	clarinettist,	and	trumpeter	join	into	

the	boisterous	song	performance	from	their	respective	windows.
141

	

	

Other	composers	throughout	the	1930s	and	1940s	also	used	only	thinly-veiled	jazz	and	swing	

music.	As	the	predominant	popular	idiom	of	the	time,	it	was	unavoidable	and	transcended	the	

political	demarcations	of	the	era.	Probably	the	most	prolific	film	composers	to	emerge	during	

the	1930s	 to	use	his	proficiency	as	a	 jazz	pianist	and	arranger	was	Peter	Kreuder.	Kreuder	

enjoyed	a	flourishing	career	under	the	Nazi	government,	working	both	as	the	leader	of	an	–	

as	Kater	suggests	–	“excessively	commercial”	 jazz	band	with	vast	 record	output	and	a	 film	

composer	with	regular	assignments	by	UFA.
142

	He	was	often	hired	 for	 films	replicating	 the	

settings	and	general	verve	of	American	screwball	comedies	and	musicals,	such	as	Glückskinder	

(1936)	and	Allotria	(1936).143	Additionally,	Kreuder	was	one	of	the	composers	singled	out	to	

write	reliable	hit	songs	for	star	performer	Marika	Rökk’s	(1913	–	2004)	vehicle	films.
144

	In	Eine	

Nacht	im	Mai	(1938),	Kreuder	arranges	his	song	“Land	in	Sicht”	(lyrics	by	Hans	Fritz	Beckmann)	

for	 jazz	band	with	dominant	trumpet	parts	(partly	using	mutes)	and	flutter-tonguing	in	the	

saxophones.	Film	director	Georg	Jacoby	places	a	small	 jazz	combo	in	shot	during	the	song,	

with	a	finger-snapping	clarinettist,	trumpets,	drums,	guitar	and	trombone	acting	as	visual	aids	

to	support	what	is	acoustically	suggested;	the	song,	its	performer	and	the	film	in	general	are	

                                                
141	The	sequence	is	reminiscent	of	the	Marx	Bothers’	“Tenement	Symhony”	number	from	The	Big	Store	(1941),	

which	was	not	released	in	Nazi	Germany.	
142	Kater,	1992,	p.	61.		
143	Der	Film	stated	that	the	“lightness,	irony,	fluency	and	elegance”	of	Allotria	was	“American”	in	character.	See	

Anonymous,	“Allotria”,	Der	Film	13/06/1936,	No.	24.		
144	He	wrote	music	for	Gasparone	(1937),	Eine	Nacht	im	Mai	(1938),	Hallo	Janine	(1939)	and	Kora	Terry	(1940).		
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topical,	modern,	popular.	 The	 screenplay	of	Eine	Nacht	 im	Mai,	which	 survives	 in	 a	Berlin	

archive,	supports	this	notion	and	gives	us	an	indication	of	how	writer	Willy	Clever	envisioned	

this	scene:		

	

	

Just	 like	the	screenplay,	 the	Film-Kurier	does	not	use	the	term	“jazz”	 in	 its	 review,	but	the	

implications	are	clear:		

	

Kreuder	is	a	composer	with	truly	new	ideas	for	melody	and	dance	rhythms.	His	songs	are	well-

orchestrated,	 rhythmically	 agile	 and	 sparkling	 with	 elegance.	 Kreuder	 and	 [his	 assistant	

Friedrich]	 Schröder	have	composed	 several	 foxtrots	 […].	 The	 song	“Land	 in	Sicht”	 is	played	

early	in	the	film,	with	Marika	Rökk	tap-dancing	to	the	twitching	rhythms	with	great	bravura.
146
		

	

Kreuder’s	 music	 for	 Rökk’s	 next	 film,	 Hallo	 Janine	 (1939),	 is	 even	 clearer	 in	 its	 musical	

affiliations.	Its	main	Schlager	“Musik	Musik	Musik!”	begins	with	a	grand	orchestral	opening,	

then	 transits	 into	 a	 full-fledged,	 swinging	 jazz	 band	 version	 with	 bold	 brass	 writing,	 and	

Kreuder	providing	a	quasi-improvised	 jazz	piano	part.	 In	 the	course	of	 the	elaborate	revue	

scene,	 the	 song’s	 theme	 is	 further	 reinterpreted	 as	 a	 rumba,	 and	 finally	 a	 swaying	 waltz	

accompanying	a	ballet.	 It	 is	 the	 long	middle	section,	however,	 that	precipitated	the	song’s	

immediate	popular	success	and	its	many	recordings.
147
	Accordingly,	the	tempo	marking	in	the	

sheet	music	 version	 for	 voice	and	piano	 indicates	 “Swing”:	 a	 rare	occurrence	at	 any	point	

during	 the	 Nazi	 era.	 As	 suggested	 before,	 the	 German	 and	 arguably	 safer	 alternative	

                                                
145	Schriftgutarchiv	Deutsche	Kinemathek	,	Eine	Nacht	im	Mai	screenplay,	shelfmark:	DK	Berlin	A	47.	
146	Hermann	Wanderscheck,	“Die	Woche	nach	Noten”,	Film-Kurier	15/10/1938,	No.	242.		
147	Maurus	Pacher	calls	the	habit	of	alternating	between	waltzes	and	swing	in	the	revue	finale	of	Hab	mich	lieb	

(composer:	Franz	Grothe)	a	“game	of	the	tortoise	and	the	hare”.	See	Maurus	Pacher,	“Vorwort”,	in	Klaus	

Wagner,	Arnd	Schuppius,	Maurus	Pacher,	Wolfgang	Schäfer	(eds.),	Von	Kopf	bis	Fuss	auf	Liebe	eingestellt	–	

Unvergängliche	Melodien	des	deutschen	Tonfilms	für	Gesang	und	Klavier,	München:	Sikorski,	1991,	p.	10.		

Die	jungen	Männer	ergreifen	Musikinstrumente	und	

beginnen	zu	spielen.	

	

(The	young	men	take	their	musical	instruments	and	

begin	to	play.)
145
	

sehr	modernen	Tanzschlager	

	

	

(very	modern	dance	song)	
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“beschwingt”	 was	 used	more	 often,	 for	 example	 by	Michael	 Jary,	 another	 proficient	 jazz	

pianist,	in	his	song	“Haben	Sie	schonmal	im	Dunkeln	geküsst”	(Karneval	der	Liebe,	1943),	which	

has	a	decidedly	swingy	feel.
148
	Other	composers’	variations,	such	as	“very	jaunty”	(“sehr	flott”)	

are	 likely	 to	have	aimed	 for	a	 similar	approach	but	were	more	cautious	with	controversial	

jargon.	 Throughout	 his	 career,	 Kreuder	was	 extraordinarily	 receptive	 to	American	 popular	

music.	He	 recorded	a	plenitude	of	 songs	and	 instrumental	pieces	 from	Afro-American	and	

white	 American	 composers	 and	 songwriters,	many	 of	 them	Hollywood	 film	 songs	 (among	

them	Cole	Porter,	 Irving	Berlin,	Jerome	Kern,	Duke	Ellington,	George	Gershwin,	Nacio	Herb	

Brown,	Arthur	Johnston.)	

	

His	 eager	 engagement	with	 jazz,	 swing	 and	 Tin	 Pan	 Alley	 songs	 predestined	 Kreuder	 as	 a	

composer	 for	 German	 films	 seeking	 to	 emulate	 Hollywood	 productions.	 While	 his	

arrangements	were	considered	stylistically	“authentic”,	his	popular	tone	also	rendered	him	

relatively	safe	from	public	attack.	An	article	on	Kreuder’s	composition	for	two	films	of	1940	

(Kora	 Terry	 and	 Traummusik)	 explains	 his	 exceptional	 success	 and	 “the	 secret	 of	 his	

popularity”	as	his	ability	“to	capture	 the	 rhythm	of	our	 time.”
149

	Even	Das	Podium,	whose	

generalised	suspicion	of	all	dance	bands	and	composers	of	popular	music	regularly	verged	on	

the	paranoid,	praised	Kreuder.
150

	Maybe	it	was	also	thanks	to	his	well-adjusted	political	stance	

–	he	even	joined	the	NSDAP	for	a	while	–	that	Kreuder	managed	to	evade	criticism.	Though	

commercial,	 his	 music	 was	 at	 times	 also	 inspired,	 or	 in	 some	 cases	 directly	 copied	 from	

American	(some	of	them	Jewish)	composers.	Kreuder’s	“blaring	rhythms	of	good	jazz	music”	

were	complimented	as	one	of	the	stand-out	features	 in	Allotria	 (1936)	 in	the	press.151	The	

refrain	of	 the	film’s	main	song	“Komm	spiel	mit	mir	blinde	Kuh”,	seemingly	draws	both	 its	

                                                
148	Both	songs	are	reprinted	in	their	original	version	from	1939	and	1942	respectively	in	Klaus	Wagner,	Arnd	

Schuppius,	Maurus	Pacher,	Wolfgang	Schäfer	(eds.),	p.	158f.,	p.	240f.	The	term	“beschwingt”	as	a	substitute	for	

“swing”	or	“swinging”	continued	to	be	used	after	the	end	of	the	Second	World	War.	In	Peter	Kreuder’s	

arrangement	of	Kiss	Me,	Kate	for	the	Nuremberg	production	of	1956,	he	uses	it	as	the	tempo	marking	of	the	

number	“Too	Darn	Hot”.	Peter	Kreuder	Nachlass,	Filmmuseum	Potsdam,	no	shelfmark,	score	dated	18/06/1956.		
149	Hans-Martin	Cremer,	“Der	Reisekomponist	Peter	Kreuder”,	Film-Kurier	24/07/1940,	No.	171.		
150	Anonymous,	“Peter	Kreuder”,	Das	Podium	16/02/1940,	No.	7.		
151	Anonymous,	“Allotria”,	Der	Film	13/06/1936,	No.	24.	
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rhythmic	pattern	and	melody	from	the	Gus	Kahn/Walter	Donaldson	song	“My	Baby	just	Cares	

for	Me”	from	a	vehicle	film	for	Jewish	performer	Eddie	Cantor:	Whoopee	(1930).152		

	

In	other	cases,	Kreuder’s	use	of	material	amounted	to	straight	plagiarism.	The	most	audacious	

example	is	the	song	“Rechts	herum,	links	herum”,	which	Kreuder	composed	for	his	1937	revue	

“70	Millionen,	ein	Schlag”	(70	million,	one	blow).
153

	Both	the	show	and	its	title	song,	a	march	

commissioned	by	the	government,	had	clear	propagandistic	and	martial	undertones	(lyrics	by	

Hans	Fritz	Beckmann).
154

	The	song	“Rechts	herum,	 links	herum”	aimed	for	a	more	modern	

tone,	 while	 never	 using	 overt	 jazz	 idioms	 and	 thereby	 avoiding	 a	 breach	 of	 the	 National	

Socialists’	code	of	conduct.	Both	in	its	subtitle	as	“Swingpolka”	and	its	lyrics,	this	song	made	

clear	concessions	 to	popular	 taste,	but	 the	coupling	of	 swing	and	polka	and	 its	alternative	

spelling	as	“Schwingpolka”	(in	the	chorus)	arguably	deemed	the	song	German	enough	to	be	

considered	safe	in	the	surroundings	of	a	quasi-political	event.
155

	Musically,	however,	most	of	

this	 song	 is	 a	 literal	 copy	 of	 Jerome	 Kern’s	 “Pick	 Yourself	 up,	 Dust	 Yourself	 off”	 from	 the	

enormously	popular	musical	Swing	Time	(1936),	which	Kreuder	must	have	heard	on	record.	

For	Kreuder	to	be	only	superficially	adapting	a	song	by	a	Jewish	composer	from	an	American	

film	 that	 was	 withheld	 from	 German	 audiences	 could	 be,	 under	 different	 circumstances,	

construed	as	an	act	of	covert	resistance.	In	Kreuder’s	case,	however,	this	is	highly	unlikely.
156

	

He	plagiarised	another	American	song	in	his	music	for	the	film	Wasser	für	Canitoga	(1939),	

this	 time	 choosing	 Sammy	 Fain’s	 “By	 a	Waterfall”	 from	 the	 Busby	 Berkeley	 film	 Footlight	

Parade	(1933)	as	a	model	for	his	“So	wie	ein	Lied	im	Wind	verweht”.	Two	years	earlier,	the	

same	melody	had	already	been	copied	by	Leo	Leux	in	his	score	for	the	circus	film	Truxa	(1937).	

Both	melodically	and	harmonically,	Leux’s	“Truxa	Foxtrot”,	an	instrumental	number	recorded	

                                                
152	While	Whoopee	was	not	released	in	Germany,	it	was	shown	in	Austria	in	1935.	See	Mein	Film	08/05/1935,	

No.	480.	It	showcased	for	the	first	time	Busby	Berkeley’s	top	shots.	The	film’s	main	song	“My	Baby	just	Cares	for	

Me”	became	an	international	hit	in	the	early	1930s.		
153	The	revue	was	premiered	at	the	Deutschlandhalle.	A	sheet	music	edition	with	three	of	ist	songs	(“70	

Millionen,	ein	Schlag”;	“Rechts	herum,	links	herum”;	“Das	Lied	vom	Eintopf-Sonntag”)	was	published	by	Julius	

Feuchtinger	Musikverlag	Stuttgart	1937.	Staatsbibliothek	Berlin,	shelfmark:	DMS	229345.	
154	Axel	Jockwer,	Unterhaltungsmusik	im	Dritten	Reich,	Doctoral	thesis	Universität	Konstanz,	2004,	p.	205.		
155	Original	lyrics	in	Appendix.		
156	Michael	Kater	describes	Kreuder	as	a	“political	ingenue,	who	could	easily	seperate	his	superb	jazz	qualities	

from	the	rest	of	his	disreputable	persona.”	Kater,	1992,	p.	188.		
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by	various	bands	after	the	film	release,	is	a	near-exact	copy	of	the	Sammy	Fain	(1902	–	1989)	

song.	Apart	from	acts	of	musical	theft,	lyrics	were	also	subject	to	appropriation.	George	and	

Ira	Gerhswin’s	“I’ve	Got	Rhythm”	(recordings	of	which	continued	to	be	available	for	sale	in	

Germany	in	the	late	1930s)	seems	a	likely	model	for	Franz	Doelle	and	Charles	Amberg’s	“Ich	

hab	ja	soviel	Rhythmus”	from	the	music	film	Und	du	mein	Schatz	fährst	mit	(1937).157	

	

	

Performance	styles	and	visual	symbols	as	tokens	of	American	culture	

	

Scat,	which	had	already	been	explored	as	a	performance	style	in	the	music	films	of	the	Weimar	

era,	 remained	a	 feature	emulated	by	German	film	composers,	despite	 its	close	association	

with	black	jazz	musician	Cab	Calloway	as	one	of	the	virtuosic	scat	performers	of	the	mid-1930	

and	1940s	(Das	Podium	called	Cab	Calloway	a	“madman”).
158
	The	boldest	German-speaking	

composer	to	use	scat	in	his	popular	songs	was	the	Austrian	Peter	Igelhoff	(real	name	Rudolf	

August	 Ordnung,	 1904	 –	 1978),	 whose	 affinity	 with	 American-style	 jazz	 piano	 and	

instrumentation	as	well	as	his	flirtation	with	musical	and	lyrical	mischief	arguably	stemmed	

from	his	connection	with	the	political	cabaret	Kabarett	der	Komiker.	Eventually,	Igelhoff	fell	

into	 disrepute	with	 the	Nazis,	 who	 banned	 his	music	 from	 public	 broadcast	 in	 November	

1944.
159

	In	1941,	Igelhoff	wrote	an	entire	song	(“Dieses	Lied	hat	keinen	Text”)	devoted	to	scat,	

without	ever	 calling	 it	 such.	 Instead,	he	wrote	a	 song	about	 a	 composer’s	predicament	of	

having	to	find	lyrics	to	a	song	and	using	fillers	for	all	the	gaps.	Consequently,	he	devised	an	

extraordinary	amount	of	vocal	 improvisation.	For	his	 recording,	he	 invited	Evelyn	Künneke	

(1921	 –	 2001)	 to	 sing.	 Künneke,	 daughter	 of	 operetta	 composer	 Eduard	 Künneke,	was	 an	

aspiring	dancer	and	avid	lover	of	American	music.	In	previous	years	she	had,	according	to	her	

                                                
157	For	example	a	recording	by	Joe	Daniels,	reviewed	in	Der	Tanz	08/1937.	
158	Defamation	advert	in	Das	Podium	03/02/1939,	No.	5.		
159	 Kater,	 1992,	 p.	 188f.	 Already	 in	 the	 early	 1940s,	 Igelhoff	 and	 his	music	were	 deemed	politically	

questionable.	His	association	with	the	Kabarett	der	Komiker	made	him	suspicious	 in	the	eyes	of	 the	

officials	 at	 the	 Reichskulturkammer	 and	 in	 1943	 he	 was	 considered	 unsuitable	 for	 further	 troop	

entertainment.	In	November	1944,	after	he	had	been	ordered	to	serve	the	military	in	mostly	clerical	

positions,	 he	was	 officially	 banned	 from	German	 broadcast.	 See	 files	 at	 Bundesarchiv	 Berlin,	 Peter	

Igelhoff,	shelfmark:	R	9361-V/53738.	
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own	accounts,	improvised	scat	with	composer	Michael	Jary,	who	was	a	friend	of	the	family.
160

	

Her	autobiography	tells	us	that	when	presented	with	Igelhoff’s	song,	she	remarked	“That’s	

wacky,	 a	 real	 scat	 for	 swinging.”
161

	Whether	 truthful	 recollection	 or	 unreliable	 anecdote,	

Künneke’s	reminiscences	match	her	recording	of	the	song,	which	is	undoubtedly	informed	by	

Afro-American	scat.	Two	years	later,	Künneke	lent	her	voice	to	Michael	Jary’s	song	“Haben	Sie	

schonmal	 im	 Dunkeln	 geküsst”	 for	 the	 revue	 film	 Karneval	 der	 Liebe	 (1943).	 Both	 the	

composition	and	Künneke’s	interpretation	replicate	musical	techniques	and	a	general	“mood”	

of	 American	 swing,	 with	 Künneke	 adding	 a	 short	 scat	 fragment	 at	 the	 beginning	 of	 the	

recording.	Her	renditions	surpass	any	attempts	by	film	actors	and	actresses	to	emulate	this	

style	in	German	music	films.	

	

	Similar	to	those	produced	in	the	Weimar	Republic,	many	music	films	of	the	Nazi	era	aimed	to	

create	a	veneer	of	cosmopolitanism	in	their	visual	and	musical	aesthetic.	Several	composers	

writing	 for	 film	 used	 scat	 to	 suggest	modernity	 and	 internationality.	 Often,	 these	musical	

pointers	were	complemented	by	visual	symbols.	The	most	popular,	which	has	been	discussed	

in	the	context	of	Weimar	music	 film	previously,	 remained	the	saxophone.	 In	several	music	

films	of	the	era,	it		features	as	a	prop	with	various	degrees	of	prominence.	This	is	the	case,	for	

example,	 in	Liebe	nach	Noten	 (1945)	a	German-Austrian	co-production	finished	just	before	

the	end	of	the	war,	with	a	swing-heavy	score	by	Michael	Jary.	The	film	plot,	using	a	similar	

narrative	principle	to	Wir	machen	Musik	 (1942),	revolves	around	two	composers	and	band	

leaders	 (one	male,	 one	 female)	 competing	 for	 the	 audience’s	 and	 each	 other’s	 attention.	

During	a	performance	of	the	girl	band,	Anni	finally	swaps	her	baton	for	a	tenor	saxophone,	

and	in	due	course	wins	over	her	competitor’s	heart.	Here,	the	saxophone	is	a	symbol	for	Anni’s	

proficiency	as	a	modern	composer,	whom	her	rival	can	finally	take	seriously.
162

		

                                                
160	Evelyn	Künneke,	Sing	Evelyn	Sing,	Hamburg:	Rowohlt,	1985,	p.	14.	
161	Ibid.,	p.	47.		
162	A	different	aspect	to	consider	when	scrutinising	music	films	of	the	Nazi	era	is	their	portrayal	of	women,	which	

could	be	argued	to	often	comply	with	National	Socialist	thought.	In	Liebe	nach	Noten,	Anni	proves	herself	to	be	a	

worthy	composer	of	jazz	music,	but	both	visually	and	musically,	her	performances	inhabit	a	stereotypical	

“female”	place:	While	her	competitor	Frank’s	band	is	brass-heavy,	with	the	sounds	of	muted	trumpets	and	

trombones	prevailing	in	the	fast-tempo	arrangements	of	Jary’s	songs,	Anni’s	all-female	band	seems	rather	tame:	

far	more	relaxed	in	tempo,	with	close-harmony	singing	accompanied	by	a	band	dominated	by	strings,	guitar,	
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A	very	interesting	use	of	tokenism	on	the	one	hand	and	recognisable	Hollywood	formulae	on	

the	other	 is	Und	du	mein	Schatz	fährst	mit	 (1937),	which	a	Film-Kurier	critic	described	as	a	

“Broadway-Vaudeville”.
163

	In	this	film,	Marika	Rökk	plays	German	singer	Maria,	who	receives	

a	mysterious	note	promising	an	engagement	at	the	New	York	Metropolitan	Opera.
164

	Upon	

her	arrival,	she	learns	that	the	letter	was	a	fake.	She	finds	work	at	a	local	revue	theatre,	where	

she	is	subjected	to	the	intrigues	of	the	American	theatre	director	and	starlet	Minnie.
165

	Before	

returning	to	Germany	with	a	new-found	partner,	Maria	appears	in	the	grand	revue	show.	Her	

last	 number	 on	 stage	 can	 be	 interpreted	 as	 either	 a	 homage	 to,	 or	 mockery	 of	 popular	

American	entertainment	and	 its	 stars.	Rökk	enters	 the	 stage	 in	 Eleanor	Powell’s	 signature	

outfit,	sparkling	tailcoat	and	top	hat,	and	performs	an	acrobatic	dance	routine,	identified	by	a	

reviewer	 as	 “Zylinder-Boystepp”	 (top	 hat	 boy	 tap).
166

	 After	 a	 false	 exit,	 she	 re-enters,	 a	

saxophone	 in	 hand.	 She	 proceeds	 to	 “play”	 a	 saxophone	 solo	 along	 the	 orchestra	

accompaniment,	followed	by	a	scat	on	the	same	melody.
167

	Facial	grimaces,	winks	and	fast	

cuts	between	different	angles	on	the	performer	support	the	intended	vitality	of	the	sequence.	

Again,	the	references	to	(Afro-)	American	culture	are	legitimised	through	clever	use	of	setting,	

                                                
light	drums,	accordion	and	clarinet.	In	contrast	to	the	male	band,	the	stage	and	clothing	is	white,	and	a	

backcloth	showing	a	harp	further	adds	to	the	“softness”	of	the	portrayal.		
163	Anonymous	(Schu.),	“Totentanz	und	Tanzmusik”,	Film-Kurier	08/02/1937,	No.	32.	
164	The	only	scene	showing	genuine	New	York	footage	is	the	arrival	of	Maria	in	the	harbour.	According	to	

director	Georg	Jacoby’s	unpublished	memoirs,	the	shots	of	the	New	York	skyline	were	taken	from	the	archives	of	

the	Hamburg-New	York	shipping	line.	The	scenes	on	board	of	the	ocean	liner	were	shot	on	a	voyage	from	

Bremen	to	Southampton.	Schriftgutarchiv	Deutsche	Kinemathek,	shelfmark:	4.3-200427-6,	Jacoby,	Georg-3.2,	

Ein	Leben	für	den	Film	-	Aufzeichnungen	über	das	Leben	des	Filmregisseurs	Georg	Jacoby,	no	date,	p.	248.		
165	The	depiction	of	American	show	life	as	precarious,	and	American	characters	as	superficial,	corrupt	and	

disingenious	is	interesting.	It	confirmed	the	suspicions	and	preconceptions	of	the	right-wing	press,	as	a	review	in	

the	N.S.Z.	Rheinfront	proves:	“A	musical	revue	film	in	the	best	sense	of	the	word;	showing	us	images	of	American	

social	life,	with	all	its	pomp	and	constant	haste.”	Press	review	printed	in	Lichtbildbühne	06/02/1937,	No.	131.	In	

essence,	this	portrayal	is	also	similar	to	the	dream	sequence	in	Ein	blonder	Traum	(1932),	in	which	Lilian	Harvey	

travels	to	an	American	film	studio	and	encounters	nothing	but	abject	derision	and	dismissal.	See	Chapter	IV.	
166	Anonymous	(Schu.),	“Totentanz	und	Tanzmusik”,	Film-Kurier	08/02/1937,	No.	32.	
167	The	song	is	“Ich	hab	ja	so	viel	Rhythmus”	by	Franz	Doelle.	Marika	Rökk	scatted	again	in	Hab	mich	lieb	(1942)	

as	part	of	a	film	score	(by	Franz	Grothe)	that	cleverly	juxtaposed	and	combined	swing	with	operatic	song,	waltz,	

ballet	dance	music,	tango	and	rumba.	
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situated	here	in	the	milieu	of	an	American	theatre.	Within	this	context,	both	saxophone	and	

scat	were	safe	devices	to	use.	With	Maria	returning	to	Germany	to	the	sounds	of	a	folk	song,	

they	 never	 question	 or	 indeed	 threaten	 what	 Nazi	 officials	 understood	 to	 be	 hegemonic	

Germanic	culture.	Despite	this	ending	and	its	implicit	rejection	of	both	American	society	and	

culture,	it	was	precisely	this	theme,	which	ensured	box	office	success.		

	

In	a	printed	interview	on	Und	du	mein	Schatz	fährst	mit,	composer	Franz	Doelle	(1883	–	1965)	

intimates	his	intention	to	write	“the	most	modern	American	dance	music”	for	and	qualifies	

the	 revue	 scenes	 as	 “American	 in	 style,	 with	 loosely	 mixed	 dances	 and	 music”.
168

	 The	

promotional	material	published	for	this	film	also	relied	heavily	on	the	iconography	used	in	the	

revue	 scenes,	 which	 was	 clearly	 inspired	 by	 Eleanor	 Powell	 in	 Broadway	 Melody	 (1936).	

Pictures	 of	 Rökk	 in	 her	 stage	 outfit	 appeared	 on	 magazine	 covers,	 press	 releases	 and	

newspaper	ads.
169

	Undoubtedly,	UFA’s	marketing	staff	knew	how	to	attract	their	audience’s	

attention	and	stimulate	interest.	Film	critics	duely	noticed	the	film’s	parallels	with	Broadway	

Melody	and	inevitably	drew	comparisons.	While	critic	Georg	Herzberg	(Film-Kurier)	stated	that	

the	“extraordinary	revue	scenes”	presented	in	the	film	“need	not	shy	away	from	comparisons	

to	the	accomplishment	of	foreign	films”
170
,	the	Der	Film	critic	remarked,	“Broadway	Melody	

could	not	be	challenged	in	this	film,	neither	with	regards	to	set	design	nor	dance	skills.”
171

	In	

the	case	of	the	Cologne	paper	Kölner	Stadtanzeiger,	the	press	was	also	observant	as	far	as	

music	 and	 dance	 were	 concerned.	 The	 newspaper	 covered	 Marika	 Rökk’s	 meet	 &	 greet	

session	at	the	UFA-Palast	cinema	in	Cologne	and	an	evening	event	for	journalists,	at	which	

Rökk	performed	music	from	Und	du	mein	Schatz	fährst	mit	to	the	accompaniment	of	Franz	

Doelle	on	piano:	

	

She	did	so	with	astonishing	Americanism	[…].	After	a	while,	the	composer	of	her	new	film	[…]	

took	control	of	the	grand	piano	and	dishing	out	a	‘hot	jazz‘	that	stimulated	the	legs.	Marika	

began	to	sing	a	whimsical,	yet	sentimental	song	in	an	American	manner.	Then,	she	took	to	the	

floor	once	more,	dancing	with	jaw-dropping	tempo.	It	was	a	true	Broadway	grotesque,	and	if	

                                                
168	E.F.,	“Musik:	Franz	Doelle.	Kompositionen	zu:	Und	du	mein	Schatz	fährst	mit”,	no	source,	Filmmuseum	

Potsdam,	Marika	Rökk	Nachlass,	shelfmark:	17/2005/N134.	
169	For	example	Der	Film	02/01/1937,	No.	1.		
170	Georg	Herzberg,	“Und	du	mein	Schatz	fährst	mit”,	Film-Kurier	16/01/1937,	No.	13.		
171	Fritz	Röhl,	“Und	du	mein	Schatz	fährst	mit”,	Der	Film	16/01/1937,	No.	3.	
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Georg	Jacoby	[the	director]	had	placed	a	camera	man	near-by,	it	would	have	been	turned	into	

a	film.
172
		

	

The	other	female	film	star	to	scat	in	German	film	was	Ilse	Werner	(1921	–	2005),	who	appeared	

in	 one	 of	 the	most	 popular	 films	 of	 the	 Nazi	 era,	Wir	machen	Musik	 (1942).	 Like	 several	

German	music	films	of	the	early	1940s,	 it	portrays	a	“battle”	between	serious	and	popular	

music,	with	latter	usually	coming	out	on	top.	This	narrative	pattern	permeated	some	of	the	

most	expensive	and	popular	music	 films	of	the	time,	among	them	Traummusik	 (1940),	Die	

Frau	meiner	Träume	(1944)	and	Hab	mich	lieb	(1942).	It	was	not	unique	to	German	film.	As	

Jane	Feuer	points	out	with	regard	to	American	film	musicals,	the	theme	of	popular	vs	elite	art,	

and	 the	opposition	of	 jazz	 and	 serious	or	 traditional	music	 is	 “as	 old	 as	 the	 genre	 (of	 the	

Hollywood	film	musical)	 itself”,	with	 jazz	always	representing	“the	music	of	the	future,	the	

promise	of	youth.”
173

		

	

When	adapted	for	German	audiences	in	the	Nazi	era,	this	model	became	problematic.	The	

idea	of	 jazz	playfully	“invading”	and	rejuvenating	classical	 repertoire	seems	to	confirm	the	

Nazis’	worst	 nightmares	of	 cultural	 imperialism,	 and	 yet	 it	 became	a	popular	 trope	 in	 the	

production	numbers	of	German	music	films.	While	never	as	explicit	as	the	“Ebony	Rhapsody”	

number	in	Murder	at	the	Vanities	or	the	opera	vs	swing	and	ballet	versus	tap	scenes	in	Babes	

in	Arms	(1939)	or	Shall	We	Dance	(1937),	revue	scenes	with	similar	insinuations	are	part	of	

the	lavish	Marika	Rökk	films,	which	will	be	discussed	in	the	next	chapter	on	dance	and	staging.		

	

A	possible	solution	to	avoid	the	implicit	threat	to	German	classical	music	within	the	popular	

vs	elite	plot,	is	the	reconciliation	of	both.	This	was	attempted	in	Wir	machen	Musik	(1942).	

Despite	the	rejection	of	overt	Afro-American	“hot”	jazz	techniques,	concessions	were	made	

to	the	population’s	unfaltering	hunger	 for	modern,	American	 idioms	during	the	war.	Peter	

Igelhoff	and	Adolf	Steimel’s	(1907	–	1962)	score	for	the	film	is	one	of	the	most	clearly	swing-

inspired	of	the	era,	and	the	title	song’s	lyrics	reflect	the	energy	and	momentum	associated	

with	the	musical	idiom:	“Wir	machen	Musik,	da	geht	euch	der	Hut	hoch,	wir	machen	Musik	da	

                                                
172	Anonymous	(dixi),	“Márika”,	Kölner	Stadtanzeiger	13/03/1937,	Filmmuseum	Potsdam,	Marika	Rökk	Nachlass,	

shelfmark:	17/2005/N134.		
173	Feuer,	1982,	p.	54.		
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geht	euch	der	Bart	ab!”	(We	play	music	that	lifts	your	hats	up,	we	play	music	that	blows	your	

beards	off!).	In	one	of	the	film’s	key	scenes,	serious	composer	and	music	teacher	Karl	visits	a	

bar	to	find	one	of	his	students,	Anni,	singing	and	playing	with	a	dance	band	instead	of	studying	

harmony.	The	song	they	perform	is	Igelhoff’s	title	song,	complete	with	jazz	band,	drum	break,	

Werner’s	scat	 improvisation	and	slurred	melody	fragments.	 Igelhoff’s	songs	and	their	open	

embrace	of	current	American	styles	contributed	greatly	to	the	film’s	success,	but	interestingly,	

the	discrepancy	between	the	progressiveness	of	 the	score	and	 its	official	 representation	 is	

significant.		

	

Both	 the	original	 film	 script,	 of	which	 a	 copy	 survives	 at	 the	 archive	of	 the	Akademie	der	

Künste,	 and	 the	 original	 advertising	 material	 reveal	 that	 in	 writing,	 the	 film’s	 music	 was	

presented	as	mannered,	restrained	and	sophisticated	rather	than	vivacious	and	boisterous.
174

	

When	compared	to	the	excerpt	from	the	Fünf	von	der	Jazzband	script	quoted	in	Chapter	V,	

the	 contrast	 becomes	 rather	 obvious.	 The	Wir	machen	Musik	 screenplay	 describes	 afore-

mentioned	scenes	as	follows:	

	

We	see	the	foot	of	a	drummer,	next	to	the	drums,	knocking	the	typical	four	upbeats.	

	–	Camera	moves	back	–		

We	read	on	the	drum:	Franz	Sperling	and	his	Sparrows.	

	–	Entry	of	a	march-fox-number.	The	instrumentation	is	very	light	and	lucidly	modern.	Played	

discreetly.						

Title	song:	Wir	machen	Musik	

One	realises	right	away,	that	this	is	a	combo	with	a	particularly	cultivated	tone.
175
	

	

This	 descriptive	 account,	which	wrongly	 identifies	 the	 song	 as	 a	 “march”	 and	 uses	 verbal	

markers	such	as	“discreet”	and	“cultivated”	seemingly	endeavours	to	remove	any	doubt	about	

the	suitability	of	 Igelhoff’s	 composition	 in	Nazi-Germany’s	cinemas.	The	official	advertising	

booklet	published	by	film	production	company	Terra	uses	similar	language	to	promote	both	

                                                
174	Wir	machen	Musik	screenplay,	no	date,	p.	40,	Archiv	der	Akademie	der	Künste	Berlin,	Helmut	Käutner	Archiv	

13.	
175	Ibid.		
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actors	and	music.
176

	Several	short	articles	ascribe	a	set	of	idealised	attributes	to	Ilse	Werner	

and	film	partner	Victor	de	Kowa	(1904	–	1973),	portraying	the	actors	as	model	Germanic	types.	

She	 is	 described	 as	 “restrained”;	 “natural";	 “of	 good	 lineage”,	 possessing	 “warm	 and	

affectionate	facial	expressions”.	He	on	the	other	hand	is	described	as	“slim”;	“muscular”;	with	

“edged	 facial	 features”,	 complimenting	 a	 “typical	 German	 restrained	 inwardness”	 and	

“modest	nonchalance”.
177

	While	the	actors	are	glorified	as	flawless	specimen	of	the	German	

race,	 Igelhoff	and	Steimel’s	music	 is	somewhat	belittled.	The	promotion	material	speaks	of	

“lively	songs”,	“gently	swaying	melodies”,	and	“Peter	Igelhoff’s	new	little	ditties”.
178
	Again,	it	

is	likely	that	Terra	consciously	described	their	film	and	its	music	in	a	politically	acceptable	way.	

Much	like	Helmut	Käutner,	who	depended	on	the	Reichsfilmkammer’s	approval	of	his	script	

before	production	 could	 commence,	 Terra	arguably	did	 so	 to	prevent	potential	objections	

from	both	censorship	board	and	cinema	audiences.	

	

	

The	attempted	redefinition	of	jazz	as	conforming	to	National	Socialist	ideology	

	

Yet,	 the	choice	of	vocabulary	 in	 the	Wir	machen	Musik	promotion	booklet	also	 somewhat	

echoes	the	sentiment	of	one	if	its	film	scenes.	During	one	of	their	heated	discussions	about	

the	value	of	serious,	and	what	Karl	calls	“banal”	music,	Anni	explains	that	“Gebrauchsmusik,	

Schlagermusik,	Hot	Musik,	Jazz	Music”	are	“nothing	but	words	for	a	misunderstood	concept”,	

namely	“music	for	the	everyday”.	Hitting	her	point	home,	she	sings	the	J.S.	Bach	song	“Willst	

du	dein	Herz	mir	schenken”	(BWV	518),	written	“for	everyday	romance”.	Anni’s	verdict	not	

only	 streamlines	 the	distinctive	 features	 and	 ideological	 underpinnings	of	 a	 set	 of	musical	

genres,	but	also	trivialises	their	subversive	potential.	A	similar	equalising	of	all	popular	music	

also	informs	Traummusik	(1940),	in	which	a	celebrated	opera	singer	falls	out	with	her	partner	

after	he	has	adapted	one	of	his	operas	for	the	more	lucrative	revue	stage.	Insulted	by	what	

she	interprets	as	an	affront	against	her	craft,	the	soprano	exclaims:	“That’s	Penelope’s	song!	

Your	most	 treasured	melody	 –	 ‘verjazzt’.	Michele,	 what	 have	 you	 done?”.	 The	 composer	

                                                
176	Wir	machen	Musik,	Artikel-	und	Bildmaterial	Terra	Filmkunst	GmbH,	Staatsbibliothek	Berlin,	shelfmark:	

Xa7455/2050.	
177	Ibid.		
178	Ibid.		
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responds,	“It	was	worth	nothing	as	an	opera,	as	a	‘Schlager’	 it	will	be	heard	all	around	the	

world.	This	is	art	also,	this	is	work	also!”	In	this	context,	“jazz”	(even	though	there	is	hardly	

any	music	that	could	be	classified	as	such	in	Kreuder’s	score),	is	not	only	equated	to	Schlager,	

but	arranging	jazz	music	has	become	acceptable,	since	it	is	considered	honest	workmanship	

that	society	at	large	–	the	“people”	–	will	benefit	from.	Seen	through	the	lens	of	recent	political	

events,	Michele’s	mentality	could	be	said	to	spring	from	the	government’s	redressed	stance	

on	American	musical	idioms.		

	

Especially	during	the	war	years,	efforts	to	remove	the	sounds	of	jazz	from	the	public	arena	

shifted	 to	 what	 seems	 like	 an	 attempted	 appropriation.	 As	 seen	 above,	 both	 jargon	 and	

musical	idiom	were	redefined	in	popular	film,	and	the	installation	of	the	government-funded	

jazz	band,	the	Deutsche	Tanz-	und	Unterhaltungsorchester	in	early	1942	further	suggests	a	

change	in	policy.	By	openly	promoting	and	producing	jazz,	the	government	not	only	presented	

itself	as	open	to	the	tastes	of	the	public,	but	it	might	have	also	hoped	to	have	a	more	effective	

tool	of	control.	This	new	trajectory	in	cultural	politics	was	directed	at	the	German	public	but	

also	 at	 the	 Wehrmacht	 and	 its	 pilots	 especially	 who	 feasted	 on	 American-style	 music	

broadcasted	on	the	BBC.	It	was	considered	paramount	to	keep	the	Wehrmacht	both	content	

and	 convinced	 of	 Germany’s	 superiority	 in	 all	 areas	 of	 social	 and	 cultural	 life.
179

	 In	 1940,	

Goebbels	 had	 also	 devised	 the	 founding	 of	 a	 high-profile	 band	 called	 “Charlie	 and	 his	

Orchestra”	for	the	purposes	of	Nazi	propaganda	abroad.	As	Michael	Kater	asserts,	the	band		

	

came	to	constitute	 the	most	bizarre	phenomenon	[…]	 in	 the	Reich’s	strenuous	propaganda	

effort.	It	was	an	attempt	to	reverse	the	damage	done	by	the	BBC	to	the	Germans	with	their	

broadcast	by	paying	the	enemy	back	in	kind:	American-type	jazz	was	to	be	thrown	back	to	the	

British	Isles	from	Germany	in	order	to	confuse	the	king’s	loyal	subjects.
180
	

	

In	Traummusik,	the	composer	finally	resolves	to	write	opera	for	his	beloved	soprano	again,	

but	 like	Wir	 machen	 Musik,	 the	 ending	 is	 very	 much	 one	 of	 reconciliation	 between	 two	

opposing	musical	styles.	 In	the	press,	Kreuder’s	“jazz	symphony”	received	praise,	and	critic	

Schwark	 describes	 “the	 revue	 scenes	 with	 Kreuder’s	 modern	 dance	 rhythms	 and	 jazz	

                                                
179	Kater,	1992,	pp.	127ff.	
180	Kater,	1992,	p.	130.	For	more	information	on	Charlie	and	his	Orchestra,	see	Ibid.,	pp.	130	–	135.	
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instrumentation”	as	having	“the	most	immediate,	arousing	effect	on	the	audience”.
181

	Within	

the	broader	context	of	this	change	in	paradigm,	use	of	jazz	and	swing-inspired	music	in	late	

1930s	and	early	1940s	German	music	films	and	a	continuation	of	its	associated	iconography	

might	be	construed	as	a	calculated	scheme.	Ultimately	however,	it	is	impossible	to	ascertain	

the	direct	influence	of	nationalist	thought	and	political	control	on	specific	films,	their	script	

writers,	lyricists	and	composers.	The	conflicting	messages	regarding	American	popular	musical	

idioms	 in	 the	 German	 films	 and	 their	 reception	 discussed	 in	 this	 chapter,	 as	 well	 as	 our	

knowledge	 about	 the	 imperfections	 of	 bureaucratic	 processes	 in	 the	 Reichskulturkammer	

suggest	that	there	was	no	uniform	and	unambiguous	ideological	underpinning	spanning	the	

canon	 of	 music	 films.	 Despite	 official	 interventions	 at	 various	 levels,	 jazz	 was	 neither	

eliminated	nor	successfully	redefined	as	German	“Gebrauchsmusik”	for	the	people	–	as	Anni	

Pichler	wants	us	to	believe	in	Wir	machen	Musik.	One	argument	to	support	this	point	is	the	

close	 imitation	 of	 American	 models.	 With	 regards	 to	 music,	 dance	 and	 visual	 aesthetics,	

German	music	 films	 relied	 too	much	 on	 recognisable	 formulae	 from	 American	 film	 to	 be	

identified	by	critics	and	the	public	as	distinctly	German.	The	Nazis’	late	attempt	to	“cultivate”	

and	 integrate	 jazz	 into	 their	 political	 programme	 could	 have	 not	 convincingly	 altered	 the	

public’s	perception	and	knowledge	of	the	link	between	jazz	and	black	culture	on	the	one	hand,	

and	the	connection	between	white	commercial	swing	and	American	capitalism	on	the	other.		

	

While	appropriations	of	jazz	and	swing	in	popular	entertainment	were	endorsed	in	early	1940s	

German	 films,	 censorship	was	 far	 from	being	 abandoned	 and	 occasionally	 interfered	with	

musical	scenes	that	emulated	its	American	role	models	all	too	truthfully.	Karneval	der	Liebe	

bears	testimony	to	this.	While	Michael	Jary’s	swinging	score	was	accepted,	Evelyn	Künneke’s	

tap	 performance	 was	 not.	 Künneke	 had	 been	 booked	 to	 add	 a	 tap	 number	 to	 the	 film’s	

abundant	revue	scenes,	but	according	to	her	autobiography,	Goebbels	himself	deemed	her	

performance	“too	American”	and	had	it	cut	from	the	commercial	copy.
182

	Interestingly,	the	

film	copy	provided	 for	 troop	entertainment	 retained	 the	scene	and	survives	until	 today.	 It	

documents	 a	 skilful	 dance	 scene	which	 is	 stylistically	 indebted	 to	 Eleanor	 Powell	 and	 her	

American	contemporaries.	Apart	from	Künneke’s	proficiency,	which	arguably	surpasses	that	

                                                
181	Hermann	Wanderscheck,	“Woche	nach	Noten”,	Film-Kurier	11/11/1940,	No.	265,	Günther	Schwark,	

“Traummusik”,	Film-Kurier	05/11/1940,	No.	260.		
182	Künneke,	p.	56.	
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of	Marika	Rökk,	the	camera	work	is	more	flexible	and	fluid	than	in	most	other	dance	scenes	

of	 the	 time.	 A	 top	 shot	 in	 the	 style	 of	 Busby	 Berkeley	 and	 mirrored	 dance	 floors	 used	

prominently	in	MGM’s	Astaire/Rogers	films	leave	no	doubt	as	to	the	influence	of	American	

musical	films	on	the	scene.	Just	 like	music,	dance	sequences	were	in	danger	of	crossing	an	

ambiguous	 and	 undefined	 threshold	 of	 political	 acceptability	 when	 emulating	 American	

forms.	 Paradoxically,	 when	 at	 its	 most	 aesthetically	 “authentic”,	 Karneval	 der	 Liebe	was	

subject	to	state	injunction.
183
		

	

	

Conclusion	

	

This	chapter	has	shown	the	multifaceted	ways	 in	which	the	musical	styles	of	the	American	

culture	industry,	with	Hollywood	productions	as	essential	vehicles	for	dissemination,	shaped	

the	 profile	 of	 German	 music	 films	 in	 the	 Nazi	 era.	 Imported	 American	 music	 films	 were	

received	by	the	press	as	measuring	sticks	and	role	models	for	the	development	of	a	German	

genre	with	similar	mass	appeal.	They	also	ensured	that	German	audiences	were	exposed	to	

high	 technological	 and	 artistic	 standards	 of	 some	 of	 America’s	 most	 celebrated	 films.	

Consequently,	both	members	of	the	press	and	the	“ordinary”	public	could	at	least	to	some	

extent	judge	differences	and	similarities	in	quality,	and	style.	Public	polemics	by	government	

officials	 or	 members	 of	 the	 press	 were	 ultimately	 unsuccessful	 in	 putting	 a	 halt	 to	 the	

perpetual	popularity	of	American	musical	styles.	 Jazz	and	swing	were	 indeed	nurtured	and	

both	overtly	and	covertly	promoted	in	a	large	proportion	of	German	and	Austrian	music	films	

from	 1933	 –	 1945.	 At	 no	 time	 was	 there	 a	 singular,	 coherent	 political	 strategy	 in	 place	

dedicated	 to	 eliminating	 American-style	 music.	 The	 sheer	 complexity	 in	 which	 jazz	 had	

influenced	and	shaped	German	composers	and	musicians	long	before	the	National	Socialist	

regime	gained	power	would	have	made	such	a	task	impossible.	At	the	same	time,	attempts	to	

implement	 restrictions	 aimed	 to	 halt	 the	 proliferation	 of	 American	 modern	 music	 were	

successful	in	so	far	as	the	many	jazz	composers	and	practitioners	of	Jewish	or	Afro-American	

provenance	faced	serious	defamation,	persecution	and	exile.	The	musical	style,	however,	with	

all	 its	 derivatives	 and	 mutations,	 never	 diminished	 in	 popularity.	 In	 some	 cases,	 German	

                                                
183	This	was	possibly	due	to	the	film’s	time	of	production,	December	1942,	when	America	had	been	at	war	with	

Germany	for	a	year.		
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composers	 plagiarised	 music	 by	 Jewish-American	 songwriters	 –	 apparently	 unnoticed	 by	

government	officials.		

	

Similar	to	jazz	and	swing,	most	films	preceding	America’s	entry	into	the	Second	World	War	

also	 embraced	 American-style	 dance	 and	 staging,	which	was	 often	 actively	 emulated	 and	

publically	 welcomed.	 The	 influence	 ranges	 from	 the	 application	 of	 broader	 trends	 to	 the	

copying	of	very	specific	ideas,	as	Chapter	VII	will	explore	in	detail.	
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Chapter	VII	

	

“What	the	Americans	can	do,	we	can	do,	too”
1
:	

Dance	and	staging	in	German	music	films	1933	–	1945	

	

	

	

Introduction	

	

This	chapter	explores	the	engagement	with	American	revue	aesthetics	and	dance	in	German	

cinema	 productions	 between	 1933	 and	 1945	 and	 investigates	 to	 what	 extent	 trends	 in	

Hollywood	dance	dramaturgy	and	film	aesthetic	had	a	direct	impact	on	German	music	films,	

and	 their	 reception.	The	element	of	Broadway-style	 tap	dance,	which	had	been	embraced	

since	the	early	years	of	sound	film	production,	continued	to	gain	importance	in	American	film	

musicals,	 as	 did	 the	development	of	 integrated	 choreographies.	 Both	 trends	 subsequently	

influenced	German	music	film	production,	as	will	be	shown.	The	chapter	also	demonstrates	

the	specific	ways	in	which	German	production	teams	sought	to	emulate	aesthetic	principles	

closely	associated	with	American	stage	and	screen.	The	role	of	the	press	in	the	evaluation	of	

the	 attempts	 to	 forge	 a	German	branch	 of	music	 film	 production	 that	 paralleled,	 or	 even	

surpassed	Hollywood’s	offerings	 is	crucial,	especially	against	the	background	of	heightened	

political	tensions	towards	America’s	entry	into	the	Second	World	War	in	December	1941.		

	

	

German	reception	of	American	dance	stars		

	

In	Nazi	Germany,	the	proliferation	of	modern	American	dance	styles	in	music	film	and	beyond	

was	intricately	entwined	with	the	popularity	of	America’s	most	eminent	dancing	film	stars.	

While	the	Astaire/Rogers	film	musicals	were	not	approved	for	German	release,	audiences	had	

seen	both	stars	performing	 in	earlier	music	 films	(see	Chapter	VI)	and	were	aware	of	their	

status	 as	 America’s	 most	 celebrated	 dance	 couple,	 as	 various	 contemporary	 press	 notes	

                                                
1
	Anonymous	(S-k.),	“Glückskinder”,	Film-Kurier	19/09/1936,	No.	220.	See	footnote	51.	
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verify.
2
	 The	 Film-Kurier	 regularly	 published	 short	 reviews	 of	 new	 American	 films	 by	 a	

correspondent,	including	those	banned	in	Germany.	In	its	review	of	Swing	Time	(1936),	the	

critic	not	only	describes	Astaire	and	Rogers	as	en	vogue,	but	also	refers	to	several	others	of	

their	films	as	references,	including	Top	Hat	(1935)	and	Follow	the	Fleet	(1936).3	

	

Most	probably,	film	producers	were	given	access	to	some	of	these	films,	since	various	of	their	

most	recognisable	elements	regarding	dance	and	design	also	feature	in	German	productions	

of	the	era.	Moreover,	the	Astaire/Rogers	films	were	released	in	subtitled	German	versions	in	

pre-Anschluss	Austria	and	their	stars	celebrated	in	the	national	film	press.
4
	In	1937,	the	Film-

Kurier	also	reported	on	the	screening	of	Shall	We	Dance	at	the	Venice	film	festival,	where	it	

“failed	to	impress”:	

	

The	taste	of	the	upper	society	of	the	New	World	seems	to	be	changing	too.	We	will	happily	

watch	 a	 dance	 couple	 two	 or	 three	 times,	 but	 thereafter	 novelty	 will	 wear	 off,	 if	 the	

presentational	 skills	 are	 anything	 but	 outstanding.	 Dancing	 elegance	 and	 acrobatics	 alone	

cannot	sufficiently	carry	a	film.
5
	

	

It	 is	 not	 entirely	 clear	 whether	 this	 negative	 criticism	 springs	 from	 subjective	 political	

convictions,	since	by	extension	it	could	also	be	read	as	an	attack	on	German	music	films,	which	

uncompromisingly	 used	 similar	 formulas	 of	 entertaining	 with	 “dancing	 elegance	 and	

acrobatics”.	Despite	the	Venice	review,	most	accounts	of	Astaire	and	Rogers	in	the	German	

film	press	are	favourable.	In	the	build-up	to	Broadway	Melody	of	1938,	Der	Film	reprinted	an	

article	provided	by	the	German	MGM	subsidiary,	which	recognised	the	couple’s	status:	

	

                                                
2	For	example,	“Schallplatten”,	Der	Tanz	03/1936;	Anonymous,	“Der	Rhythmus	der	uns	Freude	bringt”,	Der	Film	

09/04/1938,	No.	15.	This	article	appeared	also	in	the	film’s	promotional	material,	published	by	the	German	

MGM	subsidiary	and	was	arguably	reprinted	in	Der	Film.	See	Broadway	Melodie	1938,	MGM	marketing	material,	

p.	13.	Schriftgutarchiv	Deutsche	Kinemathek,	shelfmark:	XSD5264.	
3	Various	(anonymous),	“Amerikas	neue	Filme”,	Film-Kurier	15/09/1936,	No.	216.	
4	Swing	Time	(1936)	was	released	as	Swing	Time	–	Walzer	aus	Amerika	in	Austria,	see	Mein	Film	19/02/1937,	No.	

582,	p.	22f;	Shall	We	Dance	was	released	as	Darf	ich	bitten?,	see	Mein	Film	25/06/1937,	No.	600,	p.	1;		
5	Anonymous,	“Am	Lido	-	Ein	Tanzfilm	versagte”,	Film-Kurier	12/08/1937,	No.	186.		
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Eleanor	 Powell,	who	 has	 been	 known	 to	 be	 the	world-best	 tap	 dancer	 since	 her	 last	 films	

Broadway	Melody	 and	Born	 to	 Dance,	 will	 be	 joined	 by	 a	 partner	 of	 excellent	 reputation:	

George	Murphy.	Fred	Astaire	and	Ginger	Rogers,	the	world-renowned	dance	couple,	thus	has	

new	competition	which	should	not	be	underestimated.
6
	

	

The	specialist	German	dance	magazine	Der	Tanz	also	occasionally	mentioned	“the	well-known	

American	dancer”	Astaire.
7
	The	popularity	of	ballroom	dancing	so	exquisitely	captured	in	the	

Astaire/Rogers	musicals	inspired	an	entire	movement,	which	brought	several	American	stage	

and	film	dance	couples	to	Berlin	stages.	Among	these	were	Jack	Holland	and	June	Hart,	Robert	

(Bob)	Robinson	and	Virginia	Martin,	and	Mary	Raye	and	(Mario)	Naldi,	all	of	whom	performed	

at	the	Berlin	Scala	theatre	in	1937,	1936,	and	1935	respectively.
8
	The	surviving	documents	of	

these	 couples’	 screen	 and	 stage	 performances	mirror	 the	 aesthetic	 of	 the	 Astaire/Rogers	

routines,	with	 the	men	dancing	 in	black	 tuxedos	and	 the	women	 in	white,	 floating	gowns.	

Arguably,	the	impact	of	the	Astaire/Rogers	musicals	on	German	film	was	considerable,	despite	

censorship.	

	

As	previously	suggested,	it	was	chiefly	Eleanor	Powell’s	appearance	in	several	well-scored	and	

expensively-produced	dance	films	that	prompted	the	German	enthusiasm	for	tap	and	swing	

dance.	Shirley	Temple,	most	of	whose	films	were	released	in	Germany,	might	have	also	added	

some	momentum	to	the	trend.	Der	Tanz	draws	a	direct	connection	between	Eleanor	Powell’s	

film	performances	and	the	boost	of	interest	in	swing	dance	lessons.	In	the	article	“Broadway	

Rhythmus”	from	August	1936,	the	author	writes:		

	

For	four	months,	a	big	Berlin	premiere	cinema	was	sold	out.	[…]	Rarely	has	an	American	sound	

film	been	this	successful.	There	is	no	doubt:	in	the	‘Reich’	too,	the	film	will	achieve	record	sales.	

In	Berlin,	the	effects	[…]	are	already	tangible:	dance	teachers	were	not	able	to	go	on	holidays.	

                                                
6	Der	Film	09/04/1938,	No.	15.		
7	Anonymous,	“Arabesken”,	Der	Tanz	06/1937,	No.	6,	p.	25.		
8	Photos	of	Jack	Holland	and	June	Hart	at	the	Scala	in	October	1936	in	the	Willy	Pragher	Collection,	Landesarchiv	

Baden-Württemberg,	shelfmark:	W134,	No.	010446;	Photos	of	Robert	Robinson	and	Virginia	Martin	Hart	at	the	

Scala	in	July	1936,	Willy	Pragher	Collection,	Landesarchiv	Baden-Württemberg,	shelfmark:	W134,	No.	010363;	

Photos	of	Mary	Raye	and	(Mario)	Naldo	at	the	Scala	in	December	1935,	Willy	Pragher	Collection,	Landesarchiv	

Baden-Württemberg,	shelfmark:	W134,	No.	010071.	
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All	dance	institutions	are	overcrowded	with	young	people	who	want	to	learn	a	first-class	tap	

dance.	In	Broadway	Melody,	the	tap	will	even	make	the	grumpiest	person	want	to	get	to	their	

feet.	The	entire	film	is	[…]	a	tap-dancing	orgy.	And	now	we	have	the	result:	Everybody	with	

some	life	in	their	legs	learns	the	tap.
9
	

	

Two	years	later,	the	promotion	pack	published	for	Broadway	Melody	of	1938	by	the	German	

MGM	branch,	focussed	primarily	on	dance;	not	only	stressing	the	sheer	dimension	of	the	film’s	

revue	 numbers	 (one	 article	 quotes	 “15	 stars,	 100	 singers,	 and	 300	 girls”),	 but	 also	 the	

vivaciousness	 of	 solo	 dance	 performances.
10
	 MGM	 evidently	 recognised	 the	 potential	 of	

lucrative	links	with	local	dance	communities	and	advised	readers	(most	likely	cinema	owners)	

to	contact	dance	schools	and	invite	teachers	to	the	film	premiere.
11
	The	Powell-mania	was	

also	tangible	on	Berlin’s	stages.	At	the	annual	“Festspiel-Revue”	at	the	Scala	theatre	in	1937,	

one	of	the	main	attractions	was	Eleanor	Etheridge,	advertised	as	“a	student	of	the	Powell”.
12
	

Other	notable	American	performers	also	brought	modern	tap	dance	routines	to	the	attention	

of	German	audiences,	among	them	Mickey	Braatz,	who	performed	at	the	Scala	–	in	a	swinging	

white	“Ginger	Rogers”	dress	–	in	August	1937,	and	again	in	1941.
13
	

	

Considering	the	technological	and	artistic	quality	displayed	in	both	Broadway	Melody	films	of	

the	1930s,	and	the	efforts	of	MGM’s	promotion	campaigns,	it	is	hardly	surprising	that	their	

influence	is	tangible	in	many	of	Germany’s	own	film	productions.	Dance	and	production	design	

–	 most	 importantly	 costume	 and	 stage	 design	 –	 are	 two	 of	 the	 most	 obvious	 areas	 of	

emulation.		

	

Marika	 Rökk’s	 reliance	 on	 Powell	 as	 a	 role	 model	 and	 on-screen	 tutor	 has	 already	 been	

pointed	out.	It	was	only	Powell’s	dancing	prowess	that	encouraged	Rökk	to	take	up	tap	dance	

                                                
9	Anonymous,	“Broadway-Rhythmus”,	in	Der	Tanz	08/1936,	p.	30.	
10	Broadway	Melodie	1938,	MGM	marketing	material,	p.	13.	Schriftgutarchiv	Deutsche	Kinemathek,	shelfmark:	

XSD5264.	
11	Ibid.,	p.	2.		
12	Show	advertised	in	Der	Tanz	10/1937.	
13	Photos	of	Mickey	Braatz	at	the	Scala	in	August	1937,	Willy	Pragher	Collection,	Landesarchiv	Baden-

Württemberg,	Staatsarchiv	Freiburg,	shelfmark:	W	134	No.	010580;	photo	of	Mickey	Braatz	at	Scala,	Berliner	

Zeitung	18/07/1941.	
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and	enabled	the	Hungarian	to	evolve	into	the	preeminent	tap	dance	star	of	German	film	in	

the	late	1930s	and	1940s.	Critics	were	no	less	familiar	with	Powell’s	demonstrations	of	world-

class	 tap	 routines	 than	 her	 diligent	 “student”	 Rökk.	 From	 her	 first	 tapping	 attempts	 in	

Gasparone	 (1937),	 they	 drew	 comparisons.	 While	 some	 verdicts	 are	 benevolent	 in	 their	

judgement,	 others	 openly	 addressed	 the	 obvious	 discrepancies	 in	 skill:	 in	 his	 review	 of	

Gasparone,	 a	 critic	 from	 Film-Kurier	 praises	 Rökk’s	 tap,	 which	 “is	 already	 excellent”	 and	

speculates;	 “she	 will,	 if	 she	 continues	 her	 training,	 eventually	 challenge	 her	 American	

competitors.”
14
	Her	performance	in	Und	du	mein	Schatz	fährst	mit,	which	perhaps	resembled	

its	American	model	too	closely,	was	not	viewed	with	the	same	lenience.	A	critic	writing	for	

Der	Film	states	that	“this	film	is	no	competition	for	Broadway	Melody,	neither	with	regards	to	

set	design	nor	dance	skills.”	He	is	quick	to	add	that	“that	was	not	the	goal	either”,	but	does	

recognise	that	Rökk’s	performance	is	“à	la	Powell,	with	tailcoat	and	top	hat”.
15
	Another	critic	

is	even	more	damning	in	his	judgement,	when	writing	that		

	

Broadway	Melody	 is	unique.	 […]	 It	 is	not	advisable	 to	 remind	 the	audience	of	 this	 film	and	

make	Rökk,	like	Eleanor	Powell,	a	Broadway	Star.	With	all	due	respect	for	Rökk’s	skill:	Naturally,	

she	 cannot	 dance	 and	 tap	 like	 that.	 And	 who	 wouldn’t,	 under	 the	 circumstances,	 draw	

comparisons?
16
		

	

Following	Rökk’s	appearance	in	Eine	Nacht	in	Mai	(1938),	the	Film-Kurier	critic	presented	a	

similar	 argument,	 adding	 that	 the	 differences	 in	 quality	 were	 not	 only	 the	 performer’s	

responsibility:	“Our	technicians	need	to	learn	not	to	play	back	the	recording	of	tap	rattling	in	

a	way	that	make	it	sound	like	horse	hoofs	pounding	on	a	stable	floor.”
17
	

	

Remarkably,	these	reviews	readily	admit	Rökk’s	inferiority	to	Powell’s	accomplishment	while	

doing	so	with	great	generosity.	Critics	seemed	to	have	accepted	the	expectation	that	German	

adaptations	of	American	formulas	and	large-scale	German	music	films	in	general	 inevitably	

resulted	in	second-class	products.	The	reviews	may	be	complimentary	and	express	hope	that	

                                                
14	Anonymous,	“Gasparone”,	Film-Kurier	22/12/1937,	No.	297.		
15	Fritz	Röhl,	“Und	du	mein	Schatz	fährst	mit”,	Der	Film	16/01/1937,	No.	3.		
16	Helmut	Heidelauf,	“Und	du	mein	Schatz	fährst	mit”,	no	source,	Düsseldorf	(probably	Düsseldorfer	Nachrichten,	

January	1937),	copy	from	Marika	Rökk	Nachlass,	Filmmuseum	Potsdam,	shelfmark:	17/2005/No.	34.		
17	Günther	Schwark,	“Eine	Nacht	im	Mai”,	Film-Kurier	12/10/1938,	No.	239.		
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Rökk	will	eventually	be	on	a	par	with	Powell,	but	their	tone	rather	suggests	that	this	is	indeed	

not	a	realistic	prospect.		

	

Supporting	this	point	are	various	reviews	evaluating	Powell’s	performances.	Der	Film	speaks	

of	“the	artistically	unsurpassable	dances	of	Eleanor	Powell,	who	only	consists	of	legs	–	those	

silk-clad	sceptres	of	a	tap	queen”	in	Born	to	Dance	(1936),	while	the	Film-Kurier	stresses	that	

Powell’s	“art	of	 tapping	verges	on	the	 fantastic.	She	presents	a	sample	of	 the	 trickiest	 tap	

exercises.”
18
	The	enthusiasm	of	 these	 reviews	stands	 in	contrast	with	 the	sympathetic	but	

guarded	 tone	 of	 those	 associated	 with	 Rökk.	 The	 shortcomings	 of	 Rökk’s	 dancing,	 when	

measured	against	American	standards,	have	been	commented	on	briefly	by	scholars	such	as	

Karsten	Witte	and	Dietrich	Steinbeck,	the	latter	quoting	Rökk’s	choreographer	Sabine	Ress,	

whose	 account	 of	 her	 pupil’s	 dance	 skill	 is	 somewhat	 sobering	 when	 considering	 the	

enormous	popular	success	she	enjoyed:	“[She	was]	a	revue	dancer	who	could	tap	a	little,	could	

spin	very	well	and	was	good	at	being	lifted.”
19
	

	

	

The	dramaturgy	of	American	tap	in	German	film	

	

In	German	music	film	of	the	1930s	and	1940s,	tap	dance	was	frequently	combined	with	other	

styles	within	the	same	production	number,	such	as	ballet,	tango,	rumba,	and	acrobatics.	The	

popularity	of	 tap	 resulted	 in	 its	narrative	“victory”	over	other	 forms,	corresponding	 to	 the	

staged	triumph	of	jazz	over	“serious”	music	as	has	been	previously	discussed.	In	various	revue	

sequences,	Rökk	showcases	what	was	presented	as	her	multi-style	proficiency	and	wanders	

from	style	to	style,	complete	with	matching	costume	and	musical	accompaniment.	Typically,	

the	 climax	 of	 these	 scenes	 is	 a	 tap	 section,	 underscored	 with	 up-tempo	 big	 band	

arrangements.	The	most	striking	example	is	the	finale	of	Hab	mich	lieb	(1942),	in	which	Rökk	

and	 her	 partner	 dance	 to	 the	 rich	 string	 sounds	 of	 a	 slow	waltz,	 using	 plenty	 of	 lifts	 and	

pirouettes.	Using	an	idea	similar	to	Murder	at	the	Vanities,	the	flow	of	movement	and	melody	

is	suddenly,	and	repeatedly	interrupted	by	a	big	band	motif	using	the	same	musical	material	

                                                
18	Hans-Walther	Betz,	“Zum	Tanzen	geboren”,	Der	Film	20/03/1937,	No.	12;	Film-Kurier	17/03/1937,	No.	64.		
19	Witte,	1995,	p.	196;	Steinbeck,	p.	66.	Quote	taken	from	interview	with	Sabine	Ress,	quote	printed	in	

Steinbeck,	p.	65.		
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as	the	waltz	(music	by	Franz	Grothe).	Rökk’s	on-screen	character	becomes	distracted,	rejects	

her	dance	partner	and	runs	to	join	a	group	of	revue	girls.	The	“siege”	is	complete	when	she	

exchanges	her	white,	feathery	gown	for	a	modern	dance	outfit	with	tight-fitting	top	and	short	

pants.
20
		

	

With	regards	to	dance	style,	Rökk	and	other	German	film	dancers	evidently	endeavoured	to	

emulate	 the	 dance	 steps	 showcased	 by	 American	 screen	 and	 stage	 stars.	 These	 used	

combinations	of	older	forms	such	as	Charleston	and	Black	Bottom,	Buck-and-Wing	steps	and	

the	complicated	patterns	of	 the	newer,	 fast-paced	“rhythm	tap”	 first	 introduced	by	black-

American	John	W.	Bubbles.
21
	The	invention	of	the	rhythm	tap	(which	changed	from	two-beats-

to-a-bar	to	four-to-a-bar)	has	been	described	as	corresponding	with	the	move	from	Dixieland	

jazz	 to	 the	 swing	beat.
22
	 Frequent	variations	on	 these	 styles	 included	acrobatic	 stunts:	 so-

called	 “flash”	 movements	 (including	 high	 kicks	 and	 splits),	 and	 idiosyncratic	 “eccentric”	

additions.	Most	tap	performances	captured	on	German	film	in	the	late	1930s	and	early	1940s	

replicate	these	types	and	use	some	of	the	most	recognisable	steps,	among	them	a	move	called	

“trenches”,	 as	 seen	 in	 Jens	 Keith’s	 choreography	 for	 Karneval	 der	 Liebe	 (1943).23	 Eleanor	

Powell’s	style,	which	was	most	influential	for	the	development	of	German	tap	performances	

on	screen,	was	strongly	influenced	by	Bubble’s	rhythm	tap.	“I	often	wondered	if	I	had	some	

coloured	blood	in	me”,	she	would	later	say,	“because	the	kind	of	off-beat	tapping	I	came	up	

with	was	a	coloured	sound.”
24
	

	

Due	 to	 the	 historical	 eclecticism	 and	 stylistic	 hybridity	 of	 tap,	 dancers	 such	 as	 Rökk	

inadvertently	 adopted	 movements	 closely	 associated	 with	 black-American	 dancers	 when	

acquiring	new	dance	skills.	 In	the	finale	of	Eine	Nacht	am	Mai	 (1938),	Rökk	performs	a	tap	

routine	in	sailor	costume	using	various	eccentric,	even	comedic	elements,	such	as	high	kicks,	

                                                
20	Incidentally,	a	similar	ostrich	feather	dress	worn	by	Ginger	Rogers	in	Top	Hat	(1935)	had	attracted	much	

attention	in	previous	years,	and	is	a	likely	model	for	costume	designer	Vera	Mügge’s	dress	for	Rökk.	
21	See	Stearns	&	Stearns,	p.	215ff.	
22	Ibid.,	p.	215.			
23	“Trenches”	is	a	so-called	“flash”	step,	with	expanded	leg	and	arm	movements	going	back	and	forth.	It	is	also	

called	“Falling	off	the	log”.	See	Lisa	Lewis,	Beginning	Tap	Dance,	Champaign:	Human	Kinetics,	2013,	p.	112;	Mark	

Knowles,	Tap	Roots:	The	Early	History	of	Tap	Dancing,	London:	McFarland,	2002,	p.	208.		
24	Quoted	in	Tony	Thomas,	That’s	Dancing!,	New	York:	Harry	Abrams,	1990,	p.	255.		
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stomping,	wide	steps,	and	the	provocative	hip	movements	of	the	Black	Bottom.	Not	only	was	

this	a	reference	to	a	dance	developed	by	an	ethnicity	the	Nazis	considered	inferior,	but	 its	

suggestive	 movements	 also	 depict	 an	 image	 of	 femininity	 that	 opposes	 the	 ideals	 of	

womanhood	propagated	by	the	National	Socialist	leaders.		

	

In	an	earlier	scene	of	Eine	Nacht	 im	Mai,	Rökk	performs	a	tap	routine	on	a	 flight	of	stairs,	

travelling	up	and	down,	and	ending	in	a	series	of	splits.	As	suggested	in	Chapter	V,	it	was	the	

black	 American	 dancer	 Bill	 Robinson	whose	 stair	 dances	 not	 only	 pioneered	 this	 form	 on	

Broadway	but	also	made	it	iconic	in	various	film	performances.	Robinson’s	most	notable	on-

screen	performances	were	those	alongside	the	child	star	Shirley	Temple	(1928	–	2014).	Their	

first	 joint	 appearance	was	 an	 extended	 version	 of	 Robinson’s	 stair	 dance	 in	 Little	 Colonel	

(1935),	which	was	not	released	in	Germany	but	featured	in	Austrian	cinema	programmes	with	

Robinson	advertised	as	“America’s	most	popular	negro	tap	dancer”.
25
	German	audiences	then	

witnessed	a	shorter	version	of	the	routine	in	The	Littlest	Rebel	(1935,	released	in	Germany	as	

Der	kleinste	Rebell	in	1936).	The	Film-Kurier	both	mentions	his	name	and	singles	out	the	stair	

dance	scene	as	one	of	the	crowd	pleasers.
26
	It	is	impossible	to	ascertain	whether	Rökk	or	her	

choreographer	Sabine	Ress	were	indeed	aware	of	Robinson’s	significance,	but	both	his	own	

appearance	on	film	and	a	tribute	by	Fred	Astaire	in	Swing	Time,	which	industry	officials	are	

likely	to	have	had	access	to	(and	which	fared	well	in	Austria),	certainly	make	it	a	possibility.
27
	

One	year	later,	there	could	be	no	more	doubt.	In	Honolulu	(1938),	Eleanor	Powell	performs	a	

speciality	number	dedicated	to	Robinson	and	the	stair	dance.	In	a	performance	reminiscent	

of	the	blackface	minstrel	tradition,	Powell	appears	in	blackface	and	Robinson’s	signature	outfit	

to	 present	 a	 virtuosic	 tap	 routine	 on	 a	 similar	 stair	 cube	 Robinson	 used	 as	 his	 prop.
28
	

Apparently,	the	scene	was	not	deemed	objectionable	by	the	Nazi	censorship	office	and	the	

film	 was	 released	 in	 a	 dubbed	 German	 version	 –	 including	 the	 stair	 dance	 scene	 –	 as	

                                                
25	Anonymous,	“Oberst	Shirley”,	Mein	Film	13/12/1935,	No.	520.		
26	Anonymous	(BeWe),	“Der	kleinste	Rebell”,	Film-Kurier	27/06/1936,	No.	148.	
27	In	Swing	Time,	Fred	Astaire	dances	a	tribute	number	honouring	Bill	Robinson’s	role	in	pioneering	tap	dance	

(named	“Bojangles	of	Harlem”).	Astaire	not	only	appears	in	blackface,	but	also	imitates	Robinson’s	unique	dance	

style.		
28	Powell	and	Robinson	were	friends.	They	had	met	in	New	York	in	1929	and	performed	together	regularly.	He	

personally	taught	her	his	stair	dance.	See	Constance	Valis	Hill,	Tap	Dancing	America:	A	Cultural	History,	Oxford:	

Oxford	University	Press,	2010,	p.	127.	
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Südseenächte	(1939).29	A	copy	of	this	version	survives	at	the	Bundesarchiv-Filmarchiv.
30
	Two	

other	 scenes	 were	 indeed	 cut	 and	 banned	 from	 German	 release:	 a	 Marx	 Brothers	

impersonation	scene,	and	the	Hula	dance	performance	of	an	indigenous	woman.
31
	

	

The	attempts	of	modelling	German	actresses	and	actors	on	American	stars	are	most	obvious	

in	the	choice	of	costume	and	broader	“look”.	The	most	illustrative	film	examples	are	those	

recreating	variations	on	the	classic	top	hat	and	tailcoat	look	for	both	women	and	men.	After	

Und	 du	mein	 Schatz	 fährst	mit	 (1937),	 Rökk	was	 again	 seen	 in	 an	 adaptation	 of	 Powell’s	

Broadway	Melody	costume	in	in	Hallo	Janine	(1939).	Other	appropriations	of	the	costumes	

included	the	wardrobe	of	dancer	La	Jana	(1905	–	1940)	in	Truxa	(1937),	Ilse	Werner	in	Wir	

machen	Musik	(1942),	and	Luise	Ullrich	in	the	Austrian	music	film	Schatten	der	Vergangenheit	

(1936).	Dancer	 Evelyn	Künneke,	 although	not	 a	major	 film	 star,	 used	 a	 similar	 costume	 in	

professional	 photographs	 used	 to	 promote	 her	 dance	 act.
32
	 Appropriately,	 she	 performed	

under	an	Anglicised	stage	name	–	Evelyn	King.
33
	Several	German	and	Austrian	music	films	also	

used	 the	 light-coloured,	 visually	 striking	 ball	 gowns	 associated	 with	 costume	 designs	 for	

Ginger	Rogers’	RKO	films.	

	

Again,	it	was	Marika	Rökk,	who	was	considered	skilled	enough	to	duplicate	the	allure	of	the	

Astaire/Rogers	 routines	 that	 seamlessly	 moved	 from	 refined	 waltzes	 to	 energised	 tap	

performances.	 Rökk,	with	 dyed	 blond	 hair,	wears	 her	most	 impressive	 ball	 gowns	 in	 Frau	

meiner	 Träume	 (1944),	 Hab	mich	 lieb	 (1942),	 and	Hallo	 Janine	 (1939),	 both	 of	which	 also	

emulate	elements	of	staging	from	American	models,	as	will	be	argued.
34
	With	regards	to	male	

lead	roles,	one	of	the	most	popular	actors/singers	and	visually	by	far	the	most	consistent	with	

American	 models	 was	 Dutchman	 Johannes	 Heesters	 (1903	 –	 2011).	 Heesters’	 physical	

features	 (tall,	 dark	 hair,	 chiselled	 face)	 and	 his	 charming	manner	 was	 comparable	 to	 the	

Broadway	Melody	star	Robert	Taylor.	He	also	shared	with	Weimar	screen	darling	Willy	Fritsch	

                                                
29	Georg	Herzberg,	“Südseenächte”,	Film-Kurier	21/12/1939,	No.	298.	
30	Südsee-Nächte	(Honululu),	Bundesarchiv-Filmarchiv,	shelfmark:	BSP3660-9.	
31	Harley,	p.	133.		
32	Archiv	der	Akademie	der	Künste,	Archiv	Evelyn	Künneke	12,	ca.	1940.		
33	Künneke,	p.	36f.		
34	Pictures	of	Rökk	in	Hab	mich	lieb	in	Rökk	Archive	Filmmuseum	Potsdam,	shelfmark:	17/2005/N134.		
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some	features	of	the	happy-go-lucky	wholesomeness	of	Dick	Powell	(1904	–	1963),	one	of	the	

preeminent	male	American	musical	film	stars	of	the	early	and	mid-1930s.
35
	As	Kevin	Clarke	

suggests,	Heesters’	stage	costume	in	Immer	nur	du!	(1941,	black	top	hat	and	tailcoat,	white	

scarf)	is	a	nod	to	Dick	Powell’s	typical	film	persona	in	the	early	Busby	Berkeley	musicals.
36
	It	

was	 indeed	 assumed	 that	 Heesters	 was	 competitive	 on	 the	 international	 film	market,	 as	

demonstrated	 in	 promotional	 material	 for	 Karneval	 der	 Liebe.	 An	 article	 claims	 rather	

triumphantly,	that	Heesters	“received	two	offers:	one	from	Hollywood,	and	one	from	UFA”.	

Luckily,	as	the	author	continues,	“Heesters	is	not	only	a	charming	actor	and	tenor,	but	also	a	

clever	and	considerate	man,	because	he	turned	down	the	Hollywood	offer.”	What	follows	is	

an	embittered	comment	on	the	American	film	industry:		

	

He	 knew	 how	 they	 treated	many	 European	 artists	 across	 the	 big	 pond,	 how	 they	 tried	 to	

mechanise	them	and	give	them	contracts	only	to	get	rid	of	them	again.	How	many	came	back	

from	Hollywood	disappointed,	and	how	many	–	it	cannot	be	denied	–	were	forever	artistically	

ruined	by	the	USA	hype.
37
		

	

This	 disgruntled	 remark	 on	 the	 “USA	 hype”	 contradicts	 an	 article	 on	 the	 film	 composer	

Michael	 Jary	 appearing	 in	 the	 same	 promotional	 pack.	 Despite	 his	 careful	 wording,	 Jary’s	

comments	 on	 the	 process	 of	 composition	 for	Karneval	 der	 Liebe	 cannot	 hide	 the	 stylistic	

inspiration	for	his	score:	

	

When	for	example	Dagmar	Komar	walks	up	to	her	window	in	a	bed	room	scene,	and	looks	out	

with	a	romantic	expression	on	her	face,	I	underscore	this	with	music	using	rhythm	instruments.	

And	when	a	film	shows	a	scene	of	a	tour	through	a	Baroque	castle,	you	will	hear	a	Blues.
38
		

	

                                                
35	For	the	more	serious	subject	matter,	Victor	Staal	was	more	suitable,	however	he	neither	sang	nor	danced.	
36	Clarke,	2011a,	p.	198.			
37	Anonymous,	“Vom	Bankbeamten	zum	Operettentenor	–	Johannes	Heesters”,	in	Karneval	der	Liebe	marketing	

material,	Berlin-Film,	p.	21.	Bundesarchiv-Filmarchiv,	shelfmark:	8636I.		
38	Anonymous,	“Der	große	Rhythmus	–	Michael	Jarys	Musik	zum	‘Karneval	der	Liebe’”,	Karneval	der	Liebe	

marketing	material,	p.	21.	Bundesarchiv-Filmarchiv,	shelfmark:	8636I.	
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Jary	further	speaks	of	the	“dancing	rhythms	of	the	main	songs”	and	the	need	for	prominent	

rhythmical	elements	throughout	the	film.	In	other	words,	Jary	envisioned	a	film	packed	with	

(Afro-)	American	musical	idioms	and	rhythm.		

	

	

Integrated	dance	and	“tinkered”	choreographies	

	

	A	 major	 development	 of	 dance	 dramaturgy	 in	 American	 music	 films	 was	 its	 increased	

integration	into	the	narrative	and	its	decoupling	from	backstage	plots	which	dominated	the	

early	 years	 of	 the	 sound	 film.	 Expensive	 Hollywood	 productions	 consequently	 presented	

dance	as	a	dramatic	possibility	that	could	occur	at	any	time	throughout	a	film’s	narrative	arc,	

and	could	be	performed	without	much	reasoning,	anywhere	in	a	film	set.	The	resulting	agility	

of	a	narrative	that	refused	to	halt	action	for	show-stopping	numbers,	was	further	supported	

by	fluid	camera	movements	that	transgressed	spatial	boundaries.		

	

Despite	new-won	flexibility,	Jane	Feuer	argues	that	transporting	dance	sequences	to	spaces	

like	barns,	domestic	settings	or	outside	spaces	could	not	fully	dispense	with	staging	traditions.	

“Often”,	she	suggests,	“the	proscenium	is	reborn	out	of	the	ordinary	space	and	the	world	is	a	

stage.”
39
	Arguably,	it	was	the	dynamic	“interplay	between	proscenium	numbers	and	narrative	

numbers”	which	ensured	not	only	the	immediate	success	of	these	films,	but	also	their	lasting	

attraction.
40
		

	

MGM’s	 Eleanor	 Powell	 films	 endeavoured	 similar	 freedom	 of	 forms	 as	 the	 RKO	 flagship	

productions,	and	granted	Powell	full	creative	responsibility	for	her	choreographies.
41
	One	of	

Powell’s	most	memorable,	and	widely	celebrated	performances	was	“Sing	before	Breakfast”	

–	a	comic	song	and	dance	number	staged	on	what	was	made	to	look	like	a	New	York	roof	top	

in	Broadway	Melody	 (1936).	The	number,	which	sees	Powell	dancing	and	singing	alongside	

Buddy	Ebsen	and	Una	Merkel	transforms	the	humble	surroundings	of	a	roof	terrace	 into	a	

stage,	 and	 breakfast	 items	 into	 props.	 The	 impression	 of	 spontaneity	 and	 improvisation	

                                                
39	Feuer,	1982,	p.	24.	
40	Ibid.		
41	Hill,	p.	129.	Like	Fred	Astaire,	Powell	also	dubbed	her	own	taps.		
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suggested	in	what	was,	of	course,	a	heavily	engineered	scene,	stunned	international	critics	–	

in	fact	so	much	so,	that	MGM	decided	to	reference	the	song	in	the	film’s	sequel	from	1938.
42
		

	

Crucially,	Broadway	Melody	of	1938	also	partook	and	excelled	in	the	overall	trend	of	staging	

music	and	choreographies	as	 integral	part	of	 film	narratives	 instead	of	exclusively	devising	

show-stopping	stage	numbers	in	the	tradition	of	Busby	Berkeley	and	other	early	revue	films.	

A	scene	highlighted	in	MGM’s	German	promotion	pack	is	a	dance	sequence,	in	which	Powell	

and	her	film	partner	Murphy	dance	through	a	park,	being	surprised	by	rain	and	subsequently	

dancing	through	puddles	and	finally	falling	into	the	water.
43
	

	

German	 scholars	 have	 stressed	 the	 contrast	 between	 the	 visual	 vitality	 of	 American	 film	

musicals	such	as	Broadway	Melody	and	the	formalistic	rigidity	of	German	productions	of	the	

same	time.	 In	his	 study	on	propaganda	 in	 film	of	 the	Nazi	era,	Wolf	Donner	speaks	of	 the	

“mobile,	individualistic”	US-musical	and	the	“static,	word-heavy”	German	productions.
44
	We	

find	similar	sentiments	 in	Lothar	Prox’s	and	Karsten	Witte’s	assessments.
45
	However,	some	

German	films	evidently	aim	for	a	similar	loosening	of	structures,	albeit	not	as	convincingly	as	

their	 American	 models.	 In	 an	 interview	 with	 the	 Film-Kurier,	 the	 head	 of	 the	 Reich	 film	

chamber’s	dance	section,	Charlotte	Susta,	asserted	that	dance	was	indeed	no	longer	thought-

of	only	as	an	“effect”	achieved	by	“photographed	variety	numbers	more	or	less	cleverly	woven	

into	the	narrative”.	Instead,	dance	“can	and	must	[…]	be	a	narrative	tool	enhancing	the	visual;	

just	as	spoken	word	and	music	do	already.”
46
		

	

The	most	obvious	practical	example	of	this	theoretical	approach	has	attracted	some	attention	

of	film	scholars	such	as	Eric	Rentschler	or	Sabine	Hake,	albeit	with	different	analytical	focuses:	

                                                
42	The	song	“Everybody	Sing”	performed	by	Judy	Garland	in	Broadway	Melody	of	1938,	quotes	“Sing	before	

Breakfast”	from	Broadway	Melody	(1936).	For	a	review	that	singles	out	the	“Sing	before	Breakfast”	number,	see	

for	example	Anonymous	(S	–	k),	Broadway	Melodie”,	Film-Kurier	26/02/1936,	No.	48.		
43	Even	then	considered	extraordinary,	this	scene	inspired	Gene	Kelly’s	famous	dance	scene	in	the	1952	Singing	

in	the	Rain	film,	which	also	took	the	theme	song	of	the	first	Broadway	Melody	film	from	1929.		
44	Wolf	Donner,	Propaganda	und	Film	im	Dritten	Reich,	Berlin:	Tip	Verlag,	1995,	p.	33.		
45	Prox,	p.	74;	Witte,	1995,	pp.	188	–	190.		
46	E.v.	Csicsáky,	“Film	und	Tanz	–	Gespräch	mit	der	Leiterin	der	Fachgruppe	Tanz	in	der	RFF”,	Film-Kurier	

28/10/1935,	No.	252.		
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the	music	film	Glückskinder	(1936),	a	production	most	often	described	as	a	remake	of	Frank	

Capra’s	 It	 Happened	 one	 Night	 (1935).47	 Director	 Paul	Martin	 (1899	 –	 1967)	 had	 assisted	

Charell	on	Der	Kongreß	 tanzt	 (1931)	 ,	directed	Ein	blonder	Traum	 (1932)	as	well	 as	Orient	

Express	in	Hollywood	(1934).48	His	Glückskinder	was	an	attempt	to	go	beyond	recreating	some	

of	the	narrative	and	visual	motifs	presented	in	It	Happened	one	Night	(the	films	plots	differed	

strongly	 from	 each	 other),	 and	 emulating	 the	 broader	 sense	 of	 modernity	 and	 energy	

associated	with	strong	American	screwball	comedies	and	musical	films.
49
		

	

Glückskinder	is	not	only	vivid	testament	to	the	ongoing	fascination	with	American	themes,	but	

also	reveals	its	various	sources	of	inspiration	in	an	openly	self-reflexive,	even	ironic	manner.	

The	choice	of	milieu	–	a	busy	New	York	newspaper	office	–	and	its	realisation	by	designer	Erich	

Kettelhut,	 views	 over	 “Broadway”	 included,	 elicited	 enthusiastic	 reactions	 from	 the	 Film-

Kurier	critic	visiting	the	studio:		

	

Nothing	 is	 missing	 from	 the	 American	 picture,	 in	 this	 editorial	 office:	 not	 the	 ice	 water	

container,	or	the	cup	dispenser	[…],	not	the	 letter	shoot	that	spits	out	the	 latest	news.	The	

revolving	doors	turn,	in	the	vestibule	the	eight	bronze	doors	of	the	elevators	open	and	close.
50
		

	

This	account	captures	 some	of	 the	 traits	most	often	associated	with	American	businesses;	

speed,	modernity,	efficiency.	Erich	Kettelhut’s	(1893	–	1979)	detailed	replica	of	an	American	

office	was	most	 likely	modelled	not	only	on	 It	Happened	one	Night,	but	also	a	newspaper	

scene	 in	Broadway	Melody,	which	 looks	 remarkably	 similar	 to	 the	 equivalent	 sequence	 in	

Glückskinder.	While	this	similarity	seemingly	went	unnoticed	by	the	press,	the	Film-Kurier	did	

pick	up	on	the	obvious	links	between	song	and	dance	numbers.	It	also	identified	Glückskinder	

as	a	film	with	essential	“American”	characteristics:		

	

Bravo!	Bravo!	What	the	Americans	can	do,	we	can	do,	too!	Maybe	nobody	wanted	to	believe	

that	 the	 German	 language	 can	 compete	 with	 the	 dry	 humour	 of	 the	 American	 slang.	

                                                
47	Rentschler,	1996a,	p.	99;	Witte,	1995,	p.	109f;	Hake,	2001,	p.	132;	Koebner,	2014	p.	47.	
48	www.filmportal.de/person/paul-martin,	accessed	15/01/2017.		
49	The	film	was	also	produced	in	a	French	version	with	Henri	Garat	replacing	Willy	Fritsch.	See	Film-Kurier	

26/05/1936,	No.	121		
50	Anonymous,	“Presseleute	besuchen	amerikanische	Redaktion”,	Film-Kurier	26/05/1936,	No.	121.		
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Glückskinder	proves	us	wrong.	[…]	[In	one	scene]	the	quartet	celebrates	the	couple’s	wedding,	

playing	 chef	with	music	 and	dance,	 and	all	 is	moving	 along	nicely….mixing	pancake	batter,	

seasoning,	baking…in	between	doing	a	perky	little	dance,	all	in	rhythm,	all	to	the	beat	of	the	

music.	Peter	Kreuder	wrote	 jaunty	 jazz	music,	 and	Paul	Martin	 staged	a	 lively	 “Sing	before	

breakfast”,	which	is	in	no	way	inferior	to	the	American	[version]	in	Broadway	Melody.51	

	

The	 scene	 thus	 described,	 a	 song	 and	 dance	 performance	 of	 Peter	 Kreuder/Hans-Fritz	

Beckmann’s	 jazz-inspired	“Ich	wollt	 ich	wär	ein	Huhn”,	 is	 indeed	closely	modelled	on	“Sing	

before	 Breakfast”,	 both	 with	 regard	 to	 setting	 and	 choreographic	 concept.	 Crucially,	 a	

domestic	setting	(a	table	and	washing	line	on	a	rooftop	vs.	a	kitchen	and	living	room	setting	

in	 an	 apartment)	 is	 repurposed	 as	 the	 stage	 for	 a	 spontaneous	 burlesque	 number	 as	 an	

expression	of	youthful	exuberance.	Both	scenes	use	a	simple	song	to	accompany	the	domestic	

task	of	preparing	a	meal	as	the	motivation	for	an	exceedingly	eccentric	dance	choreography,	

which	sees	the	actors	frolicking	and	travelling	“freely”	through	the	film	set,	using	kitchen	items	

as	props.	A	main	difference	between	the	scenes	is	the	demolition	of	the	domestic	scene	in	

Broadway	Melody	(Buddy	Ebsen	folds	the	table	cloth	together	and	bundles	all	breakfast	items	

up	to	leave	the	scene),	and	its	reinforcement	in	Glückskinder	(the	scene	ends	with	the	four	

protagonists	 sitting	 down	 at	 a	 set	 table,	 complete	 with	 flowers.)	 More	 importantly,	 the	

Glückskinder	 scene	ends	with	a	 shot	on	a	gramophone,	which	 retrospectively	explains	 the	

presence	of	music	in	this	number.	Within	the	American	tradition	of	film	musicals,	non-diegetic	

music	was	no	longer	seen	as	a	problem	by	the	mid-1930s,	and	Broadway	Melody	steered	clear	

of	any	rational	explanations	as	to	its	source	of	origin.		

	

The	integrated	song	and	dance	sequences	of	Glückskinder	are	sure	to	have	contributed	to	the	

verdict	of	a	Berlin-based	Variety	corresponded,	who	described	the	film	as	UFA’s	“first	serious	

attempt	to	go	Broadway…the	film	looks	to	be	a	smash.”
52
	Arguably,	the	film’s	self-awareness	

also	aided	its	popularity.	The	aforementioned	song	“Ich	wollt	ich	wär	ein	Huhn”	is	a	song	about	

a	 series	 of	 “what	 ifs”.	 In	 the	 last	 stanza,	 the	 song	 turns	 to	 a	 candid	 self-reflection	 on	 the	

                                                
51	Anonymous	(S-k.),	“Glückskinder”,	Film-Kurier	19/09/1936,	No.	220.		
52	No	author	given,	“Glückskinder	(Children	of	Fortune)”,	Variety	21/10/1936,	quoted	in	Rentschler,	1996a,	p.	

103.	Composer	Peter	Kreuder	used	the	instant	popularity	of	his	song	and	included	it	as	a	reference	in	Hallo	

Janine	(1939),	in	which	a	bar	pianist	and	composer	plays	the	tune	as	part	of	his	nightly	entertainment.	
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German	unwavering	obsession	with,	and	envy	of	American	stars,	and	wider	American	society	

and	culture	in	general.	Having	become	increasingly	giddy	throughout	the	song,	Willi	Fritsch	

sings	“I	wish	I	were	Clark	Gable,	with	moustache	and	with	sabre.	Then	I	would	be	–	hip	hip	

hooray	–	the	hero	of	the	USA.”
53
	His	film	partner	Lilian	Harvey	continues	in	the	same	vein:	“I	

wish	I	were	Mickey	Mouse,	I	would	look	rather	funny.	I’d	play	mischief	all	day	long	and	lived	

in	a	mouse	hole.”
54
	The	reference	to	Gable,	who	played	the	lead	role	in	It	Happened	one	Night,	

and	 Walt	 Disney’s	 internationally-renowned	 Mickey	 Mouse	 are	 playful,	 indeed	 ironic	

comments	 on	 the	 continued	 momentum	 of	 Cultural	 Americanisation,	 which	Glückskinder	

embraced	with	unparalleled	ingenuity.		

	

A	 second	 song	 from	Glückskinder,	 Kreuder’s	 “Fräulein	Niemand	 liebt	 den	Herrn	 Sowieso”,	

could	 be	 argued	 to	 hark	 back	 to	 Werner	 Richard	 Heymann’s	 “Irgendwie,	 irgendwo,	

irgendwann”	 from	 the	 earlier	 Ein	 Blonder	 Traum	 (1932,	 see	 Chapter	 V):	 both	 address	

daydreams	of	a	worry-free	life	in	a	place	of	eternal	happiness	and	love,	and	both	present	this	

vision	as	inherently	unrealistic.	The	implication	in	the	context	of	both	films	is	also	that	of	the	

flawed	concept	of	America	as	the	“land	of	dreams”.		

	

Miss	Nobody	loves	Mr	Anyway,	

she’s	happy	when	she’s	near	him.	

They	both	live	in	a	castle	in	the	air	called	Nowhere,	

in	the	land	of	dreams	on	the	golden	sea.	

One	could	also	be	just	happy	as	these	two	

but	sad	to	say	that	happens	only	in	fairy	tales.
55
	

	

Interestingly,	a	sequence	from	“Ich	wollt	ich	wär	ein	Huhn”	number	also	strongly	resembles	a	

scene	in	Broadway	Melody	of	1938,	which	was	released	two	years	later.	During	an	extensive	

dance	number	following	the	song	“Follow	in	my	Footsteps”,	Eleanor	Powell	and	her	two	dance	

partners	dance	 through	 the	 compartments	of	 a	 cargo	 train	and	put	on	a	miniature	 “show	

                                                
53	Original	German	lyrics:	“Ich	wollt	ich	wär	Clark	Gable,	mit	Schnurrbart	und	mit	Säbel,	dann	wäre	ich,	hip	hip	

hurra,	der	Held	der	USA.”	
54	Original	German	lyrics:	“Ich	wollt	ich	wäre	die	Mickey	Mouse,	dann	sähe	ich	sehr	komisch	aus,	ich	triebe	Unfug	

noch	und	noch	und	lebt	im	Mauseloch.”	
55	Original	German	lyrics	in	Appendix.	
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within	 a	 show”.	 They	 use	 “random”	 props	 in	 the	 horse	 compartment	 (brush,	 broom,	 rug,	

feather	duster)	as	costume	items,	make-shift	“instruments”	and	props	to	create	small	tableaus	

insinuating	eclectic	ethnic	cultures.	The	musical	accompaniment	provides	acoustic	pointers	to	

this	 display,	 and	 a	 camera	 angle	 effectively	 imitating	 proscenium	arch	 framing	 (facing	 the	

actors	 head-on)	 enhances	 the	 impression	 of	 a	 stage	 performance.	 The	 trio	 begins	 with	 a	

rendition	of	the	French	comic	street	style	Danse	Apache,	accompanied	by	the	music	it	was	

most	associated	with:	Offenbach’s	“Valse	des	Rayons”	from	the	ballet	Le	Papillon.	Next	is	a	

Cossack	dance	(the	performers	kick	out	their	legs	from	crouched	position	with	folded	arms)	

accompanied	by	Brahm’s	Hungarian	dance	No.	5,	followed	by	a	pentatonic	melody	and	drums	

that	accompany	the	trio	dressing	a	native	Americans	with	a	feather	duster	imitating	traditional	

headgear.		Lastly	the	feather	duster	is	refashioned	as	a	“flute”,	and	Buddy	Ebsen’s	arms	serves	

as	a	snake	in	a	rendition	of	an	“oriental”	melody	with	Powell	doing	a	belly	dance	imitation.	

	

In	Glückskinder,	a	sequence	with	similar	camera	angle	and	the	use	of	household	items	as	props	

(bin,	coffee	mill)	used	to	suggest	different	cultural	settings	through	music	and	dance	occurs	

towards	the	end	of	“Ich	wollt	ich	wär	ein	Huhn”:	Lilian	Harvey	and	her	dance	partner	perform	

what	 is	resembling	an	Irish	clog	dance	to	the	sounds	of	an	Irish	reel,	a	Slavic	polka,	before	

moving	on	to	a	“sensual”	couple	dance	to	the	“Habanera”	from	Bizet’s	Carmen.	Within	the	

narrative	structure	of	the	song,	the	dance	partners	perform	this	“show”	to	the	other	two	men	

in	the	room.	 It	seems	curious	that	these	two	scenes,	with	their	striking	similarities,	should	

have	emerged	completely	independent	from	one	another,	especially	considering	the	stylistic	

ties	 between	 Glückskinder	 and	 Broadway	 Melody	 (1936).	 However,	 it	 would	 be	 highly	

speculative	 to	 suggest	 that	 the	 producers	 of	 Broadway	 Melody	 of	 1938	 indeed	 saw	

Glückskinder	(which	was	indeed	released	in	New	York	as	Lucky	Folks,	however	with	a	German	

audience	 in	mind)	and	proceeded	 to	emulate	afore-mentioned	scene.
56
	More	 likely	 is	 that	

both	films	are	indebted	to	earlier	screen	or	possibly	stage	traditions.	Glückskinder	was	one	of	

the	most	 remarkable	German	attempt	 to	devise	what	Feuer	calls	 “tinkered”	dances,	using	

furnishings	and	household	items	of	any	film	scene	as	a	repository	for	creative	dance	routines	

and	evoking	the	sense	of	dance	occurring	as	spontaneous	outbreaks.		

	

                                                
56	Eric	Rentschler	quotes	a	listing	from	the	New	York	Times	05/06/1937.	Rentschler,	1996a,	p.	100.		
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Another	film	dance	routine	that	self-consciously	comments	on	the	 integration	of	American	

culture	into	German	stage	and	film	practice	is	the	“Black	Walk”	number	in	the	film	adaptation	

of	Paul	Abraham’s	1936	operetta	Roxy	und	ihr	Wunderteam	(Roxy	and	her	dream	team).	An	

Austrian	production,	it	was	possibly	the	last	music	film	to	be	released	before	the	“Anschluss”	

(the	annexation	of	Austria	into	Germany)	in	early	1938.	The	operetta’s	libretto,	as	Kevin	Clarke	

convincingly	asserts,	launched	attacks	on	Nazi	ideology	during	the	time	of	the	1936	Olympics	

in	 its	 lampooning	 of	 the	 idea	 of	 heroic	 German	 athleticism.
57
	 In	 both	 the	 stage	 and	 film	

versions,	Roxy	relied	on	the	well-proven	formula	of	previous	successes,	combining	a	vivacious,	

modern-sounding	score	with	dance,	and	witty	lyrics.
58
	Like	“Kangoroo	Fox”	in	Ball	im	Savoy,	

the	song	“Black	Walk”	introduces	a	fictional	American	dance,	using	older,	well-known	terms	

such	as	Cake	Walk	or	Black	Bottom	as	references.
59
	The	song	celebrates	American	dancing	

culture,	and	comments	playfully	on	the	craze	it	regularly	initiated	in	Germany	and	Europe.	It	

also	resonates	strongly	with	Weimar	song	writing,	not	only	by	 its	 implementation	of	many	

Anglicisms,	but	also	when	considering	the	connections	drawn	between	 jazz,	eroticism,	and	

adultery:	

	

In	jeder	Tanzbar	tanzt	jedes	Tanzpaar		

die	allerletzte	Kreation	

Auf	der	Queen	Mary	tanzt	nunmehr	Sherry	

sogar	den	neusten	Tanzschritt	schon	

	

Von	jedem	Sender	in	alle	Länder	

gehts	durch	den	Äther	wie	der	Blitz	

Auf	allen	Wellen	spiel’n	die	Kapellen	

von	Daventry	bis	Kattowitz:	

	

Das	ist	der	Black	Walk,	

                                                
57	Kevin	Clarke,	“‘Juedische	Dudelei’	–	Die	‘entartete’	deutsche	Operette	und	ihr	‘Nachsommer’	auf	Wiener	

Bühnen	1933	bis	1938”,	in	Marie-Theres	Arnbom,	Kevin	Clarke,	Thomas	Trabitsch	(eds.),	Welt	der	Operette:	

Glamour,	Stars	und	Showbusiness,	Wien:	Brandstätter	Verlag,	2011,	pp.	156	–	159.	From	here	on	referenced	as	

Clarke,	2011b.		
58	Neues	Wiener	Tageblatt	26/03/1937,	quoted	in	Clarke,	2011b.		
59	Lyrics	by	Alfred	Grünwald	and	Hans	Weigel.	
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aas	ist	der	Clou	des	Five	o’clocks!	

Den	tanzt	die	Lady	Trenchcoat-Overall	

mit	dem	Mister	Fox	

Bei	diesem	Black	Walk,		

da	wird	dem	Mister	Fox	ganz	schwül,	

denn	sie	umfängt	ihn	und	bedrängt	ihn	sehr	

mit	dem	Sex-appeal	

Laut	spielt	die	Jazzband,	

und	sie	raunt	ihm	zu:	

Das	tanzt	mein	Husband	nicht	einmal	halb	so	gut	wie	Du!	

[…]
60
	

	

The	 song	 was	 originally	 conceptualised	 as	 a	 “dance	 number”,	 allocating	 48	 bars	 for	 a	

choreography	with	tap	breaks	–	perfect	for	star	couple	Oskar	Denes	(1894	–	1950)	and	Rosy	

Barsony,	whose	performance	a	newspaper	praised	for	its	“new	all-time	record	in	tap	dancing	

and	 acrobatics”.
61
	 The	 couple	 subsequently	 appeared	 in	 the	 film	 version,	 repeating	 the	

routine.	The	film	disappeared	from	Austrian	cinema	programmes	after	not	even	two	months	

after	its	premiere	in	March	1938.
62
			

	

A	scene	from	a	later	film	bearing	resemblance	to	American	“tinkered”	dances	is	Clara	Tabody’s	

(1915	–	1986)	performance	of	Fred	Raymond’s	“Ja	das	Temperament”	in	the	1943	film	version	

of	 the	composer’s	operetta	Maske	 in	Blau	 (stage	version	 from	1937).
63
	Again,	Paul	Martin	

directed,	and	both	with	regards	to	casting	and	integrating	music	and	dance	into	the	narrative,	

his	previous	ten	years	of	experience	with	devising	American-style	music	 films	are	tangible.	

Firstly,	 Clara	 Tabody’s	 physical	 appearance	 and	 her	 idiosyncratic	 dance	 style	 liken	 her	 to	

Martin’s	 previous	 star	 (and	 wife),	 Lilian	 Harvey.	 Especially	 her	 high	 kicks	 in	 “Ja	 das	

                                                
60	English	translation	in	Appendix.		
61	Vocal	score	Roxy	und	ihr	Wunderteam,	Doblinger	Verlag,	1937,	Staatsbibliothek	Berlin,	shelfmark:	DMS	

229487.	Quote	from	Anonymous	(L.	Hid.),	“Roxy	und	ihr	Wunderteam”,	Neue	Freie	Presse	26/03/1937.	
62	Anonymous,	“Die	entführte	Braut	(Roxy	und	ihr	Wunderteam)”,	Mein	Film	14/01/1938,	No.	629;	Advert	Mein	

Film	28/01/1938,	No.	631.	The	film	no	longer	features	in	the	weekly	film	programme	from	the	issue	Mein	Film	

04/03/1938,	No.	636.		
63	Fred	Raymond’s	original	music	was	adapted	by	Michael	Jary.		
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Temperament”	and	expressive	performances	reminiscent	of	Mary	Wigman’s	“Ausdruckstanz”	

(New	 German	 Dance)	 in	 a	 later	 rehearsal	 scene	 highlight	 the	 similarities	 between	 the	

actresses.		Secondly,	Tabody’s	dance	performance	in	“Ja	das	Temperament”	possesses	similar	

dramaturgical	 qualities	 as	 the	 “Sing	before	Breakfast”	 number	or	 several	 of	 Fred	Astaire’s	

“prop”	dances.
64
	Her	choreography	seemingly	grows	out	of	her	surroundings	of	a	living	room	

and	her	domestic	tasks	in	it.	Dressed	in	simple	attire	with	an	apron,	Tabody	dancingly	sweeps	

the	floor	and	substitutes	a	male	partner	with	a	mop,	which	she	addresses	in	her	song.	Her	

dance	 conveys	 similar	 sentiments	 suggested	 by	 lyrics	 and	 musical	 concept:	 vitality,	

temperament,	yearning	for	love.		

	

Tap	 performances	 in	 German	 film	 were	 seldom	 as	 zealous,	 or	 expertly	 executed	 as	 their	

American	counterparts.	One	of	the	few	scenes	that	implemented	tap	outside	of	the	typical	

backstage	narrative	is	Norwegian	tap	dancer	Paal	Roschberg’s	(1909	–	1967)	appearance	in	Es	

leuchten	die	Sterne	 (1938).	Roschberg’s	contribution	to	the	star-studded	revue	film	is	most	

interesting	 with	 regard	 to	 dance	 dramaturgy.
65
	While	 Karsten	Witte	 has	 argued	 that	 film	

personnel	 during	 the	 Nazi	 era	 consciously	 restricted	 kinetic	 movement	 into	 inhibited	

choreographies	for	ideological	reasons,	Roschberg’s	performance	is	a	further	indication	that	

attempts	 were	 indeed	 made	 to	 achieve	 routines	 as	 expressive	 and	 dynamic	 as	 those	

championed	in	American	productions.
66
	With	that	in	mind,	is	ultimately	unsurprising	that	the	

Film-Kurier	 described	 Roschberg	 as	 an	 “American	 tap	 dancer”	 in	 its	 film	 review.
67
	 In	 the	

number	“Liebe	gute	Großmama”	(dear	good	grandma),	Roschberg	sits	at	the	grand	piano	of	a	

well-furnished	 upper	 middle	 class	 living	 room	 and	 sings	 an	 ode	 to	 the	 portrait	 of	 his	

grandmother,	which	subsequently	comes	“to	life”,	singing	back	from	the	frame.	Roschberg’s	

“surprised”	 reaction	 to	 this	 “magical”	 transformation	motivates	 an	 ebullient	 dance	which	

claims	the	space	of	the	entire	room	and	its	 interiors.	Within	the	sequence,	he	moves	from	

grand	piano	to	the	centre	of	the	room,	jumps	over	a	side	table,	back	to	the	piano	to	“play”	a	

few	bars,	then	climbs	up	a	chair	and	table	to	land	atop	a	row	of	low	bookcases,	performing	

                                                
64	Such	as	dancing	with	his	cane	in	Top	Hat	(1935)	and	dancing	with	a	golf	club	in	Carefree	(1938).	
65	Roschberg’s	contribution	was	rewarded	with	a	stately	fee	of	6.000	Reichsmark.	Paal	Roschberg	contract	with	

Tobis,	Bundesarchiv,	Bundesarchiv,	shelfmark:	R9361	–	V/134013.	
66	Karsten	Witte,	“Gehemmte	Schaulust”,	in	Belach	(ed.),	p.	7ff.		
67	Günther	Schwark,	“Es	leuchten	die	Sterne”,	Film-Kurier	18/03/1938,	No.	65.	



	 266	

tap	dances	at	each	“station”.	He	reaches	the	top	of	the	grand	piano,	from	which	he	jumps	on	

to	a	sofa.	Bouncing	a	couple	of	times,	he	eventually	ends	his	performance	atop	the	bookcases,	

bouncing	in	shoulder	stand.	The	dance	is	vivid	testament	to	the	ambitions	of	the	film	industry	

to	match	or	even	challenge	international	standards	in	dance	dramaturgy.	A	Film-Kurier	writer,	

reporting	from	the	film	studio	ahead	of	the	eagerly-awaited	cinema	release,	witnessed	the	

shoot	of	 this	 scene	and	describes	 it	 admiringly:	 “He	 is	 an	outstanding	dancer.	When	he	 is	

dancing	across	table	and	chairs,	when	he	is	leaping	to	the	couch	and	–	with	new	panache	–	

tap-dances	and	whirls	on	the	piano	and	bookcase,	 it	 sweeps	you	away.”
68
	While	 the	 florid	

language	of	critics	may	in	general	be	best	taken	with	a	pinch	of	salt,	it	does	in	this	case	suggest	

genuine	 awe,	 which	 is	 all	 the	 more	 plausible	 in	 light	 of	 the	 absence	 of	 Fred	 Astaire’s	

imaginative	choreographing	from	German	screens.	 	While	the	spirited	nature	and	virtuosic	

dance	in	this	scene	are	rarities	among	the	repertory	of	German	music	films,	its	broader	style	

reflects	a	lastingly	popular	trend:	that	of	revue	staging	deeply	entrenched	in	the	international	

stage	and	screen	traditions	from	previous	decades.		

	

	

Elements	of	revue	staging	

	

A	 crucial	 tool	 in	 German	 music	 film	 production	 of	 the	 Nazi	 era	 was	 the	 use	 of	 large,	

predominantly	female	dance	choruses	established	in	stage	revues	of	early	decades	of	the	20
th
	

century	 and	 brought	 to	 perfection	 in	 Busby	 Berkeley’s	 “mass	 ornaments”	 (including	 his	

“sunflower	shots”)	in	his	1930s	American	films.	The	trend	prevailed	and	was	used	to	similar	

effect	 in	 Austrian	 and	 German	 film	 from	 the	 early	 1930s	 until	 1945	 and	 beyond.	 Upon	

watching	Gold	 Diggers	 of	 1933	 –	 a	 film	 never	 released	 in	 Nazi	 Germany	 –	 the	 American	

correspondent	for	the	Film-Kurier	remarked	on	the	extraordinary	use	of	camera	angles,	used	

“from	above,	from	below,	from	all	angles”.
69
	In	general,	grand	“ballet	numbers”	were	thought	

indispensable	in	revue	and	“Ausstattungsfilme”	(decoration	films),	as	an	article	in	Film-Kurier	

reports.
70
	 It	 was	 the	 extraordinary	 demand	 for	 dancers	 on	 film	 sets,	 the	 article’s	 author	

                                                
68	Anonymous	(Schu.),	“Tanzschwung	im	Zerlett-Film”,	Film-Kurier	17/12/1937,	No.	293.		
69	Chaparall,	“Greta	Garbos	Fahrrad	und	eine	verstaubte	Geschichte”,	Film-Kurier	27/06/1933,	No.	148.		
70	E.v.	Csicsáky,	“Film	und	Tanz	–	Gespräch	mit	der	Leiterin	der	Fachgruppe	Tanz	in	der	RFF”,	Film-Kurier	

28/10/1935,	No.	252.	



	 267	

reports,	that	led	to	the	instalment	of	a	“dance	department”	in	the	Reich	film	chamber	with	

Charlotte	 Susta	 as	 its	 head.	 In	 her	 interview	 for	 the	 magazine,	 Susta	 intimates	 that	

approximately	148	dancers	were	selected	from	a	pool	of	1500	in	collaboration	with	producers	

and	directors	as	the	“best	material”	(“beste	Material”).	This	pool	of	dancers	would,	as	Susta	

alleges,	secure	“internationally	competitive	standards”.
71
	The	troupe	of	dancers,	referred	to	

as	“Filmballett”,	not	only	appeared	on	film,	which	is	unlikely	to	have	ensured	lucrative	income,	

but	also	performed	on	local	stages	as	reviews	and	advertising	in	Der	Tanz	demonstrate.
72
	Parts	

of	these	performances	were	routines	displayed	in	successful	music	films,	such	as	Gasparone.73	

	

Surviving	source	material	from	the	Reich	culture	chamber	also	shows	that	lists	were	kept	of	

actors	and	actresses	according	to	their	skills	(singing,	instruments,	sports,	languages,	dialects,	

dance,	etc.).	The	dance	section	comprised	a	variety	of	styles,	with	“Steptanz”	(tap	dance)	as	

the	 largest	 category	by	 far,	with	 90	men	and	women	 listed.
74
	 These	documents	 show	 the	

government’s	ambitions	to	comply	with	international	trends	and	invest	in	the	production	of	

high-end	dance	and	revue	films.	Susta’s	remarks	highlight	that	not	only	 individual	skill	was	

honed,	but	that	it	was	also	the	“material”	wealth	of	mass	dance	numbers	that	was	considered	

desirable	for	domestic	film	production.	In	addition	to	their	scale,	revue	scenes	in	German	and	

Austrian	music	films	arguably	also	showed	evidence	of	American	influence	regarding	aspects	

of	 camera	 work;	 architecture,	 décor,	 and	 costume;	 use	 of	 colour/light	 and	 contrast;	 and	

choreography.	

	

For	some	of	the	most	prestigious	films,	film	companies	sought	specialists	with	an	expertise	in	

revue	staging	on	an	international	level	to	make	German	music	film	look	as	international	and	

contemporary	as	possible.	Two	of	the	most	ambitious	films	with	strong	revue	elements	were	

the	afore-mentioned	Es	leuchten	die	Sterne	(1938)	and	Menschen	vom	Varieté	(1939).	In	both	

cases,	the	man	responsible	for	the	artistic	concept	(working	together	with	designer	Benno	von	

                                                
71	Ibid.		
72	Der	Tanz	advertises	performances	by	“Sabine	Ress	und	das	Filmballett”	in	the	Berlin	venue	Wintergarten	and	

the	Düsseldorf	Apollo	theatre.	See	Anonymous,	“Arabesken”,	Der	Tanz	02/1936,	No.	2,	p.	17.		
73	Der	Tanz	reviews	the	troupe’s	performance	at	the	Berlin	Wintergarten,	mentioning	the	“Tischtanz”	(table	

dance)	from	Gasparone.	See	Der	Tanz	03/1936,	No.	3,	p.	24.		
74	The	undated	list	is	archived	in	the	files	of	the	Reichskulturkammer	at	Bundesarchiv	Berlin,	Karl	Bergeest,	

shelfmark:	R9361	–	V/119996.		



	 268	

Arent)	and	choreography	of	revue	scenes	was	the	Polish	dancer	and	artist	Anthony	Nellé	(1894	

–	 1977).
75
	 Nellé	 had	 previously	 worked	 as	 choreographer	 and	 stage	 designer	 for	 various	

Broadway	shows	and	Hollywood	productions,	and	from	the	mid-1930s	(1936	the	 latest)	as	

house	choreographer	at	Berlin’s	Scala	theatre.
76
	The	specialist	magazine	Der	Tanz	considered	

his	work	at	the	theatre	a	success	and	observed	that	“the	Scala	Girls	have	reached	a	formidable	

level	under	the	leadership	of	Anthony	Nellé.”	The	magazine	especially	identified	his	American-

inspired	dance	routines	as	note-worthy.
77
	

	

For	Es	leuchten	die	Sterne	(1938),	a	star-studded	revue	in	the	style	of	Paramount	on	Parade,	

there	 could	 have	 been	 no	 better	 fit	 than	 a	 choreographer	 familiar	with	 current	 American	

trends.	 A	 Film-Kurier	 article	 presenting	 Nellé	 to	 its	 readership	 emphasises	 his	 artistic	

background	 in	 the	 American	 cultural	 industry	 as	 his	main	 attribute.	 The	 interview	 reveals	

Nellé’s	strong	footing	in	American	film	musical	aesthetics.	Describing	his	creative	process	on	

the	rumba	number	in	Es	leuchten	die	Sterne,	he	relates:	

	

They	probably	expected	me	to	demand	a	bombastic	south	see	decoration,	and	money	would	

probably	not	have	been	an	objective.	However,	all	 I	asked	 for	was	a	 round,	 smooth	mirror	

surface	lit	from	below.	In	the	centre,	I	put	[dancer]	La	Jana,	on	the	rim	three	chains	of	girls	with	

raised	rumba	shakers.	The	inner	chain	rhythmically	moved	to	the	left	 in	a	circle,	the	middle	

chain	moved	to	the	right,	and	the	outer	chain	again	moved	to	the	left.	 I	 focussed	a	vertical	

white	spot	light	on	La	Jana,	and	the	three	circle	chains	were	lit	with	green	light.	Some	people	

in	the	studio	shook	their	heads	when	hearing	this	concept,	but	revised	their	prejudice	when	

they	saw	the	recorded	scene	the	next	day.
78
		

	

                                                
75	Credits	for	German	film	choreographies:	Eine	Nacht	im	Mai	(1938),	Es	leuchten	die	Sterne	(1938),	Nanu,	Sie	

kennen	Korff	noch	nicht?	(1938).	See	filmportal.de,	“Anthony	Nelle”,	accessed	15/01/2018.	
76	See	Sanford	Shire,	Marjorie	Luesebrink,	Rachael	Chodorov	(eds.),	Nellé,	New	York:	Rizzoli,	1981.	See	also	

Anonymous,	“Der	Partner	Anna	Pawlownas	[sic]	studierte	die	Tänze	in	‘Es	leuchten	die	Sterne’	ein.	Unterhaltung	

mit	Anthony	Nellé”,	Film-Kurier	14/03/1938,	No.	61.	For	information	on	Nellé’s	American	engagements,	see	Ross	

Melnick,	American	Showman:	Samuel	"Roxy"	Rothafel	and	the	Birth	of	the	Entertainment	Industry	1908	–	1935,	

New	York:	Columbia	University	Press,	2012,	p.	14	
77	Anonymous,	“Tanz	im	Varieté”,	Der	Tanz	02/1937.		
78	Anonymous,	“Der	Partner	Anna	Pawlownas	[sic]	studierte	die	Tänze	in	‘Es	leuchten	die	Sterne’	ein.	

Unterhaltung	mit	Anthony	Nellé”,	Film-Kurier	14/03/1938,	No.	61.	
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His	comments	on	reduced	staging	and	replacing	large,	florid	decorations	with	geometrically-

shaped,	dramatically-lit	objects,	and	simplistic	choreographies	 for	 large	numbers	of	 female	

dancers,	is	clearly	reminiscent	of	Busby	Berkeley’s	approach.	Just	as	in	Berkeley’s	films,	Nellé	

devised	a	camera	position	above	the	stage,	creating	 top-shots	of	 the	movement.	Both	the	

symmetry	achieved	and	the	sense	of	an	“organically”-moving	ornament	realised	by	a	group	of	

dancers	arranged	to	look	identical,	are	strikingly	similar	to	earlier	American	music	films.	The	

rumba	 shakers	 are	 used	 as	 symbols	 for	 a	 milieu	 and	 simultaneously	 signify	 abstract	

rhythmicality.	Mirrored	floors	used	to	enhance	the	effects	of	stage	 lighting	and	movement	

appeared	in	many	revue	scenes	on	American	and	German	film.
79
	In	his	review	for	the	Berliner	

Börsen-Zeitung,	Fritz	Olimsky	was	for	once	impressed	with	the	scale	of	the	production	and	

made	sure	to	“[…]	highlight	the	role	of	Anthony	Nellé,	who	created	imaginative	and	sometimes	

ingenious	effects	in	his	dance	scenes,	working	with	a	very	modern	revue	style	(he	worked	in	

America	for	a	long	time).”
80
	

	

Top	shots	in	combination	with	symmetrical	arrangements	of	Girl	troupes,	mostly	in	circular	

formations,	 had	 become	 a	 staple	 feature	 in	 American	 film	 and	 featured	 in	 some	 of	 the	

productions	released	in	Germany,	among	them	Dancing	Lady,	Broadway	Melody	(1936),	and	

Rosalie.	 German	 directors	 and	 choreographers	 explored	 the	 kaleidoscopic	 technique	 in	

several	 films,	 with	 various	 degrees	 of	 expertise	 and	 resulting	 dramatic	 effect.	 Examples	

include:	

	

Viktor	und	Viktoria	(1933)	

Einmal	eine	große	Dame	sein	(1934)	

Leichte	Kavallerie	(1935)	

Gasparone	(1937)	

Maske	in	Blau	(1942)	

Karneval	der	Liebe	(1943)	

	

                                                
79	Examples	being	Die	Frau	meiner	Träume;	Karneval	der	Liebe;	Maske	in	Blau;	among	others.	
80	Fritz	Olimsky,	“Zerletts	großer	Revue-Film”,	Berliner	Börsen-Zeitung	19/03/1938,	Schriftgutarchiv	Deutsche	

Kinemathek,	Olimsky	Sammlung,	shelfmark:	4.3-89/3	[VAR],	12,	p.	85.	
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One	of	most	illustrative	examples	is	the	water	ballet	in	the	Marika	Rökk	film	Leichte	Kavallerie	

(1935).
81
	 With	 the	 film’s	 circus	 milieu	 lending	 itself	 well	 to	 opulent	 revue	 scenes,	 the	

production	team	created	a	round	pool,	“decorated”	with	female	dancers	in	ballet	costumes	

on	its	rim	and	in	the	water.	At	its	centre,	a	smaller	round	platform	served	as	a	stage	for	Marika	

Rökk.	 Arguably,	 the	 scale	 of	 the	 staging	 in	 combination	 with	 top-shot	 technique	 was	

unprecedented	 in	German	 film,	 and	 the	Film-Kurier	 critic	 took	 note	 accordingly:	 “Director	

Werner	Hochbaum,	architects	Czerwonski	und	Böhm,	and	camera	man	Bruno	Timm	worked	

hand	in	hand	to	create	a	revue	tableaux	captured	from	bold	angles.	Its	picturesque	charm	is	

comparable	to	that	of	American	revue	films.”
82
		

	

Another	interesting	case	is	Karneval	der	Liebe	(1943),	which	displays	considerable	variation	

on	 the	 technique	within	 its	expansive	 revue	sequences.	The	effect	of	 revolving	ornaments	

(both	animate	and	inanimate)	captured	from	above	includes	a	carousel	montage	and	cross-

fading	trick,	which	sees	dancers	circle	as	the	aftereffect	of	spinning	in	the	merry-go-round.	

Additionally,	the	film’s	finale	also	uses	the	more	“traditional”	shot	of	the	circular	movements	

of	 illuminated	 dancers	 against	 a	 black,	 mirrored	 floor.	 Again,	 the	 press	 highlighted	 the	

“memorable”	camera	work.
83
		

	

One	 of	 the	 earliest	 and	 most	 inventive	 emulation	 of	 the	 Berkeley	 aesthetic	 was	 the	

Austrian/Hungarian	co-production	of	Ball	im	Savoy	(1935),	an	adaptation	of	Paul	Abraham’s	

operetta	from	1932,	featuring	the	original’s	female	stars	Gitta	Alpar	and	Rosy	Barsony.	The	

production	 was	 overseen	 by	 the	 composer.	 Following	 its	 enormous	 success	 on	 German,	

Austrian	 and	 British	 stages,	 Ball	 im	 Savoy	 was	 deemed	 fit	 for	 the	 cinema,	 albeit	 with	

substantial	changes	of	the	narrative	and	a	few	modernisations	with	regards	to	staging.
84
	The	

stage	version’s	“Kangaroo	fox”	–	a	playful	comment	on	fashionable	American	dances	–was	

replaced	by	Abraham	with	a	new	song	on	the	same	topic:	“Niagara	Fox”.	It	was	performed	by	

                                                
81	Based	on	Franz	von	Suppè’s	operetta	from	1866.	
82	Anonymous	(S.-k.),	“Leichte	Kavallerie”,	Film-Kurier	15/10/1935,	No.	241.		
83	Paul	Ickes,	“Karneval	der	Liebe”,	Film-Kurier	12/04/1943,	No.	80.	
84	In	September	1933,	“Ball	at	the	Savoy”	opened	at	the	Theatre	Royal,	Drury	Lane	in	London	(08/09/1933),	with	

the	libretto	translated	and	adapted	by	Oscar	Hammerstein	II.	It	ran	from	September	1933	to	January	1934.	See	

Play	Pictorial	10/1933,	No.	379;	The	Times	13/01/1934,	No.	46651.	
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Barsony,	who	recreated	her	stage	persona	as	the	jazz	composer	Jose	Pasodoble.	Again,	she	

appears	 in	 tail	 coat	 and	 top	 hat,	 conducting	 a	 bizarre	 parody	 of	 a	 jazz	 band	 including	 a	

Gershwinesque	 clarinet	 solo,	 and	 demonstrating	 her	 “eccentric”	 dance	 skills.
85
	 The	

Berkeleyesque	cinematography	certainly	added	to	the	topicality	of	the	operetta,	with	several	

musical	 numbers	 (including	 “Niagara	 Fox”)	 using	 top	 shots	 on	 dancers	 and	 symmetrically-

placed	pianos.
86
		

	

Naturally,	kaleidoscopic	effects	could	not	only	be	achieved	by	using	“human	material”,	but	

also	an	abundance	of	identical	props	arranged	in	symmetry.	Again,	it	seems	that	German	films	

based	their	choice	of	stage	props	in	music	films	according	on	American	examples	of	the	genre.	

One	of	the	most	direct	copies	on	German	cinema	screens	was	the	revue	rehearsal	scene	in	

Traummusik	(1940),	which	incorporates	an	assembly	of	dressing	tables	with	glass-less	mirrors	

and	two	young	women	on	either	side	mirroring	each	other’s	action.	The	exact	same	staging	

was	 part	 of	 Busby	 Berkeley’s	 revue	 scenes	 in	Dames	 (1934),	 albeit	 on	 a	 larger	 scale.	 The	

German	production	designer	for	Traummusik	was	Emil	Hasler,	who	was	well-versed	in	revue	

styles	and	had	not	only	worked	on	a	few	of	the	most	prestigious	films	of	the	Weimar	Republic	

(such	as	Der	blaue	Engel),	but	was	responsible	also	for	the	stage	sets	of	the	visually	impressive	

revue	scenes	in	the	Austrian	Premiere	(1937).87	

	

	

Revue	staging:	props,	instruments,	backdrops	

	

Apart	from	organising	movement	according	to	established	formulae,	German	film	personnel	

also	followed	well-trodden	paths	with	regards	to	other	elements	of	the	stage	revue.	Visual	

opulence	achieved	by	lavish	decorations	and	costumes	remained	a	key	feature	of	many	music	

films.	 The	 ambition	 to	 create	 richly-endowed	 revue	 scenes	 was	 particularly	 pronounced	

                                                
85	Her	stage	costume	was	pictured	in	contemporary	photographs	in	German	and	British	magazines,	as	well	as	on	

commercial	copies	of	the	operetta’s	sheet	music:	Ball	im	Savoy,	Notenausgabe	für	Klavier	und	Stimme,	Alrobi	

Musikverlag	(1933),	Staatsbibliothek	Berlin,	shelfmark:	DMS	221474.	
86	See	section	below	for	more	details	on	the	ornamental	use	of	instruments.	
87	See	subsection	“Perfect	symmetry,	perfect	synchrony?”	
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towards	the	end	of	the	war,	when	revue	films	were	arguably	used	to	both	suggest	economic	

strength	and	boost	public	morale.		

	

One	of	the	most	obvious	symbols	of	American	modernity,	repeatedly	referenced	in	German	

and	Austrian	music	film,	was	the	New	York	skyline	and	Broadway	street	scape,	both	of	which	

had	been	honoured	in	self-reflexive	recreations	on	American	stages	and	screens	previously.	

Early	 American	 film	musicals	 honoured	 their	 substantial	 embedding	 in	 stage	 traditions	 by	

bringing	Broadway’s	sounds	and	sights	to	the	screen.	With	regards	to	visual	aesthetics,	this	

was	most	artfully	done	in	Broadway	Melody	(1929)	and	42nd	Street	(1933),	both	of	which	use	

skyscraper	decorations	as	part	of	their	musical	numbers.	Several	German	and	Austrian	films	

continued	 to	 emulate	 this	 trend	 throughout	 the	 1930s	 and	 early	 1940s,	 arguably	 keeping	

intact	some	of	 its	connotations	originating	 in	the	previous	decade.	During	the	years	of	the	

Weimar	 Republic,	 stylised	 metropolitan	 skylines	 used	 on	 stage	 or	 film	 were	 typically	

expressions	 of	modernity,	 progress,	 cosmopolitanism,	 and	maybe	 even	 democratic	 values	

(see	Chapter	I).	Arguably,	even	when	used	as	superficial	decorations	against	the	backdrop	of	

the	increasingly	restrictive	political	environment	in	Nazi	Germany,	these	symbols	could	not	be	

stripped	of	the	meaning	they	had	acquired	in	more	politically	liberal	times.	They	appeared	not	

only	in	films,	but	continued	to	feature	on	the	popular	music	stages	also.
88
	

	

The	most	emblematic	examples	of	German	and	Austrian	films	that	used	visual	references	to	

the	American	metropolis	 stem	 from	the	 late	1930s	and	early	1940s.
89
	The	Austrian	drama	

Schatten	der	Vergangenheit	(1936)	combines	the	glittering	world	of	a	revue	star	with	the	dark	

past	of	her	ex-convict	twin	sister	(both	roles	played	by	Luise	Ullrich,	1910	–	1985)	and	contains	

an	ambitious	revue	scene	directly	influenced	by	American	film.	Not	only	does	director	Werner	

Hochbaum	 (1899	 –	 1946)	 devise	 top-shots	 on	 circulating	 ornamental	 Girl	 ensembles,	 the	

sequence	also	boasts	as	 its	main	attraction	a	sparkling	show	staircase	 framed	by	revolving	

skyscraper	decorations.	In	the	centre	of	the	tableau,	Louise	Ullrich	–	in	a	glittering	top	hat	and	

                                                
88	For	example	as	part	of	the	“Festspiele”	at	the	Berlin	revue	theatre	Scala	in	1935.	Otto	Stenzel,	his	orchestra,	

and	various	dancers	appeared	in	front	of	a	backdrop	depicting	illuminated	high	risers.	Willy	Pragher	Collection,	

Landesarchiv	Baden-Württemberg,	Staatsarchiv	Freiburg,	shelfmark:	W	134	No.	008064	and	008059.	
89	An	early	example	includes	the	Austrian	Himmel	auf	Erden	(1935),	which	includes	one	short	revue	scene	with	

sky	risers	depicted	on	a	stage	backcloth.		
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tail	coat	combination	–	and	an	entourage	of	men	in	formal	attire	enter,	arranged	in	a	V-shape.	

Most	of	 the	 choreography	consists	of	 little	more	 than	coordinated	walking	 in	 symmetrical	

formations,	and	Ullrich	attempting	one	tap	dance	move	(she	was	not	a	dancer.)	The	references	

to	 American	 stage	 and	 screen	 entertainment	 were	 not	 lost	 on	 the	 press.	 Reviewing	 the	

German	premiere,	Der	Film	wrote,	“The	revue	scenes	breathe	the	air	of	Broadway.	They	were	

modelled	on	the	famous	Metro	film	[meaning	Broadway	Melody].”90	The	Film-Kurier	made	

the	same	observation	but	drew	unfavourable	comparisons.	Its	critic	asserted	that	the	film’s	

revue	scenes	showed	“a	 lot	of	good	will”,	but	“remained	 inferior	compared	to	similar	 fare	

from	the	USA.”	He	continues:		

	

It	is	obvious	that	Ullrich	is	no	revue	star	and	Vienna	has	not	the	same	abundance	of	dancers	

and	revue	performers	as	Hollywood,	but	couldn’t	we	have	expected	Hochbaum	to	approach	

this	milieu	differently?	Even	a	few	daring	camera	perspectives	cannot	hide	the	fact	that	this	

part	of	the	film	has	severe	weaknesses.
91
	

	

The	 connection	with	American	 entertainment	 is	 also	manifested	 in	 Anton	 Profes	 and	 Karl	

Buda’s	song	“Waiting”,	which	freely	mixes	German	and	English	in	its	lyrics.	As	such,	the	song	

is	an	extension	of	the	Ullrich	character,	which	adopts	an	affected	“American”	manner	to	fit	

the	milieu	and	liberally	mixes	English	vocabulary	into	her	German	dialogue.	Within	the	context	

of	the	narrative,	the	foray	 into	the	world	of	Americanised	showmanship	can	be	read	as	an	

externalisation	of	the	protagonist’s	 lack	of	 inner	depth,	which	 is	to	some	extent	congruent	

with	those	prejudices	against	American	culture	and	society	nurtured	since	the	early	days	of	

the	 Weimar	 Republic.	 Crucially	 however,	 elaborate	 revue	 imagery	 and	 American	 themes	

continued	to	ensure	high	box	office	returns.		

	

Another	Austrian	film	to	use	Hollywood	aesthetics	is	Der	weiße	Traum	(1943),	an	ice	skating	

revue	 film	modelled	 on	 the	 Sonja	 Henie	 films	 of	 the	 previous	 decade.	Der	 weiße	 Traum,	

starring	Liesl	Strolz	as	the	figure	skater	Olli,	is	based	on	a	backstage	narrative	and	features	a	

swing-inspired	score	by	Michael	Jary.	Two	of	the	many	elaborately-decorated	revue	scenes	

reintroduce	familiar	 imagery:	a	tiered	stage	with	a	jazz	band,	fronted	by	the	protagonist	 in	

                                                
90	Anonymous	(F.R.),	“Schatten	der	Vergangenheit”,	Der	Film	18/07/1936,	No.	29.		
91	Anonymous	(BeWe),	“Schatten	der	Vergangenheit”,	Film-Kurier	18/07/1936,	No.	166.		
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tailcoat	and	top	hat	performing	a	tap	dance	on	her	 ice	skates.	Another	routine	of	the	film,	

reminiscent	of	Astaire	and	Rogers’	tap	choreography	on	roller	skates	in	Shall	We	Dance	(1936),	

occurs	 as	 part	 of	 what	 Dietrich	 Steinbeck	 calls	 the	 film’s	 “token	 modern	 scene”:	 an	

Americanised	roof	top	party	with	a	stylised	New	York	skyline	in	the	background.
92
		

	

A	German	film	to	use	a	stylised	skyline	as	a	marker	of	modernity	was	Liebespremiere	(1943).93	

The	film	opens	with	the	credits	running	in	front	of	a	montage	showing	cityscape	impressions	

by	 night.	 While	 the	 technique	 of	 cross-fading	 and	 cross-cutting	 shots	 of	 neon	 signs	 and	

building	facades	is	inspired	by	American	film	making	(where	it	had	been	used	for	at	least	ten	

years),	the	film	exclusively	shows	real	Berlin	sites	and	features	–	potentially	a	concession	to	

the	anti-American	political	climate	towards	the	turning	point	of	the	war	in	late	1942	and	early	

1943.	The	montage	sequence	blends	into	the	first	scene,	which	establishes	an	elaborate	stage	

set	with	three	platforms	and	a	spiral	staircase	framed	by	skyscraper	decorations.	The	floor	is	

a	tiled	chess-board	pattern	in	black	and	white.	The	design	is	clearly	inspired	by	Art	Deco	shapes	

and	evokes	the	exterior	of	1930s	cruise	ships.	Similar	production	design	featured	prominently	

in	 the	 Busby	 Berkeley	 films	 and	 some	 of	 the	 Astaire/Rogers	 musicals	 –	 most	 notable	 in	

comparison	to	Liebespremiere	 is	the	couple’s	dance	sequence	to	“Let’s	Face	the	Music	and	

Dance”	 on	 a	 roof	 top	 terrace	 in	 Follow	 the	 Fleet	 (1936).	 Both	 scenes	 also	 serve	 a	 similar	

dramaturgical	purpose:	both	irrelevant	for	the	narrative	development,	the	opening	number	

in	Liebespremiere	reveals	itself	as	a	“film	within	the	film”,	while	the	Astaire/Rogers	sequence	

is	part	of	a	“show	within	the	film”.		

	

Liebespremiere	 is	a	vivid	example	of	 the	German	ambitions	to	reflect	stylistic	currents	and	

achieve	 the	 same	 splendour	 as	 American	 productions	 despite	 political	 differences.	 Revue	

scenes	 arguably	 attempted	 to	 prove	 the	 worthiness	 of	 the	 German	 film	 industry	 as	 an	

international	competitor	at	a	time	when	German	troops	were	already	increasingly	defeated	

                                                
92	Steinbeck,	p.	63.		
93	The	plot	was	an	adaptation	of	Ralph	Benatzky’s	operetta	Axel	an	der	Himmelstür	(1936).	For	more	

information,	see	Clarke,	2011a,	pp.	193	–	195.		
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and	 warfare	 limited	 the	 national	 expenditure	 for	 cultural	 entertainment.
94
	 While	 the	

government	and	its	associates	instigated	the	systematic	mass	murder	of	Jews,	many	German	

music	films	still	operated	with	the	same	blueprint	of	visual	cosmopolitanism	established	more	

than	 a	 decade	 earlier.	 Rather	 than	 actively	 promoting	 virtues	 of	modernity,	 liberality	 and	

democracy,	 these	 films	 used	 now-empty	 symbols	 of	 popular	 culture	 layered	 on	what	was	

often	a	conservative	plot	line.	The	question	however	remains,	whether	spectators,	who	had	

witnessed	the	often-extreme	contrasts	between	the	political	systems	of	the	Weimar	Republic	

and	“Third	Reich”	and	their	respective	cultural	policies,	were	indeed	aware	of	the	grotesque	

discrepancies	not	only	between	depictions	of	internationalism	in	(popular)	art	of	each	era,	but	

also	between	the	curtailment	of	daily	political	practice	in	Nazi	Germany	and	the	simultaneous	

emulation,	and	effectively	glorification	of	recognisable	American	trends.	It	is	hard	to	imagine	

that	 the	 Propaganda	Ministry	 believed	 their	 Janus-faced	 stance	would	 go	 unnoticed.	 Film	

scholarship	of	the	 last	decades	has	often	been	too	quick	to	equate	the	politics	of	 the	Nazi	

government	 with	 film	 production,	 without	 addressing	 the	many	 conflicting	 practices,	 and	

without	considering	the	potential	for	critical	awareness	on	the	part	of	film	audiences.		

	

Some	cases,	 in	which	procedures	of	copying	from	foreign	films	are	glaringly	obvious,	seem	

particularly	 puzzling.	 Menschen	 vom	 Varieté	 (1939),	 with	 revue	 numbers	 designed	 and	

choreographed	by	Anthony	Nellé,	replicates	elements	from	two	well-known	foreign	films,	one	

of	them	banned	from	release	in	German	entirely,	and	the	second	one	in	parts.
95
	One	was	the	

British	Evergreen	(1934)	with	Jessie	Matthews	(1907	–	1981)	in	the	lead	role,	the	other	was	

the	American	The	Great	Ziegfeld	(1936).	With	regards	to	the	latter,	the	reason	for	a	ban	was	

straight-forward,	since	the	film	celebrated	the	life	and	work	of	the	Jewish	revue	impresario	

Florenz	 Ziegfeld.	 In	 the	 case	 of	 Evergreen	 however,	 the	 reason	 for	 official	 objection	 and	

intervention	was,	amongst	others,	the	decoration	of	a	revue	scene.	As	a	surviving	censorship	

document	informs	us,	one	of	the	three	dance	scenes	cut	from	the	German	cinema	version	is	

                                                
94	This	affected	even	the	wages	of	star	performers.	Ilse	Werner’s	request	for	a	sum	of	30.000	for	a	film	in	1941	

(title	unclear)	was	turned	down	because	“we	are	at	war”,	as	an	internal	Reichskulturkammer	correspondence	

reveals.	Bundesarchiv	Berlin,	shelfmark:	R	9361-V/67379.	
95	Harley,	p.	134.	
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“the	 negro	 ballet!	 Against	 a	 background	 with	 larger-than-life	 negro	 heads.”
96
	 The	 scene	

mentioned	here	is	part	of	a	four-minute	production	number	suggesting	travel	through	time	

from	the	mid-1930s	back	to	the	1920s,	World	War	One,	and	the	Belle	Époque	at	the	end	of	

the	19
th
	century.

97
	In	a	sequence	recreating	1920s	popular	culture,	Jessie	Matthews	and	an	

ensemble	dance	a	Charleston	in	front	of	a	backdrop	depicting	stylised	black	faces	with	rolling	

eyes	and	a	saxophone.
98
	The	stage	element	of	the	caricatured	black	faces,	which	had	been	

identified	 as	 the	 reason	 for	 omitting	 this	 scene	 in	 the	 film’s	 German	 commercial	 version,	

surprisingly	reappeared	in	a	strikingly	similar	fashion	in	Menschen	vom	Varieté	a	few	years	

later.	Here,	Anthony	Nellé’s	stage	design	for	the	revue	production	number	“Komm	und	tanz”	

(music	 by	 proficient	 jazz	 player	 and	 composer	 Georg	 Haentzschel)	 includes	 the	 large,	

automated	doll	 of	 a	black	bar	 tender	with	a	 cocktail	 shaker.	 The	doll	 is	 perched	on	a	 tall,	

revolving	cone	with	steps	curving	around	from	the	top	to	the	bottom.	A	similar	structure	had	

also	featured	prominently	in	The	Great	Ziegfeld,	as	part	of	the	production	number	“A	Pretty	

Girl	is	like	a	Melody”	(music	by	Irving	Berlin).	The	climactic	scene	sees	a	large	cast	arranged	on	

wide	stairs	winding	around	a	cylindrical	tower,	with	the	camera	following	the	performers	up	

and	 down	 the	 staircase.	 This	 spectacular	 scene,	 while	 not	 on	 public	 show	 in	 Germany,	

evidently	inspired	Nellé	for	his	design	in	Menschen	vom	Varieté.	Most	likely,	the	inner	circle	

of	the	film	ministry	gave	him	access	to	The	Great	Ziegfeld	for	“studying”	purposes,	and	there	

was	 at	 least	 some	 critical	 attention	 after	 the	 film	had	been	 introduced	 at	 the	 annual	 film	

festival	 of	 1936	 in	 Venice.
99
	 It	 is	 unclear	 whether	 Nellé	 consciously	 chose	 elements	 from	

scenes	and	 films	 that	 the	average	German	audience	could	not	have	been	 familiar	with	 (in	

                                                
96	Censorship	file	Evergreen,	Filmoberprüfstelle	Berlin,	Prüfnummer	7636,	09/02/1935,	Archiv	des	Deutschen	

Filminstitut	Frankfurt.	Original	quote:	“Das	Negerballet!	Ballett	vor	einem	Hintergrund	mit	überlebensgroßen	

Negerköpfen	(Länge	26m)”.	The	document	also	reveals	that	in	first	instance,	the	film	was	banned	entirely.	Only	

after	the	film	distributor	Felsom-Film	appealed	the	decision,	the	ban	was	reconsidered	and	lifted,	with	the	

exception	of	three	music/dance	numbers.		
97	The	number	comprises	musical	elements	by	composers	Harry	M.	Woods	(“Springtime	in	Your	Heart”	and	

“Charleston”)	and	Alfred	Reynolds	(Polka).	See	imdb.com/Evergreen,	accessed	30/01/2018.		
98	Ultimately,	the	curtailed	version	of	Evergreen	was	very	positively	reviewed	in	Film-Kurier	30/03/1935,	No.	76.		
99	For	example,	Fritz	Olimsky	reviewed	The	Great	Ziegfeld	for	Saale-Zeitung	and	Berliner	Börsen-Zeitung,	

05/09/1936.	Schriftgutarchiv	Deutsche	Kinemathek,	Olimsky,	Saale-Zeitung	shelfmark:	4.3-89/3	[VAR],12,	S.113;	

Berliner	Börsen-Zeitung	shelfmark:	4.3-89/3	[VAR],11,	S.149.	There	was	also	a	short	report	on	the	film	from	

London,	in	Film-Kurier	24/09/1936,	No.	224.		
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which	 case	 it	 could	 possibly	 be	 interpreted	 as	 a	 political	 statement),	 or	 if	 his	 choices	 for	

inspiration	were	coincidental	in	this	case.	The	German	film	press	naturally	did	not	notice	the	

arresting	similarities	in	style	outlined	above,	but	highlighted	the	precision	of	the	Girl	dances	

and	generally	“brilliant	revue	scenes	created	by	Anthony	Nellé”.
100

	

	

One	of	the	most	often	recycled	ideas	for	revue	staging	in	German	music	film	of	the	period	was	

that	of	using	instruments	on	stage	as	props	or	decoration.	In	most	cases,	the	instruments	thus	

integrated	 into	a	 revue	 scene	were	neither	 functional	nor	 realistically	 reproduced.	Rather,	

they	were	stylised	into	abstractions	of	various	degrees	for	a	specific	dramatic	purpose.	Again,	

the	trick	was	all	but	new.	As	pointed	out	in	previous	chapters,	it	had	been	a	firm	favourite	in	

the	tradition	of	revue	staging.	On	film,	it	was	once	more	Busby	Berkeley	who	took	the	concept	

to	unprecedented	extremes.	Among	his	designs	based	on	this	idea,	the	most	ingenious	and	

famous	is	the	“Shadow	Waltz”	in	Gold	Diggers	of	1933,	in	which	a	Girl	dance	troupe	with	petal-

like	skirts	swirls	in	synchrony	while	“playing”	violin.	The	instruments	were	prepared	with	light	

tubes	around	their	circumference,	and	as	all	other	light	sources	are	switched	off,	the	onlooker	

sees	dozens	of	violins	dance	and	arrange	themselves	into	a	gigantic	violin,	all	captured	with	

overhead	shots.	The	technique	was	later	also	used	in	the	Sonja	Henie	vehicle	Happy	Landing	

(1938),	directed	by	Roy	del	Ruth.	This	time,	German	audiences	and	critics	could	admire	the	

effect,	and	the	Film-Kurier	wrote:	“For	the	beginning	of	a	jazz	band	scene,	instruments	were	

lined	 with	 light	 tubes.	 This	 idea	 produced	 astounding	 visual	 effects	 that	 deserved	 the	

spontaneous	applause	given	in	the	auditorium.”
101

		

	

In	Gold	Diggers	of	1935,	Busby	Berkeley	devised	another	instrument	ballet.	This	time	he	had	

56	white	grand	pianos	and	their	female	players	“dance”	to	yet	another	waltz	(“The	Words	are	

in	My	Heart”)	with	the	help	of	darkly-clad	men	placed	underneath	the	instruments.	German	

films	never	had	the	financial	means	to	indulge	in	revue	staging	on	this	scale.	However,	many	

films	with	a	strong	revue	dimension	sported	variations	on	this	theme.
102

	The	most	obvious	

                                                
100	Anonymous,	“Menschen	vom	Varieté”,	Film-Kurier	15/04/1939,	No.	88.		
101	Georg	Herzberg,	“Die	Eiskönigin”,	Film-Kurier	27/06/1938,	No.	147.		
102	Up	until	the	“Anschluss”	of	Austria,	German	film	personnel	and	interested	fans	could	watch	the	Gold	Diggers	

films	in	Austria.	See	for	example	an	advert	for	Gold	Diggers	of	1937	in	Österreichische	Filmzeitung	30/07/1937,	

No.	31.		
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analogy	between	revue	staging	in	an	American	and	German	film	is	that	of	King	of	Jazz	(1930)	

and	Wir	machen	Musik	(1942).	More	than	ten	years	after	Paul	Whiteman	and	his	band	rose	

from	an	over-sized	grand	piano	for	the	“Rhapsody	in	Blue”	scene,	the	film	team	surrounding	

director	Helmut	Käutner	devised	exactly	the	same	routine.	In	the	concluding	revue	scenes	of	

Wir	machen	Musik,	an	all-female	jazz	band	and	male	conductor	appear	from	the	bottom	of	an	

over-sized	grand	piano	within	a	stage	setting.	 Instead	of	real	 instruments,	they	are	holding	

appropriations	of	double	bass,	trumpet,	trombone	and	saxophone	made	of	what	is	designed	

to	look	like	glass.	A	reviewer	from	Film-Kurier	either	had	no	knowledge	of	the	original,	or	chose	

not	 to	 mention	 it	 in	 his	 admiring	 account	 of	 the	 scene.
103

	 Other	 German	 productions	

continued	the	trend	of	placing	dancers	on	decorative	grand	pianos,	as	seen	in	Hallo	Janine,	

Und	du	mein	Schatz	fährst	mit,	Es	leuchten	die	Sterne	and	Wir	machen	Musik	among	others.		

	

There	was	one	attempt	to	emulate	the	Busby	Berkeley	mass	effects	using	pianos.	In	1940,	the	

American	Broadway	Serenade	with	 Jeanette	McDonald	 in	 the	 lead	role	opened	 in	German	

cinemas	 to	 positive	 critical	 acclaim.	 The	 Film-Kurier	 enthused	 about	 the	 “fantastic	 visual	

effect”	 and	 in	 general,	 and	 the	 skill	 of	 “the	 Americans	 in	 producing	 revue	 films.”
104
	 Even	

though	Busby	Berkeley	was	only	involved	in	creating	the	finale	(as	a	measure	to	rescue	the	

film	from	box	office	failure),	an	earlier	revue	scene	with	an	abundance	of	grand	pianos	and	

piano	players	also	bore	his	trademarks.	A	year	later,	the	German	film	Immer	nur	Du	(1941)	

uses	a	stage	design	for	its	main	production	number	that	features,	if	not	Berkeleys	56	(in	Gold	

Diggers	 of	 1935),	 at	 least	 six	 grand	 pianos	 arranged	 atop	 a	 stage-filling	 raised	 platform	

suggesting	the	lid	of	a	giant	grand	piano.	Singer	Johannes	Heesters,	followed	by	a	group	of	

Girls,	 enters	 the	 stage	walking	on	 a	 giant	 keyboard	with	 a	 song	 appropriately	 titled	 “Man	

müsste	Klavier	spielen	können”	(If	only	 I	could	play	piano,	music	by	Friedrich	Schröder).	 In	

Film-Kurier,	music	critic	Dr	Hermann	Wanderscheck	not	only	appraised	Schröder’s	“swinging”,	

electrifying”	music,	 but	 also	 aforementioned	 scene.	 “The	 dancers	 of	 the	 keyboard	 are	 an	

ingenious	idea”,	he	writes,	and	“a	concert	played	on	six	pianos	is	part	of	the	grandiose	façade	

for	any	big	revue.”
105

	

	

                                                
103	Wilhelm	Forman,	“Ilse	Werner	und	die	acht	Spatzen”,	Film-Kurier	15/07/1942,	No.	163.		
104	Günther	Schwark,	“Irrwege	der	Liebe”,	Film-Kurier	18/04/1940,	No.	91.	
105	Hermann	Wanderscheck,	“Die	Woche	nach	Noten”,	Film-Kurier	17/09/1941,	No.	218.		
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Again,	even	though	many	American	key	films	were	banned	from	German	release,	their	stylistic	

footprint	 left	a	distinct	mark	 in	German	film	production	and	was	often	received	positively.	

While	some	of	these	references	were	actively	planned	and	promoted	by	the	film	chamber,	

this	 influence	had	been	deeply	woven	 into	cultural	production	since	the	early	years	of	 the	

Weimar	Republic	and	was	arguably	much	more	far-reaching	that	what	could	be	controlled.	

	

	

Perfect	symmetry,	perfect	synchrony?	

	

The	use	of	performers	arranged	as	geometric	shapes	in	music	film	has	raised	questions	about	

the	parallels	between	revue	aesthetic	and	fascist	ideology.	Scholars	such	as	Eric	Rentschler,	

Linda	 Schulte-Sasse	 and	 Karsten	 Witte	 have	 addressed	 the	 aesthetisation	 of	 politics	 in	

consideration	of	some	of	the	most	prominent	German	revue	films	of	the	Nazi	era.
106

	Typically,	

Leni	Riefenstahl’s	NSDAP	party	documentaries	are	identified	as	suitable	comparisons	for	revue	

films,	 since	 they	present	“overwhelming	constructions	 that	dwarf	human	perspectives	and	

shatter	pedestrian	conceptual	frameworks.”
107

	Beyond	the	realm	of	architectural	structures,	

Rentschler	also	considers	the	impact	of	Riefenstahl’s	films	on	the	perception	of	the	human	

body.	Her	Olympia	(1938),	he	suggests,	“treats	athletes	as	raw	material	and	transforms	their	

bodies	into	abstract	shapes	and	mass	ornaments.”
108

	He	goes	on:		

	

Fascist	artworks	exercise	a	powerful	and	persuasive	effect:	they	present	seductive	intimations	

of	oblivion	with	 visual	 beauty	 and	operatic	 glory.	Well-proportioned	bodies,	 divorced	 from	

physical	 reality	 and	 raised	 to	 ethereal	 heights,	 provide	 aesthetic	 pleasure	 of	 the	 highest	

order.
109
	

	

The	argument	is	convincing	to	a	point,	especially	with	regards	to	the	government’s	intentions	

for	what	was	presented	to	the	public.	However,	when	applying	the	principle	to	music	film,	we	

must	assert	that	what	was	practically	possible	often	did	not	live	up	to	the	theory	of	creating	

                                                
106	Rentschler,	1996a;	Schulte-Sasse;	Witte,	1995.		
107	Rentschler,	1996a,	p.	21f.		
108	Ibid.		
109	Ibid.,	p.	22.		
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“oblivion	 with	 visual	 beauty	 and	 operatic	 glory”.	 As	 has	 already	 been	 documented	 here,	

coverage	of	German	cinema	in	the	film	press	left	little	doubt	that	most	domestic	productions	

of	 revue	 films	 were	 inferior	 to	 their	 American	 counterparts	 and	 often	 lacked	 the	

professionalism	 and	 sheer	 scale	 to	 impress	 or	 indeed	 make	 spectators	 feel	 humbled	 or	

“dwarfed”.	An	expression	often	used	in	this	context	is	that	of	“Menschenmaterial”	(human	

material).
110
	 When	 drawing	 comparisons	 between	 American	 and	 German	 film,	 this	 was	

regularly	used	as	a	measuring	stick	of	a	film’s	overall	grandeur	and	dramatic	effectiveness.	

The	consensus	was	that	German	(and	Austrian)	productions	revealed	a	constant,	short	supply	

of	“Menschenmaterial”,	preventing	real	competition	with	Hollywood.
111

	The	shortcomings	of	

ensemble	 sizes	 complemented	 lack	 of	 virtuosity	 in	 solo	 dance	 performances	 and	 group	

choreographies.	Film	choreographers	seemed	to	 lack	 the	 imagination	or	availability	of	 real	

talent	to	device	dazzling	choreographies.	In	most	German	music	films	of	the	late	1930s	and	

early	1940s,	dancers	do	little	more	than	gracelessly	going	through	the	motions	of	gymnastic	

movements	 –	miles	 away	 from	 the	 perfect	 symmetries	 created	 by	minimal	movement	 in	

Busby	Berkeley’s	Girl	ornaments.		

	

A	principle	that	both	Hollywood	cinema	and	fascist	art	borrowed	from	classical	architecture	

and	its	manifestations	on	the	operatic	stages	of	the	17
th
	and	18

th
	centuries	is	that	of	symmetry.	

The	allure	of	Ziegfeld’s	and	Berkeley’s	“mass	ornaments”,	as	described	by	Siegfried	Kracauer	

(see	 Chapter	 II)	 is	 considerably	 based	 on	 this	 approach.	 When	 exercised	 well,	 these	

arrangements	turned	human	bodies	into	geometrical	shapes	that	defied	boundaries	between	

inanimate	 object	 and	 human	 organism	 and	 present	 symbols	 of	 absolute	 control	 and	

submission	to	a	greater	entity.	Arguably,	these	intricately-designed	structures	cease	to	“glorify	

surrender”,	as	Susan	Sontag	calls	the	effect	of	fascist	art,	as	soon	as	symmetry	is	disturbed	

and	 the	 single	 particles	 of	 the	 ornament	 become	 visible	 as	 moving	 independently.
112

	 An	

illustrative	example	of	a	symmetry	disturbed	in	German	film	of	the	Nazi	era	is	Hallo	Janine	

                                                
110	For	example	Fritz	Olimsky,	“Es	leuchten	die	Sterne”,	Berliner	Börsen-Zeitung	19/03/1938;	Anonymous	(F.R.),	

“Broadway	Melodie”,	Der	Film	29/02/1936;	Anonymous	(BeWe),	“Schatten	der	Vergangenheit”,	Film-Kurier	

18/07/1936,	No.	166;	Hermann	Gressieker,	“Amerikanische	Maßstäbe	II”,	Der	deutsche	Film	12/1937,	No.	6,	p.	

272.		
111	For	example	Anonymous	(BeWe),	“Schatten	der	Vergangenheit”,	Film-Kurier	18/07/1936,	No.	166.	
112	Susan	Sontag,	“Fascinating	fascism”,	New	York	Review	of	Books	06/02/1975.	
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(1939),	a	film	musical	which	evidently	aims	for	ornamental	perfection	in	its	large-scale	revue	

scenes,	devised	by	Rökk’s	long-term	choreographer	Sabine	Ress.	The	ensemble	work	is	visibly	

flawed.	During	the	production	number	“Musik,	Musik,	Musik”,	one	of	the	dancers	closest	to	

the	camera	misses	her	cue	and	joins	into	the	group	choreography	a	few	beats	late,	thereby	

violating	the	desired	illusion	of	perfected	bodies	moving,	as	 it	were,	as	one.	Many	German	

music	films	aimed	for	the	dramaturgy	successfully	presented	in	American	film,	but	only	few	

excelled.	 In	 part,	 the	 failure	 to	 reproduce	 American	 standards	 can	 be	 explained	with	 the	

limited	variety	of	choreographers	available,	none	of	whom	paralleled	the	precision	and	skill	

of,	for	example,	Ziegfeld’s	choreographer	Ned	Wayburn.
113

		

	

One	 of	 the	 few	 films	 that	 succeeded	 in	 matching	 its	 own	 ambitions	 with	 regards	 to	

symmetrical	 revue	 staging	was	 the	Austrian	Premiere	 (1937),	which	 introduced	 the	Swede	

Zarah	Leander	as	a	major	film	star.	As	an	article	 in	Der	Film	announces,	the	film	set	out	to	

emulate	the	aesthetic	of	Broadway	Melody	and	other	comparable	American	revue	films	to	

“produce	 revue	 scenes	 on	 a	 scale	 unprecedented	 in	 Europe”.
114

	 In	 order	 to	 achieve	 this	

standard,	choreographer	Floyd	Dupont	was	hired	to	devise	all	revue	scenes.
115
	Experienced	

film	architect	Emil	Hasler	also	contributed	significantly	to	the	look	of	the	production	numbers,	

which	 like	 many	 American	 revue	 scenes	 drew	 on	 elements	 of	 Art	 Deco	 and	 classical	

architecture.		

	

The	film’s	director	Géza	von	Bolvary	(1897	–	1961)	was	known	for	his	intentions	to	elevate	

German-speaking	music	films	to	world-class	standards.	In	an	interview	for	the	Film-Kurier	in	

1935,	he	expressed	his	desire	and	ambition	to	produce	music	films	of	international	appeal.
116

	

Two	years	later,	he	spoke	openly	about	the	difficulties	of	emulating	American	standards	for	

Premiere	in	an	interview	with	Der	Film:	

	

                                                
113	See	Chapter	II	for	details	on	Wayburn’s	work.		
114	Anonymous,	“Premiere”,	Der	Film	19/12/1936,	No.	51.	
115	Ibid.	Du	Pont’s	other	engagements	include	French	revue	films	Zou-Zou	(1934),	and	Princesse	Tam-Tam	

(1935),	both	with	Josephine	Baker.		
116	Geza	von	Bolvary	[sic],	“Musikalische	Filme	international”,	Film-Kurier	25/04/1935,	No.	96.	
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The	revue	scenes	required	meticulous	preparation,	which	took	us	many	weeks.	We	hired	a	

revue	 choreographer	 from	America,	Mr	 Floyd	Dupont,	who	designed	 the	 impressive	 revue	

scenes.	We	also	have	a	group	of	24	girls	and	24	boys	from	England,	who	are	the	core	of	our	

300-strong	dance	ensemble.	Three	weeks	before	production	started,	we	rented	a	theatre	for	

daily	 dance	 rehearsals,	 until	 everything	was	 perfect.	 Because	 in	 the	 revue	 scenes	 flawless	

precision	is	absolutely	essential.	The	smallest	mistake	of	only	one	performer	compromises	the	

overall	 impression	 and	 renders	 the	 scene	 ruined.	 It	 is	 therefore	 that	 the	 large-scale	 revue	

scene	with	300	dancers	was	particularly	hard	to	realise.	We	also	had	to	finalise	and	record	the	

music	before	shooting.	Every	detail	was	coordinated	between	director,	choreograph,	architect	

and	musical	director	to	ensure	smooth	procedures.
117
		

	

Von	Bovary’s	detailed	account	of	well-coordinated	conceptual	planning	involving	the	entire	

creative	 personnel	 suggests	 that	 this	 was	 not	 the	 standard	 procedure	 in	 Austrian	 (nor	

German)	film	production.	Indeed,	it	was	exactly	what	many	film	reviews	openly	admired	about	

the	Hollywood	industry	and	hailed	as	a	recipe	for	high-quality	results.	The	director	was	also	

frank	about	 the	 inspiration	 for	 the	revue	aesthetic	presented	 in	Premiere,	and	 its	practical	

complications.	His	quote	is	one	of	the	rare	documents	describing	the	practical	implications	of	

emulating	American	film	aesthetics:	

	

I	would	like	to	highlight	one	particular	difficulty:	sourcing	the	material	for	the	reflecting	floors	

modelled	on	American	films.	Finally,	our	architect	Hasler	succeeded	 in	finding	black	marble	

glass,	 four	 centimetres	 thick,	 which	 promised	 clear	 mirroring	 effects.	 The	 glass	 had	 to	 be	

mounted	into	a	thick	 layer	of	plaster	to	ensure	that	 it	would	withstand	the	pressure	of	300	

performers.
118
		

	

In	 the	 build-up	 to	 the	 premiere,	 the	 press	 repeatedly	 stressed	 the	 film’s	 connection	with	

American	 revue	 visual	 styles,	 scale	 and	 professionalism.	 One	 article	 even	 mentions	 the	

creation	 of	 “the	 biggest	 revue	 scene	 ever	 produced	 in	 a	 European	 studio”,	 a	 “human	

waterfall”.
119

	The	likeliness	of	the	Premiere	revue	scenes	and	Busby	Berkeley’s	signature	style,	

                                                
117	Anonymous,	“300	Tänzer	und	Tänzerinnen,	eine	große	Revue,	-	und	die	Film-Schauspielerin	und	Sängerin	

Zarah	Leander”,	Der	Film	23/01/1937,	No.	4.		
118	Ibid.		
119	Anonymous,	“Film	und	Revue”,	Der	Film	06/02/1937,	No.	6.		
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not	to	mention	his	celebrated	“human	waterfall”	in	Footlight	Parade	(1933),	point	to	a	direct	

influence.	 Arguably,	 with	 regards	 to	 all	 elements	 of	 revue	 dramaturgy,	 e.g.	 choreography	

(even	 if	 there	 are	 no	 virtuosic	 solo	 performances),	 set	 design,	 camera	 work,	 lighting,	

understanding	of	contrasts	and	costume,	Premiere	is	indeed	superior	to	almost	all	other	music	

films	of	German	and	Austrian	provenance	produced	 in	the	1930s	and	1940s.
120

	The	crucial	

aspect	of	an	abundance	of	“Menschenmaterial”	contributes	significantly	to	this	impression.	It	

comes	as	no	surprise	that	both	German	and	Austrian	press	emphasised	the	quality	of	the	film’s	

revue	scenes:	“The	attempt	to	convert	the	grand	decoration	film	from	the	American	to	the	

Viennese	has	been	successful	this	time”,	writes	the	Österreichische	Filmzeitung.121	The	Film-

Kurier	commends	the	imaginative	use	of	the	mirror	floors	and	the	“strong	effect	of	the	grand	

girl	parade	in	the	finale.	[…].	Planer	[camera	man]	turns	into	a	black-and-white	magician,	who	

proves	himself	to	be	able	of	producing	quality	work	equal	to	the	American	models.”
122

	The	

use	 of	 symmetrical	 arrangements	 of	 “human	 material”	 in	 Premiere	 arguably	 served	 as	 a	

template	for	several	German	films	starring	Zarah	Leander,	who	became	the	industry’s	best-

paid	 actress.
123

	 The	 most	 impressive	 by	 far	 is	 Die	 große	 Liebe	 (1942),	 with	 mass	

choreographies	and	tableaux	created	by	Jens	Keith	(real	name	Otto	Precht).
124

	

	

Officially,	 the	 Nazi	 regime	 had	 vouched	 to	 do	 away	 with	 the	 “decadence”	 and	 sexually	

liberated	sounds	and	sights	of	the	light	stage	entertainment	championed	in	the	Weimar	era.	

Modern	operetta	especially,	with	its	jazz-inspired	scores	and	subversively	risqué	libretti,	was	

deemed	unsuitable	and	replaced	with	tame	musical	theatre	 in	the	tradition	of	Singspiel.
125

	

Foreign	 film	 imports	were	also	affected	and	at	 times	subjected	 to	censorship	when	nudity	

                                                
120	It	also	uses	abstract,	cubist	recreations	of	high-rise	building	in	its	revue	staging.		
121	Anonymous,	“Premiere”,	Österreichische	Filmzeitung	12/02/1937,	No.	7.		
122	George	Herzberg,	“Premiere”,	Film-Kurier	26/02/1947,	No.	48.		
123	Drewniak,	p.	153.	
124	The	case	of	Jens	Keith	has	attracted	very	little	scholarly	attention	so	far.	He	was	jailed	for	“homosexual	

activity”	in	1937,	escaped	to	France	after	and	was	subsequently	caught	again	and	brought	back	to	Germany	in	

early	1941.	Here,	arguably	due	to	his	pivotal	role	in	German	stage	and	screen	entertainment,	he	was	readmitted	

to	the	Reichstanzkammer	(Reich	dance	chamber).	See	Bundesarchiv,	shelfmark:	R9361	–	V/110591	Jens	Keith	

(Otto	Precht).	
125	See	for	example	Clarke,	2015,	pp.	184	–	186;	Volker	Klotz,	“Der	Widerspenstigen	Lähmung.	Der	Feldzug	des	

NS-Staates	gegen	die	authentische	Operette	nach	Art	von	Offenbach”,	in	Opernwelt	08/2005.	
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threatened	to	offend	the	Nazi	ideals	of	decency.	Just	one	example	was	a	Warner	Bros.	short	

film	with	 the	German	 title	Broadway	Kabarett	Nr.	 1.	 A	 scene	 “filming	 through	 the	 legs	 of	

female	 dancers	 from	below”	was	 cut	 and	 banned	 due	 to	 “indecency”	 and	 the	 danger	 “of	

overstimulating	the	fantasy	of	our	youth”.
126

	In	America	too,	authorities	were	disgruntled	with	

displays	 of	 sexual	 or	 criminal	 nature	 on	 the	 cinema	 screen.	 The	 tightening	 of	 the	 Hays	

production	 code	made	Hollywood	productions	 considerably	 tamer	 and	 exchanged	 graphic	

scenes	and	open	references	to	sex	with	subtler	insinuations.	In	Germany,	Girl	displays	with	

elements	of	nudity	were	resurrected	during	the	war	years,	despite	their	close	association	with	

the	 revues	 and	 operettas	 produced	 by	 the	 ostracised	 Weimar	 impresarios	 Eric	 Charell,	

Hermann	Haller	and	James	Klein.
127

	Sexual	historian	Dagmar	Herzog	asserts	that		

	

all	 the	 manifestly	 brutal	 aspects	 of	 Nazi	 sexual	 politics	 [such	 as	 so-called	 reproductive	

experiments	 in	concentration	camps]	were	not	embedded	 in	a	broader	anti-sexual	attitude	

but,	rather,	coexisted	with	injunctions	and	encouragements	to	the	majority	of	Germans	to	seek	

and	experience	sexual	pleasure.
128
	

	

Within	the	canon	of	music	films	of	the	Nazi	era,	the	most	interesting	example	with	regard	to	

sexualised	 Girl	 displays	 is	 Liebespremiere	 (1943).129	 The	 conflicting	 ideas	 about	 sexual	

liberation,	emancipation	and	heterosexual	relationship	presented	in	the	film	led	Kevin	Clarke	

to	declare	it’s	narrative	“schizophrenic”.
130

	The	protagonist,	revue	performer	Vera	Warden,	

resists	 to	 comply	 with	 contemporary	 societal	 expectations	 and	 has	 renounced	 romantic	

                                                
126	Censorship	file	Broadway	Kabarett	Nr.	1,	Film-Prüfstelle,	Prüfnummer	33144,	03/03/1933,	Bundesarchiv-

Filmarchiv,	shelfmark:	R	9346;	Censorship	document	Film-Oberprüfstelle	Berlin,	No.	6331,	03/03/1933.	Digitised	

by	the	Deutsche	Filminstitut	Frankfurt,	http://www.difarchiv.deutsches-filminstitut.de/zengut/df2tb249z.pdf,	

accessed	28/4/2018.	
127	An	interesting	discussion	on	the	Nazis’	double	standards	with	regards	to	publically-displayed	sexuality	is	Kevin	

Clarke’s	research	blog	post	“The	First	Sperm-Donor	Operetta:	How	‘Axel	an	der	Himmelstür’	became	

‘Liebespremiere’	in	1943”,	published	04/03/2018	on	operetta-research-centre.org,	accessed	20/04/2018.	
128	Dagmar	Herzog,	Sex	after	Fascism:	Memory	and	Morality	in	Twentieth-Century	Germany,	Princeton:	Princeton	

University	Press,	2007	[2005],	p.	11.	
129	Liebespremiere	was	modelled	on	Ralph	Benatzky’s	operetta	Axel	an	der	Himmelstür	from	1936.	This	

connection	was	not	only	noted	by	the	Film-Kurier	critic	(26/08/1943,	No.	119),	but	has	further	been	discussed	by	

Clarke,	2011a,	pp.	193	–	195.		
130	Ibid.		
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relationships	with	men.	She	does	however	want	a	child.	In	the	end,	she	does	fall	in	love	and,	

as	 convention	 requires,	 agrees	 to	 a	 heterosexual	 marriage.	 In	 the	 film’s	 revue	 finale,	

accompanied	by	Franz	Grothe’s	song	“Ich	bin	heut’	frei	meine	Herren”	(Today	I	am	available,	

gentlemen),	Vera	Warden	presents	herself	as	“bridal	material”,	moving	gracefully	in	a	white,	

feminine	 dress.	 Towards	 the	 end	 of	 the	 number,	 she	 changes	 into	 an	 androgynous	 outfit	

including	top	hat,	wide	trousers	and	bow-tie	for	a	tap	dance	routine.	Within	the	context	of	the	

film	narrative,	this	visual	transformation	could	be	read	as	an	act	of	assertion	on	the	part	of	

Warden’s	character.	What	undermines	this	reading	however	is	the	dance	chorus.	Throughout	

the	entire	number,	young	women	arranged	on	steep	levels	towards	the	back	of	the	stage	and	

vertically-stacked	platforms	with	mirrored	walls,	slowly	undress.	This	striptease,	which	sees	

the	women	discard	their	floor-length	dresses,	roll	down	their	stockings	and	reveal	themselves	

in	 laced	 bra	 and	 briefs,	 is	 a	 unique	 sight	 in	 German	 film	 of	 both	 the	 1930s	 and	 1940s.	

Essentially,	the	women	are	presented	here	as	objects	of	male	desire	with	neither	agency,	nor	

artistic	value	beyond	their	nudity.	In	principle,	this	makes	them	similar	to	lewd	Girl	shows	of	

the	1920s.	However,	female	nudity	on	international	revue	and	operetta	stages	of	the	1920s	

and	early	1930s	was	often	embedded	in	a	narrative	that	at	least	suggested	the	potential	for	

female	sexual	independence	–	and	the	tales	of	personal	encounters	between	chorus	girls	and	

male	 patrons	 feature	 frequently	 in	 accounts	 of	 the	 era.	 In	 contrast,	 the	 imagery	 of	 the	

Liebespremiere	 scene,	which	 is	 entrenched	 in	 a	 song	about	 the	male	gaze	and	 the	 female	

readiness	to	“be	available”,	suggests	domestication	of	the	female	body.	

	

	

Conclusion	

	

The	 role	 of	 American	 dance	 styles	 In	 German	 film,	 above	 all	 tap,	 changed	 considerably	

throughout	the	Nazi	era.	First	introduced	in	late	Weimar	sound	film	as	a	novelty,	it	became	

inseparably	 intertwined	 with	 ambitious	 German	 music	 films	 after	 Eleanor	 Powell’s	

appearance	in	the	first	Broadway	Melody	film	of	the	1930s.	While	numerous	music	films	used	

historic	settings	and	channelled	established	formulae	of	Viennese	operetta,	those	set	in	the	

“here	and	now”	used	tap	as	a	marker	of	modernity	and	topicality.	In	the	same	vein,	German	

music	 films	 adopted	 American	 visual	 aesthetics,	 such	 as	 top-shot	 techniques	 and	 stylised	

skyline	 stage	 decorations.	 Even	 music	 films	 banned	 from	 German	 release,	 such	 as	 the	
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Astaire/Rogers	musicals,	 the	early	Busby	Berkeley	 films,	and	the	biopic	The	Great	Ziegfeld,	

served	as	master	material	for	German	film	production,	thereby	reinforcing	the	influence	of	

visibly	 American	 styles.	 Despite	 tightened	 rules	 for	 the	 press,	magazines	 and	 newspapers	

continued	to	compare	German	films	unfavourably	to	their	American	counterparts,	and	gave	

their	readers	information	on	those	American	and	British	films	banned	from	German	cinemas.	

In	 the	 public	 eye,	 the	 government’s	 endeavour	 to	 create	 films	 that	 would	 challenge	

Hollywood’s	supremacy	had	evidently	failed.	Many	accounts	in	the	contemporary	public	press	

ultimately	 described	 German	music	 films	 as	 weak	 copies	 of	 American	 productions.	While	

many	 films	 seemingly	 adopt	 visual	 Americanisms	 as	 tokens	 of	 a	 broader	 aesthetic,	 these	

arguably	continued	to	reproduce	symbols	of	a	value	system	at	conflict	with	Nazi	ideology.		
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Conclusion	

	

	

This	 thesis	 has	 investigated	 the	 relationship	 between	 German	 music	 films	 and	 American	

popular	 culture	and	 society	 from	 the	beginning	of	 the	 sound	 film	era	until	 the	end	of	 the	

Second	 World	 War,	 tracing	 the	 ways	 in	 which	 the	 process	 of	 Cultural	 Americanisation	

profoundly	and	lastingly	shaped	the	stylistic	trajectory	of	a	broad	canon	of	films	throughout	

the	Weimar	Republic	and	National	Socialist	eras.	The	remit	of	this	research	has	been	guided	

by	 a	 hypothesis	 that	 questions	 the	 established	 divide	 in	German	 film	 history	writing	 (and	

cultural	 studies	 more	 generally)	 into	 accounts	 of	 pre-1933	 and	 post-1933	 film	 practice	

respectively.	What	 this	 study	 has	 sought	 to	 achieve	 is	 to	 redress	 the	 dominant	 focus	 on	

cultural	policy	in	favour	of	an	approach	that	considers	the	continuities	in	cultural	practice	and	

reception	beyond	the	political	caesura	of	the	time	frame	in	question.	

	

Both	the	breadth	and	depth	of	the	impact	of	Cultural	Americanisation	on	music	film,	which	

remained	relatively	stable	despite	the	significant	changes	in	German	legislature	and	ideology	

after	 1933,	 have	 been	 underestimated	 in	 research	 so	 far.	 The	 structure	 of	 the	 thesis	 has	

enabled	 an	 analysis	 that	 reveals	 the	 extent	 and	 consistency	 of	 German	 engagement	with	

American	society	and	culture	in	music	film	from	1929	to	1945.	Beginning	the	analysis	in	the	

immediate	post-World-War-One	 years	 allowed	 for	 a	 broader	 view	on	 the	phenomenon	of	

Cultural	Americanisation	in	sound	film,	which	was	evidently	rooted	in	the	popular	culture	of	

the	early	and	mid-1920s.	Chapters	I	and	II	have	established	that	the	conflicted	relationship	

between	German	and	American	culture	was	crucially	informed	by	the	emotional	responses	to	

Germany’s	 financial	dependency	on	the	USA	 in	the	wake	of	World	War	One.	From	its	very	

beginning,	 American	 metropolitan	 culture	 that	 was	 imported	 to	 and	 appropriated	 in	 the	

Republic	was	more	than	a	mere	fad.	It	stood	for,	and	was	contested	as,	the	extension	of	the	

modern	American	national	psyche.		

	

The	contextualisation	of	the	early	chapters	establishes	the	fundament	of	the	dissertation’s	

main	arguments,	which	crystallises	through	the	engagement	with	the	source	materials;	The	

engagement	 with	 American	motifs,	 of	 musical,	 aesthetic	 and	 narrative	 kinds,	 remained	 a	

dominant	feature	of	German	music	film	production	throughout	the	early	sound	film	period	
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and	 bridged	 1933	 as	 the	 year	 of	 the	 downfall	 of	 Germany’s	 first	 democracy.	 The	 stylistic	

trajectory	 of	 American	 cultural	 motifs	 in	 German	 (and	 Austrian)	 music	 films	 built	 on	

international	cultural	transfer	after	World	War	One,	a	transfer	which	not	only	established	ties	

between	industries	but	also	blended	and	amalgamated	styles.		

	

Undoubtedly,	music	film	was	one	of	the	most	topical	and	far-reaching	mediums	of	its	time,	

due	to	its	relative	speed	of	production	and	its	entanglements	with	the	recording	and	sheet	

music	 industries,	 as	 well	 as	 broadcasting.	 This	 study	 has	 argued	 that	 as	 such,	 it	 was	

predestined	to	react	to,	absorb,	and	comment	on	societal	trends,	as	well	as	influencing	mood	

and	instigating	trends	itself.	As	operetta	studies	have	done	for	some	time,	research	in	music	

film	of	the	early	sound	film	era	can	also	reveal	truths	not	only	about	its	own	industry	but	also	

about	 contemporary	 audiences,	 and	 zeitgeist.	 This	 dissertation	 has	 therefore	 understood	

music	films	and	their	reception	in	contemporary	press	to	be	embedded	in	a	discourse	on	the	

socio-cultural	 developments	 of	 the	 era.	 The	 close	 relationship	 between	 the	 German	 and	

American	film	industries,	as	explored	in	Chapter	III,	was	subject	to	rigorous	scrutiny	from	the	

press.	 This	 chapter	 revealed	 the	 crucial	 role	 of	 German	 critics	 in	 the	 evaluation	 of	 both	

American	and	German	film	and	related	fields.	The	quantitative	dominance	of	editorial	content	

relating	to	Hollywood,	American	themes	and	American	music	in	the	early	years	of	music	film	

production	set	the	tone	for	two	decades	to	come,	 in	which	this	 focus	remained	significant	

despite	Nazi	curtailment	of	press	freedom	and	expulsion	of	Jewish	staff.		

	

Through	the	investigation	of	early	American	and	German	sound	films	using	music,	Chapter	IV	

contends	that	from	its	inception,	German	music	film	–	often	labelled	Tonfilmoperette	–	was	

conceived	as	a	counterpart	to,	and	a	competitor	of,	Hollywood’s	film	musicals.	The	analysis	of	

contemporary	press	material	proves	further	that	Tonfilmoperette	was	hardly	ever	perceived	

as	an	aesthetically	independent,	national	genre	identifiable	as	purely	German.	Rather,	it	was	

frequently	compared	to	French	and	more	importantly	American	film.	In	many	cases,	American	

film	remained	the	gold	standard,	the	measuring	stick	for	German	production	of	popular	music	

films	throughout	the	last	years	of	the	Weimar	Republic,	and	beyond.	Chapter	IV	has	argued	

that	the	receptivity	of	early	German	music	film	to	international	trends	can	be	traced	back	to	

its	 roots	 in	early	operetta	 traditions	and	related	genres.	Reception	of	both	early	American	

music	films	and	those	German	productions	understood	to	follow	in	their	footsteps	oscillated	
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between	criticism	and	admiration,	never	denying	the	crucial	role	American	cultural	products	

and	standards	played	in	the	creation	and	advertising	of	German	film,	and	its	use	of	music.	As	

highlighted	 in	 the	 chapter,	 the	 commercialisation	 of	 film	 song	 in	 Germany	 was	 widely	

understood	to	reflect	the	American	models	of	production	and	distribution.	Chapter	 IV	also	

concluded	that	the	canon	of	films	labelled	“Tonfilmoperette”	in	recent	research	has	been	too	

narrow,	with	many	relevant	films	never	considered	in	scholarship	before.		

	

Chapter	 V	 investigated	 the	 conception	 and	 realisation	 of	 American	motifs	 in	 specific	 film	

examples	produced	from	1929	to	1933	and	brought	to	light	the	multi-faceted	ways	in	which	

Weimar	music	films	responded	to	and	implemented	(Afro-)American	musical	idioms,	dance	

styles,	as	well	as	aesthetic	principles	from	revue	and	plot	patterns.	One	of	the	main	findings	

of	the	chapter	relates	to	the	framing	of	jazz	as	both	a	narrative	theme	and	musical	style	in	

Weimar	film.	Even	when	not	using	diegetic	or	non-diegetic	jazz	music	as	part	of	the	film	score,	

many	films	capitalised	on	the	genre’s	associated	attributes	through	evocative	film	titles	and	

visual	symbols.	The	considerable	number	of	films	referencing	jazz	as	a	theme	is	testament	to	

its	topicality,	symbolic	strength,	and	commercial	value.	With	regards	to	music,	 it	 is	evident	

that	most	composers	of	the	early	sound	film	period	evidentially	felt	compelled	to	comply	with	

the	public	 trend	and	 school	 themselves	 in	 relevant	 styles,	 techniques	and	 jargon.	 In	all	 its	

forms,	jazz	in	German	music	film	of	the	Weimar	period	is	portrayed	often	as	unruly,	modern,	

eccentric,	 potentially	 subversive,	 and	 threatening	 conservative	 systems	 and	 general	

stuffiness.	As	such,	it	is	usually	connoted	positively.	However,	references	to	jazz	can	also	occur	

as	a	vehicle	of	critique,	targeting	allegedly	ruthless	American	capitalism	and	the	 inhumane	

mechanism	of	the	entertainment	industry.		

	

Chapters	VI	and	VII	follow	a	similar	architecture	to	Chapter	V,	albeit	focussing	its	analysis	on	

the	 period	 from	 1933	 to	 1945.	 The	 structural	 similarities	 between	 the	 chapters	 facilitate	

comparison,	while	the	separation	into	distinct	chapters	acknowledges	the	profound	changes	

that	 film	 and	 music	 production	 faced	 under	 two	 contrasting	 political	 systems.	 The	 main	

findings	of	Chapters	VI	and	VII	relate	to	the	surprising	strength	and	persistence	of	American	

motifs	in	Germany’s	flagship	film	productions.	Modern,	urban	American	culture	remained	a	

source	of	inspiration,	and	sometimes	plagiarism	for	German	film	personnel,	and	continued	to	

claim	much	editorial	space	in	film	publications	and	newspaper	reviews.	While	previous	studies	
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have	highlighted	Goebbels’	personal	taste	for	Hollywood	film	and	his	recommendations	to	the	

Reichsfilmkammer	to	model	German	productions	on	American	counterparts,	little	attention	

has	been	paid	to	questions	such	as;	a)	To	what	extent	can	emulations	of	Hollywood	films	be	

considered	successful?	or	b)	How	much	control	did	Goebbels	and	the	Reichsfilmdramaturg	

really	have	over	the	concrete	realisation	of	musical	and	visual	concepts?		

	

Chapters	VI	and	VII	show	that	American	music	films	were	not	only	publically	acknowledged	as	

technologically	and	artistically	superior,	but	they	also	exerted	an	influence	that	arguably	went	

beyond	the	bounds	of	what	can	be	considered	controllable.	To	mention	only	one	example;	

the	American	tap	dance	trend,	spearheaded	by	some	of	Hollywood’s	most	dazzling	film	stars,	

considerably	 affected	 at	 least	 one	 German	 generation	 and	 made	 it	 impossible	 for	

choreographers	not	to	include	tap	dance	sequences	in	German	film	also.	Irrespective	of	plans	

to	foster	a	distinctly	“German”	culture	with	film	recognised	as	an	art	form	particularly	well	

suited	 for	 propaganda	 and	 mass	 infiltration,	 much	 of	 popular	 film	 remained	 open	 to	

transnational	 trends.	 Goebbels’	 attempt	 to	 outdo	 the	 Americans	 by	 recommending	 close	

copies	 of	 Hollywood	 productions	 was	 ultimately	 unsuccessful:	 a	 fact	 that	 has	 long	 been	

overlooked	is	that	the	press	–	and	by	extension	the	public	–	took	notice	of	the	shortcomings	

or	 even	 failings	 in	 the	 German	 appropriations	 of	 American	 standards,	 and	 continued	 to	

express	 criticism	 even	 when	 freedom	 of	 speech	 was	 severely	 restricted.	 Audiences	 were	

simply	too	well	acquainted	with	American	standards	to	be	bluffed.	When	the	public	could	not	

access	films	directly	due	to	censorship,	critics	occasionally	acted	as	proxies	when	reporting	

about	banned	films	in	England	or	the	Venice	film	festival.	The	Nazis’	plans	to	control	all	means	

of	 film	 production	 and,	 by	 extension,	 reception,	 clashed	 with	 their	 endeavour	 to	 appear	

culturally	open	in	the	international	political	circuit.		

	

In	 several	 instances,	musical	 and	 dance	 trends	 brought	 to	Germany	 via	 American	 cultural	

products	could	be	argued	to	subvert	Nazi	ideals	of	“German”	conduct.	This	applies	to	exalted	

dance	styles	such	as	the	Black	Bottom	and	Charleston,	which	influenced	1930s	tap	dancing	

styles,	and	 it	also	applies	 to	 the	screen	appearance	and	direct	quotation	of	Afro-American	

dance	 pioneers	 such	 as	 Bill	 Robinson.	 Regarding	 music,	 censorship	 of	 what	 was	 deemed	

improper	or	degenerate	in	many	Nazi	narratives	(not	least	the	“Entartete	Musik”	exhibition	in	

1938),	was	extremely	difficult	and	much	of	the	music	in	American	and	German	popular	films	
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respectively	is	arguably	at	conflict	with	NSDAP	ideological	guidelines.	Several	examples	have	

been	given	to	strengthen	this	point,	such	as	the	use	of	scat	as	a	form	of	musical	expression	

closely	associated	with	Afro-American	jazz	musicians	Duke	Ellington	and	Cad	Calloway;	as	well	

as	 the	 continued	 showings	 of	 American	 films	 with	 music	 written	 by	 German-Jewish	

composers.	Even	 if	 tamer	 in	 their	German	 interpretations,	 jazz	and	swing	motifs	often	still	

read	as	exactly	that,	and	associations	with	modern	American	society	on	the	one	hand,	and	

Weimar	 culture	 on	 the	 other,	 arguably	 remained	 intact.	 Considering	 the	 latter	 point,	 the	

government’s	 late	 attempts	 to	 claim	 jazz	 for	 its	 own	 means,	 and	 redefine	 it	 as	 German	

ultimately	cannot	be	regarded	a	success.		

	

As	 has	 been	 demonstrated	 by	means	 of	 several	 examples,	 German	 composers,	 directors,	

designers	 and	 producers	 not	 only	 appropriated,	 but	 sometimes	 copied	musical	 and	 visual	

elements	from	American	(or	British)	films	that	were	officially	banned	from	public	release.	In	

some	cases,	this	can	be	understood	as	further	proof	of	the	Nazis’	Janus-faced	stance,	and	in	

others,	 it	 must	 be	 seen	 not	 only	 as	 the	 government’s	 inability	 to	 oversee	 the	 extremely	

complex	edifice	of	bureaucracy	they	had	erected	to	maintain	control	of	all	cultural	production,	

but	 also	 their	 lack	 of	 knowledge	 and	 insight.	 This	 point	 is	 at	 odds	with	narratives	 of	 total	

control	and	intentionality,	often	replicated	in	accounts	of	National	Socialist	cultural	politics.		

When	analysing	the	relationship	between	the	use	of	American	motifs	 in	music	films	of	the	

Weimar	Republic	and	Nazi	Germany	respectively,	the	diegetic	contexts	these	occur	in	should	

of	 course	 never	 be	 discounted.	 From	 1933	 –	 1945,	 many	 film	 dance	 routines	 or	 jazz	

performances	are	embedded	 in	deeply	conservative	plots	 that	 reinforce	traditional	gender	

roles	 and	 patriarchal	 order.	 However,	 it	 is	 exactly	 this	 mismatch,	 these	 moments	 of	

disjuncture	 that	 deserve	 further	 attention;	 what	 could	 seem	 like	 the	 blind	 emulation	 of	

superficial	aesthetic	concepts	was	potentially	an	inadvertent	reproduction	and	perpetuation	

of	hidden	meaning	at	conflict	with	Nazi	politics.	The	oversimplified	correlation	between	single	

visual	or	musical	symbols	and	the	idea	of	“metropolitan	America”	rooted	in	Weimar	culture	

resulted	in	strong	perceived	analogies	long	after	the	demise	of	the	Weimar	Republic,	which	

had	so	keenly	and	effectively	absorbed	Americanisms	in	its	culture.	Crucially,	this	research	has	

argued	 that	 the	 set	 of	meanings	 surrounding	 “America”	 as	 a	 semantic	 field	 coined	 in	 the	

1920s,	were	deeply	woven	into	the	German	cultural	fabric	by	the	time	the	Nazi	government	

came	to	power.	A	single	shot	on	a	saxophone	could	easily	translate	to	the	semantic	field	of	
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jazz	as	the	sound	of	modernity.	Despite	the	tokenism	of	the	big	band,	the	tap	dancer,	and	the	

Broadway	 façade	 as	 components	 of	 German	 music	 film	 making,	 these	 elements	 were	

ultimately	 symbols;	 visual	 and	 auditory	 markers	 of	 two	 relatively	 liberal	 societies	 with	

essential	democratic	ambitions	at	their	cores:	that	of	the	American	metropolis,	and	that	of	

the	Germany’s	first	democracy,	the	Weimar	Republic,	with	Berlin	as	its	cultural	centre.		

	

While	 this	project	has	 identified	and	discussed	relevant	 issues	and	 themes,	 I	would	 like	 to	

draw	attention	to	various	areas	that	could	be	developed	further	into	independent	projects,	

with	more	substantial	research	required.	Firstly,	very	little	work	has	been	published	on	the	

relationship	between	composers	and	Reichsfilmkammer	officials	so	far.	While	source	material	

is	 scarce,	 it	 would	 seem	 worthwhile	 to	 explore	 personal	 correspondences	 and	

Reichskulturkammer	documents	 for	 clues	about	 the	direct	or	 indirect	 control	exercised	by	

government	officials.		

	

A	second	area	which,	for	reasons	of	time	and	space,	could	not	be	considered,	is	the	stylistic	

trajectories	of	German	music	films	after	1945.	Many	of	the	flagship	Weimar	music	films	were	

re-made	in	the	1950s	(such	as	Die	Drei	von	der	Tankstelle,	or	Die	Privatsekretätin),	without	the	

active	involvement	of	the	Jewish	composers	that	had	made	them	famous	in	the	first	place.	

The	period	also	saw	the	continued	careers	of	film	stars	such	as	Marika	Rökk	and	Johannes	

Heesters,	who	had	benefitted	from	the	Nazi	regime	and	the	expulsion	of	their	Jewish	actor	

colleagues.	 Some	 composers	 also	 continued	 to	 enjoy	 flourishing	 careers	 –	 not	 least	 Peter	

Igelhoff,	who	re-established	himself	successfully	after	his	conflicted	relationship	with	the	Nazi	

party.	An	extensive	research	project	could	investigate	this	period	of	German	film	making,	and	

the	 industry’s	 continued	 relationship	 with	 (Afro-)	 American	 sounds,	 set	 against	 the	

background	of	American	occupation.		

	

A	third	area	worthy	of	substantial	research	closely	related	to	the	remit	of	this	dissertation	is	

Austrian	 music	 film;	 its	 relationship	 with	 stage	 entertainment,	 its	 entanglement	 with	 its	

German	neighbour	industry	and	the	considerable	exchange	of	creative	personnel	and	ideas.	

Very	 little	 research	 has	 been	 undertaken	 on	 Austrian	music	 film	 of	 the	 1930s	 and	 1940s,	

despite	 the	 relative	 wealth	 of	 secondary	 archival	 materials	 (such	 as	 magazines	 and	

newspapers)	that	are	catalogued	and	digitised	in	large	quantities.	While	a	few,	relevant	films	
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could	 be	 considered	 in	 the	 context	 of	 this	 study,	 the	 number	 of	 Austrian	 high-profile	

productions	 (many	of	which	 could	not	be	 included	due	 to	 restrictions	of	 space)	warrant	a	

large-scale,	independent	project.	The	suggested	areas	of	research	would	undoubtedly	benefit	

from	the	work	presented	here,	which	hopefully	will	not	only	be	considered	a	notable	project	

in	its	own	standing,	but	stimulate	further	discussion	in	future.		
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Filmography	
	
	

American	films	with	German	or	Austrian	release	titles	 	 Year	of	original	release	

	

The	Merry	Widow		 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 1925,	1934	

Skinner’s	Dress	Suit	(Charleston	ist	Trumpf!)		 	 	 	 	 1926	

The	Jazz	Singer	(Der	Jazzsänger)	 	 	 	 	 	 	 1927	

The	Fleet’s	in	(Mädel	aus	der	Tanzbar)	 	 	 	 	 	 1928	

Show	People	(Es	tut	sich	was	in	Hollywood)	 	 	 	 	 	 1928	

Singing	Fool	(Der	singende	Narr)	 	 	 	 	 	 	 1928	

Broadway		 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 1929	

Broadway	Melody	of	1929	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 1929	

Glorifying	the	American	Girl	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 1929	

Gold	Diggers	of	Broadway	(Vorhang	auf)	 	 	 	 	 	 1929	

Hallelujah	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 1929	

Love	Parade	(Liebesparade)	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 1929	

Married	in	Hollywood	(Hochzeit	in	Hollywood)	 	 	 	 	 1929	

Sally	(Cilly)	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 1929	

Say	it	with	Songs	(Sag	es	mit	Liedern)	 	 	 	 	 	 1929	

Show	Boat		 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 1929	

The	Hollywood	Revue	of	1929	(Wir	schalten	um	auf	Hollywood)	 	 	 1929	 	

The	Show	of	Shows		 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 1929	 	

Monte	Carlo		 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 1930	

Paramount	on	Parade	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 1930	

Dixiana		 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 1930	

King	of	Jazz	(Jazzkönig)	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 1930	 	

The	Vagabond	King		 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 1930	

Viennese	Nights		 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 1930	

Whoopee	(Alles…nur	nicht	heiraten)		 	 	 	 	 	 1930	

The	Smiling	Lieutenant	(Der	lächelnde	Leutnant)	 	 	 	 	 1931	

Sax	Appeal		 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 1931	

Love	Me	Tonight	(Schloss	im	Mond)	 	 	 	 	 	 	 1932	
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42nd	Street	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 1933	

Original	title	unknown	(Broadway	Kabarett	Nr.	1)	 	 	 	 	 1933	

Dancing	Lady	(Ich	tanze	nur	für	dich)	 	 	 	 	 	 1933	

Footlight	Parade	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 1933	

Gold	Diggers	of	1933	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 1933	

Sitting	Pretty	(Der	tanzende	Traum)	 	 	 	 	 	 	 1933	

Anything	Goes		 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 1934	

Dames		 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 1934	

Murder	at	the	Vanities	(Cocktail	für	zwei)	 	 	 	 	 	 1934	

Orient	Express		 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 1934	

Broadway	Melody	of	1936	(Broadway	Melodie)	 	 	 	 	 1935	

Folies	Bergère	of	Paris		 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 1935	

Gold	Diggers	of	1935	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 1935	

Little	Colonel		 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 1935	

Roberta	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 1935	

The	Big	Broadcast	of	1936	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 1935	

The	Littlest	Rebel	(Der	kleinste	Rebell)	 	 	 	 	 	 1935	

Top	Hat	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 1935	

Follow	the	Fleet		 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 1936	

The	Great	Ziegfeld		 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 1936	

Rose-Marie		 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 1936	

Swing	Time		 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 1936	

Broadway	Melody	of	1938	(Broadway	Melodie	1938)	 	 	 	 1937	

Born	to	Dance	(Zum	Tanzen	geboren)	 	 		 	 	 	 1937	

Captain	Courageous	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 1937	

On	the	Avenue	(Gehn	wir	bummeln)		 	 	 	 	 	 1937	

Rosalie	(Hoheit	tanzt	inkognito)	 	 	 	 	 	 	 1937	

Shall	We	Dance		 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 1937	

Happy	Landing	(Die	Eiskönigin)	 	 	 	 	 	 	 1938	 	

Babes	in	Arms		 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 1939	

Broadway	Serenade	(Irrwege	der	Liebe)	 	 	 	 	 	 1939	

Honululu	(Südseenächte)	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 1939	
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Lady	Be	Good	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 1941	

	

British	film	

Evergreen		 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 1934	

	

	

German	and	Austrian	films		 	 	 	 	 	 Year	of	original	release	

with	English	title	translations	(not	release	titles)	

	

Walzertraum	(A	waltz	dream)	 	 	 	 	 	 	 1925	

Berlin	–	Symphonie	einer	Großstadt	(Symphony	of	a	metropolis)	 	 	 1927	 	

Metropolis		 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 1927	

Das	Girl	von	der	Revue	(The	girl	from	the	revue)	 	 	 	 	 1928	

Das	süße	Mädel	von	der	Jazz	Band	(The	sweet	jazz	band	girl)	 	 	 1928		

Die	Haller-Revue	im	Admiralspalast	Berlin:	Josephine	Baker		 	 	 1928	

tanzt	im	Travel	Cunard		

Saxophon-Susi		 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 1928	

Spione	(Spies)		 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 1928	

Ich	küsse	Ihre	Hand,	Madame	(I	kiss	your	hand,	Madame)	 	 	 	 1929	

Mein	Herz	ist	eine	Jazzband	(My	heart	is	a	jazz	band)	 	 	 	 1929	
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Appendix	I:	Quotes		
	

	

	

Introduction	

Footnote	41:	

“Ein	wahrhaft	europäischer	Sammelbegriff,	mit	dem	man	fast	alles	bezeichnen	konnte,	was	irgendwie	

‘modern’	 war	 und	 mit	 Materialismus,	 Effizient,	 Größe,	 Mechanisierung,	 Standardisierung,	

Automatisierung,	 Technokratie,	 Uniformität,	 Pragmatismus,	 Reformertum,	 naiven	 Optimismus,	

Spontaneität,	Offeheit,	Massenbeeinflussung,	Reklame	und	Demokratie	auch	nur	im	entferntesten	in	

Verbindung	gebracht	werden	konnte.”	

	

Footnote	42:	

“Ist	 Amerikanismus	 nicht	 eine	 neue	 Daseinshaltung,	 erwachsen	 und	 gestaltet	 aus	 unserem	

europäischen	Schicksal?”	

	

	
Chapter	I	
“Anything	exotic”:		
Jazz	and	American	popular	song	in	Weimar	Germany		
	
Footnote	2:	

“They	come	from	far	across	the	sea	

The	jazzband,	the	jazzband,	

And	play	like	ghostly	retinue,		

in	Frisco	and	in	Westend!	

They	hop	like	kangaroos,	

the	tuxedo-man	and	the	naked	man,		

the	wild	buffalo	and	the	gnu	

the	all	dance	to	the	beat!”	
	
Footnote	10:	

“Der	wirkliche	Jazz	war	noch	gar	nicht	bekannt	in	Europa.	Aber	wir	haben	alles,	was	aus	Amerika	kam,	

als	Jazz	klassifiziert.”	

	

Footnote	23:		

“Jazz	und	Bubenkopf	sind	Ausdruck	unserer	Zeit	und	aus	unseren	Tagen	nicht	mehr	wegzudenken.	[...]	

Denker	 und	 Dichter	 haben	 vom	 neuen	 Körpersinn,	 von	 neuer	 Freiheit	 und	 Freude,	 von	 der	

Mechanisierung	und	Unromantik	des	neuen	Lebens,	von	Amerika-Geist	und	anderen	gesprochen,	und	

die	Tagesschriftsteller	haben	Jazz	und	Bubenkopf	zum	Symbol	der	neuen	Welt	–	u.	Lebensanschauung	

erhoben.	Das	Volk	aber,	das	zu	solchen	Erwägungen	wenig	Zeit	hatte,	hat	sich	instinktiv	und	jubelnd	zu	

diesen	Symbolen	bekannt.”	
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Footnote	31:	

“Auch	‘Zopf’,	Reifrock,	Menuett,	Wiener	Walzer	waren	Modeerscheinungen,	aber	nicht	in	dem	Sinne,	

wie	man	von	vier	Westenknöpfen	zu	sechs	übergeht,	sondern	sie	bezeichnen	uns	Nachgeborenen	die	

Lebensauffassung	und	Denkart	ganzer	Zeitepochen	symbolisch.”	

	

Footnote	32:	

“Das	Nervenpeitschende,	das	gleichzeitig	auch	wieder	einlullend,	betäubend,	rauschartig	wirkt	durch	

die	Gewalt	der	Rhythmen;	die	auch	das	Tempo	des	Lebensrhythmus	intensive	zu	steigern	vermag!”	

	

Footnote	34:	

“Jazz	ist	der	Rhythmus	der	Zeit,	er	karikiert	das	Tempo	von	Heute.	In	ihm	spiegelt	sich	das	Hasten	und	

Treiben	des	Grossstadtmenschen.”	

	

Footnote	35:	

“Ist	nicht	der	Jazz	eine	Lebensbejahung,	eine	Aufforderung	zur	Lust	und	Freude	am	Dasein?	Gesteigertes	

Lebensgefühl,	rhythmischr	Rausch	der	Sinne	auslösend.	Sobald	Jazzmusik	erklingt,	schwingt	alles	mit	in	

ihrem	Rhythmus.	Man	fühlt	sich	frei	von	der	Last	des	Lebens.”	
	

Footnote	36:		

“Deshalb	ist	es	auch	nicht	richtig,	wenn	sich	die	ausgezeichnete	Jazz	Band,	die	gerade	in	Berlin	gastiert,	

in	 bunte	 Tünnes-Kostüme	hüllt.	 Die	 Leute	 sollten	 in	 Zivil	 arbeiten.	 Sie	 arbeiten:	 es	 ist	 das	 krasseste	

Gegenteil	von	Romantik,	was	sie	machen.	Sie	untermalen	den	Alltag.”	

	

Footnote	37:	

“Der	 Jazztanz	 ist	 gleichsam	 eine	 Befreiung	 vom	 Dogma,	 ist	 eine	 Betonung	 des	 selbstständigen	

Bewusstseins	eines	 jeden	einzelnen.	Auch	das	entspricht	wieder	unserer	Zeit.	 Sehen	wir	nur	auf	die	

Verkehrsentwicklung	 unserer	 Großstädte	 die	 zwangsläufig	 jeden	 einzelnen	 zu	 stärkerem	

Eigenbewusstsein	und	klarer	Eigenhandlung	führt.”	

	

Footnote	39:	

“Naturlaute.	Primitive	Bewegungen.	Negerkultur.	Neue	Armhaltung.	Neue	Bewegungen.	Schultertanz,	

Bauchtanz,	 Rückentanz.	 Yazz-band.	 Musik.	 Shimmy.	 Shimmy-Shag.	 Paso-doble.	 Yazz-step,	 Scottish-

Espagnol,	Shimmy-Fox.	Expressionismus,	Futurismus,	Kompressionismus.	Revolution!”	

	

Footnote	44	

“Der	Jazz	ist	der	Modetanz	von	heute,	ein	Gliederschütteln	und	Verrenken,	wie	man	es	sonst	niemals	

im	Tanzsaal	sah.	[…]	Wie	man	als	gesunder	Mensch	allerdings	an	dieser	Nigger-Instrumenten-Klopferei	

Gefallen	finden	kann,	ist	rätselhaft.”	

	

Footnote	45	

“Das	Wort	‘Jazz’	entstammt	dem	amerikanischen	Negerdialekt	und	bedeutet	irgend	etwas	Exotisches.	

So	wird	zum	Beispiel	ein	Bild	in	futuristischem	Stile	oder	eine	planlose	Farbenzusammenstellung	in	den	

Vereinigten	Staaten	kurzweg	mit	 ‘Jazz’	bezeichnet.	Ein	Spezialtanz	 ist	der	 Jazz,	wie	man	hierzulande	

zuerst	annahm,	niemals	gewesen,	jedoch	kann	man	en	exzentrisches	Tanzen,	gleichviel,	ob	es	Foxtrott,	

Onestep	oder	Walzer	ist,	kurzweg	mit	‘Jazzing’	bezeichnen.”	

	

Footnote	46:		

“Jedes	Café-Orchester	legt	sich	eine	Zigarrenkiste,	einen	Klopfer	und	zwei	Küchendeckel	zu	und	heißt	

sich	–	‘Jazz	–	Band’.”	

	

Footnote	49	
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“Aus	dieser	Neger-Musik	sind	die	 Jazz-Bands	entstanden.	Au	seiner	Kreuzung	zwischen	europäischer	

Tanz-	und	amerikanischer	Neger-	und	Nigger-Musik.	Da	ist	ein	Klavier,	da	ist	auch	wohl	eine	Geige,	da	

ist	vielleicht	auch	ein	Baß;	aber	da	sind	vor	allen	Dingen	Fagott	und	Klarinetten	und	Flöten	und	Becken	

und	Triangel	und	Trommeln,	oder	Banjo	und	Harmonika	und	noch	eine	ganze	Reihe	namenloser,	höchst	

phantastischer	Instrumente,	die	alle	nicht	gradezu	Musik,	sondern	mehr	so	eine	Art	von	musikalischem	

Geräusch	 zu	machen	 istande	 sind.	 […]	Die	Musik,	 dieser	 jede	Vernunft	niedertrampelnde	Rhythmus	

wirken	wie	Gift,	wie	Alkohol,	 unwiderstehlich	wie	Negermusik.	 […]	 	Die	 Jazz-band-Musik	 geht	 in	die	

Knochen,	 in	die	Glieder,	 in	die	Beine.	 […]	Er	 [Jazz]	 ist	so	völlig	würdelos.	Er	schlägt	 jeden	Ansatz	von	

Würde,	von	korrekter	Haltung,	von	Schneidigkeit,	von	Stehkragen	in	Grund	und	Boden.	Wer	Angst	davor	

hat,	sich	lächerlich	zu	machen,	kann	ihn	nicht	tanzen.	Der	deutsche	Oberlehrer	kann	ihn	nicht	tanzen.	

Der	preußische	Rserveoffizier	kann	ihn	nicht	tanzen.”	

	

Footnote	53:	

“Jazz	brachte	neue	Ausdrucksmittel,	gesteigerte	technische	Möglichkeiten.	Die	suggestive	Kraft	seiner	

faszinierenden	Rhythmik	glüht	vor	urhafter	Vitalität	und	uneingeschränkter	Hemmunglosigkeit.	Es	 ist	

der	Reflex	des	Rhythmus	Amerika,	wiedergespiegelt	im	Farbenblut.	Wild	und	orgiastisch	sind	die	Tänze,	

die	in	den	Negervierteln	von	New	Orleans	und	San	Francisco	getanzt	warden.	Tanzmeister	stilisieren	die	

Tänze	um,	damit	sie	Eingang	finden	können	in	den	dancing	clubs,	die	den	Tanz	jetzt	als	Sport	betreiben.”	

	

Footnote	56:	

“Mit	einem	Aufschrei	fand	die	Negermusik	zu	sich	selber	zurück.	Becky	Floyds	Mund,	der	eben	noch	so	

töchterlich	gelächelt,	beugte	sich	plötzlich	vor	zu	dem	amerikanischen	Fleischtrichter	der	er	eigentlich	

war.	Sie	forderte	[einen	beleibten,	glatzköpfigen	Herrn]	auf.	Er	gehorchte.	Jeder	wusste	dass	man	sich	

hier	zu	fügen	habe.	[…]	Sie…raffte	ihr	sittigen	Kleid	nun	höher	und	höher,	jetzt	sah	man	die	Knie,	jetzt	

die	Schenkel.	[…]	Das	Spiel	ihrer	Schenkel	wurde	frecher,	einladener,	sie	schickte	sich	an	zum	letzten,	

zum	ungeheuer	schamlosen,	hohnlachend	gewaltigen	Triumph	des	Schwarzen	Geschlechts.”	

	

Footnote	58:	

“Das	 Saxophon	 eignet	 sich	 am	 besten	 zum	Ausdruck	 aller	menschlichen	 und	 animalischen	Gefühle,	

gehört	somit	zu	den	gebräuchlichsten	Gegenstände	für	die	nächtlichen	Bedürfnisse	der	Jeunesse	dorée.	

[…]	Eine	Saxophonbläserin	ists	das	Symbol	der	Aufforderung.	Die	Konversation	zwischen	zwei	Liebenden	

sollte	sich	männlicher-	und	weiblicherseits	mit	einem	Saxophon	vollziehen	[…].	Ad	infinitum	entsünde	

ein	erotisch	gesundes	Geschlecht,	welches,	mit	dem	Saxophon	ausgewachsen,	 sicher	keine	Prüderie	

kennen	würde.”	

	

Footnote	64:		

“Amerikanische	Sensation	im	Grossen	Schauspielhaus:	Paul	Whiteman,	der	Vater	der	Jazzmusik	tritt	mit	

seinem	Jazzorchester	auf!	[...]	Zum	ersten	Mal	hat	man	gestern	in	Deutschland	Jazzmusik	gehört.”	

	

Footnote	66:		

“[…]	ein	Mann,	der	als	einer	der	ersten	den	Versuch	unternommen	hat	die	Jazz-Band	vom	Stadium	der	

mehr	oder	weniger	improvisierten	Tanzmusik	in	die	Sphären	der	symphonischen	Orchesters	empor	zu	

heben.”	

	

Footnote	74:	

“Anleitung	 zum	 Spielen,	 Improvisieren	 und	 Komponieren	 moderner	 Tanzstücke	 mit	 besonderer	

Berücksichtigungdes	Klaviers	nebst	Erklärung	der	modernen	Tänze	in	musikalischer	und	psychologischer	

Hinsicht,	 zahlreichen	 Notenbeispielen	 zur	 Abwandlung	 gegebenen	 Materials	 zum	 Jazz-Gebrauch,	

technischen	 Spezialübungen	 für	 den	 Jazz-Klavierspieler	 und	Anweisung	 zur	 Zusammenstellung	 einer	

Jazzband.”	

	

Footnote	90:	
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“Tanzmsuiker	und	Orchester	verbrannten	schäig	ihre	alten	Noten,	besorgten	sich	rote	Fräcke,	färbten	

sich	die	Gesichter	Schwarz,	zogen	gelbe	Strümpfe	und	blaue	Schuhe	an,	kauften	sich	Kindertrompeten,	

Kuhglocken,	GItarren	und	Zündplätzchenpistolen	und	ließen	sich	frogemut	und	heiter	als	Original-Yazz	

oder	Shimmyband	zu	Hunderten	engagieren.	[…]	Und	das	Publikum	kam	zu	Tausenden	und	staunte	und	

freute	sich.	Und	tanzte	und	schwitzte.”	

	

Footnote	94:	

“Der	 Geiger	 brauchte	 nicht	 viel	 zu	 können,	 hauptsächlich	 kame	 s	 darauf	 an,	 daß	 er	 da	 war,ein	

dekoratives	 Element,	 persönlich	 und	 musikalisch.	 […]	 Das	 Speil	 des	 Jazzband-Geigers	 war	 weniger	

wichtig,	man	brauchte	zum	Gesamtton	eigentlich	nur	quietschige	Klänger	der	E-Saite	und	schmalziges	

Glissando!	Weit	 besser	war	 der	 Pianist	 dran,	 er	war	 der	Mann	 des	 eisernen	 Taktes,	 sozusagen	 der	

‘Synkopenwilli’.	 […]	 Aber	 der	 Stern	 des	 Pianisten	 verblaßte	 doch	 ganz	 vor	 dem	 Jazz-König:	 dem	

Schlagzeuger.	Dieser	galtumso	mehr,	je	mehr	er	sich	als	Parterreakrobat	produzieren	konnte.	Er	bewies,	

dem	besten	Taschenspieler	zum	Trotz,	daß	Geschwindigkeit	keine	Hexerei	ist.	Er	hatte	den	Wechsel	der	

sonderbarsten	Instrumente	so	fein	heraus,	daß	die	Instrumentenbauer	immer	neue	erfinden	mußten,	

um	seinen	Tätigkeitsdrang	zu	stillen.	Wichtig	war	dabei,	daß	dieser	prominente	Mann	etwas	Ähnlichkeit	

mit	dem	Negertyp	hatte,	war	er	etwa	ein	waschechter	Schwarzer,	dann	war	er	eine	‘Kanone’.”	

	
Footnote	102:	

“Die	 Neger	 erobern	 Paris.	 Sie	 erobern	 Berlin.	 Sie	 erfüllen	 bereits	 den	 ganzen	 Kontinent	 mit	 ihrem	

Geheul,	mit	ihrem	Lachen.	[…]	Europa	tanzt	bereits	nach	ihrem	Banjo.	Es	kann	nicht	anders.	Manche	

sagen,	das	sind	Rhythmen	aus	Sodom	und	Gomorrha…Warum	sollten	es	nicht	die	aus	dem	Paradies	

sein?	 Hier	 sind	 ein	 Untergang	 und	 ein	 Anfang	 verquickt	 […].	 Die	 Neger	 tanzen	 mit	 ihren	 Sinnen.	

(Während	die	Europäer	nur	noch	mit	dem	Intellekt	tanzen).”	

	

Footnote	103:	

“Die	Jazz-Foxtrott-Flut	ist	der	musikalische	Ausdruck	des	Amerikanismus,	diese	Gefahr	für	Europa.	[…]	

Was	emportaucht	und	an	die	Stelle	unserer	unter	Mißhandlung	sterbenden	Kultur	tritt,	davon	kann	sich	

ein	Bild	machen,	wer	so	ein	amerikanisches	Jazz-Konzert	hört…”	

	

Footnote	110:	

	“Seit	 die	 Negerkapelle	 ...	 in	 dem	 wunderbaren	 Dachgarten	 des	 Café	 ...	 konzertiert,	 ist	 der	 Saal	

allabendlich	von	einem	begeisterten	Publikum	bis	auf	den	letzten	Platz	gefüllt.”	

	

Footnote	112:	

[Er]	 “erwähnte	 einmal	 in	 einem	 Interview,	 dass	 er	mit	 dem	 ‘Syncopated	Orchestra’	 (1922)	 in	Wien	

spielte.	 Vor	 den	 Konzerten	 musste	 er	 damals	 sein	 Gesicht	 Schwarz	 schminken,	 um	 dem	 Wiener	

Publikum,	darunter	viel	Prominenz	wie	der	Architekt	Adolf	Loos	und	[Schauspieler]	Conrad	Veidt,	den	

ungetrübten	Eindruck	einer	vollständigen	Negerband	zu	geben.”	

	

	
Chapter	II	
“A	Pretty	Girl	is	Like	a	Melody”:		
Transnational	revue	and	operetta	as	models	for	German	music	film	
	

	

Footnote	3:	

“America	has	long	admired	Austria,		

its	dresses	are	so	pretty	and	the	music	is	so	soft!		

The	“Dirndl”	you	saw	in	Salzburg	this	August,		

are	sure	to	originate	from	the	USA.		

In	Holly-holly-holly-holly-Hollywood,		
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people	sing	like	at	Wolfgangsee	[lake	in	Austria],	

Da-	holly-holly	holly-holly-holly-uh,		

Didldum,	tschinbum,	juché	[in	the	style	of	yodelling]”	

	

Footnote	8:	

“Offenbach	wird	zum	Statthalter	der	Literatur,	sein	Musiktheater	zu	einer	Bühne	als	moralischer	Instanz	

der	Nation.”	

	

Footnote	10:	

“Es	handelt	sich	um	keine	Offenbachiade,	in	der	eine	Gattung	mit	ihren	eigenen	Mitteln	verulkt	wird.”	

	

Footnote	35:	

“Die	Operette	war	um	diese	Zeit	längst	völlig	industrialisiert	[...].	Man	gab	sie	in	Auftrag	wie	einen	Anzug	

vom	Maßschneider.	Man	sagte	dem	Librettisten,	für	welche	Komiker	man	saftige	Rollen	brauchte,	und	

bekam	auf	die	Taille	genähtes	Textbuch	geliefert.	Die	Komponisten	griffen	einfach	in	ihre	Schubladen,	

holten	ein	paar	fertige	Schlager,	die	sie	immer	auf	Lager	hielten,	heruas	und	komponierten	die	fehlende	

Verbindungsmusik	dem	 jeweiligen	Zeittempo	entsprechend	hinzu.	Nicht	zu	übersehen	war,	dass	das	

zeitgefühl	 der	 Menschen	 in	 dieser	 schnelllebigen,	 hektischen	 Zeischenkriegsperiode	 die	 mühsam	

konstruierte	Handlungen	der	Operettenbücher	nicht	mehr	ertragen	konnte.	Man	wollte	die	Komiker	

aktuelle	Witze	und	Glossen	sprechen	hören,	und	von	der	Steifheit	der	altmodischen	Liebesgeschichte	

wollte	man	nichts	mehr	wissen.”		

	

Footnote	42:	

“Schaut	nach	Amerika,	die	den	Sieg	der	Wiener	Musik	längst	erahnt	haben.”	

	

Footnote	66:	

“Es	 muss	 überall	 was	 los	 sein.	 Wenn	 der	 Plüschvorhang	 fällt,	 darf	 das	 Publikum	 nicht	 sich	 selbst	

überlassen	belieben.	Es	wird	gelähmt,	sowie	es	keine	Beschäftigung	findet.	Das	Büffet	allein	kann	es	

nicht	schaffen.	Kinoreklame	auf	dem	Vorhang	ist	viel	zu	wenig.	Im	Foyer	muss	es	weitergehen.”	

	

Footnote	70:	

“Das	behäbige,	unaufgestörte	Bürgerpublikum,	das	vor	dem	Kriege	die	Operette	besuchte,	gibt	es	nicht	

mehr.	 Was	 folgt	 daraus?	 Die	 Operette	 kann	 nur	 in	 neuer	 Gestalt	 aufleben.	 Nicht	 in	 sogenannten	

‘Modernisierungen’,	nicht	in	sogenannten	Bearbeitungen,	sondern	grundsätzlich	anders.	Eine	Operette	

mit	neuen	Inhalten,	mit	neuer	Musik	und	in	neuer	aufgelöster	Form.	Beispiel:	Dreigroschenoper.”	

	

Footnote	75:	

“Im	Gegensatz	zu	dem	Dramatiker,	der	mit	Feder,	Tinte	und	Papier	arbeitet,	schafft	der	Revue-Dichter	

und	–Regisseur,	der,	wie	ich	ihn	auffasse,	ein	Universalkünstler	sein,	direkt	mit	Menschenmaterial	und	

mit	Sachmaterial.”	

	

Footnote	88:	

“Vor	diesen	sehenswerten	Bühnenbildern	gleitet	der	geschmeidige	braune	Körper	Louis	Douglas	über	

den	Boden,	auf	Füßen,	die	wie	Schneeschuhe	vorwärts	schleudern.”	

	

Footnote	108:	

“Der	Star,	der	bezeichnenderweise	 in	der	Regel	die	Treppe	göttlich	von	oben	hinabschwebte,	erfuhr	

eine	Überhöhung	und	Individualisierung.”	

	

Footnote	116:	

“Vor	 dieser	 Dekoration	 hängt	 während	 des	 orchestervorspiels	 ein	 Prospekt,	 welcher	 in	 moderner	

Malerei	den	Broadway	von	New	York	darstellt.	Man	sieht	an	allen	Häusern	Reklametafeln	mit	dem	Wort	

‘Charleston’.	An	diesem	Prospekt	sind	elektrische,	farbige	Lämpchen	derart	montiert,	dass	die	Worte	
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nacheinander	verschiedenfarbig	aufleuchten	könne.	Wenn	nun	der	Hauptvorhang	hochgeht,	werden	

die	Beleuchtungsapparate	in	Bewegung	gesetzt.”	

	

Footnote	135:	

“Girls	sind	nach	neuestem	Sprachgebrauche	junge	Damen,	welche	in	verführerischer	Kleidung	in	Ballets	

und	Revuen	auftreten,	und	weil	sie	aus	England	und	Amerika	kommen,	nennt	man	sie	nicht	Mädchen,	

nicht	Fräuleins	und	nicht	junge	Damen,	sondern	Girls.”	

	

Footnote	148:	

“Die	amerikanischen	Girls	sind,	genau	woe	die	englischen,	ohne	Fingerspitzengefühl	und	seher	zu	serh	

im	 Mechanischen	 das	 tänzerische	 Ideal.	 Seit	 Tiller	 die	 “Girlmaschine”	 erfunden	 hat,	 haben	 sie	 die	

absolute	Gleichmäßigkeit	der	Bewegungen	auf	ihr	Panier	geschrieben	und	sehen	ihren	größten	Ehrgeiz	

in	dem	militärischen	Klappen	aller	[…]	Schritte.”	

	

Footnote	149:	

“Man	könnte	zu	keine	der	holden	Nymphen:	‘Du	bist	die	Schlankste!’	Es	ist	nämlich	eine	so	gertenhaft	

gebaut	wie	die	andere.	Sie	bilden	eine	vorbildliche	Musterkollektion	des	‘american	girls’.”	

	

	

Chapter	III	
	A	“violent	stimulation	of	the	heartstrings”:	
American-German	film	relations	and	the	beginnings	of	German	music	film	production	
	

Footnote	11:	

“In	diesem	Augenblick	muß	eine	durch	niedrige	Zollsätze	erleichterte	Überschwemmung	des	deutschen	

Marktes	mit	Auslandsfilmen	 für	 die	 deutsche	 Film-Industrie	 von	 geradezu	 katastrophischer	Wirkung	

sein”;	 “Ich	 gebe	 ohne	 weiteres	 zu,	 daß	 die	 ausländischen	 Filme,	 in	 erster	 Linie	 die	 amerikanische,	

besonders	durch	ihre	Technik	und	hervorragende	Photographie	bestechen.	Andererseits	ist	es	Tatsache,	

daß	sie	inhaltlich	sowie	gedanklich	fast	durchweg	nicht	an	den	deutschen	Film	heranreichen.”	

	

Footnote	41:	

“Dutzende	neuer	Tonfilme	werden	 in	 jedem	Monat	 in	Amerika	uraufgeführt.	Der	übelste	Kitsch,	die	

süßeste	Gartenlaubenromantik,	die	läppischsten	Verlogenheiten	wechseln	miteinander	ab.	Wären	sie	

wenigstens	amüsant!	Aber	sie	wirken	langweilig	und	einschläfernd.	Immer	wieder	sieht	man	hundert	

nackte	Beine	von	Chorgirls,	immer	wieder	hört	man	die	gleichen	dummen	Liebesgespräche,	immer	das	

gleiche	„Happy	end“.	 [...]	Gewiß,	die	Amerikaner	 sind	ein	 junges	Volk,	und	 junge	Völker	ebenso	wie	

junge	Menschen	hegen	 immer	gerne	die	 Illusion	ewigen	Lebens.	Sie	weichen	 in	 ihrem	Träumen	der	

Wirklichkeit	aus.	Sie	lügen	soziale	Disharmonien,	Klassenkämpfe,	und	seelische	Konflikte	in	Harmonien	

um.”	

	

Footnote	42:	

“Die	 Amerikaner	 stehen	 nicht	 mit	 Unrecht	 im	 Rufe,	 ihre	 Kunst	 und	 nicht	 zuletzt	 ihre	 Filmkunst	

vornehmlich	auf	Äußerlichkeiten	zu	stellen,	die	nur	zu	oft	einer	gewissen	innerlichen	Leere	um	nicht	zu	

sagen	Seelenlosigkeit	entsprechen.”	

	

Footnote	44:	

“Sie	werden	alle	dem	amerikanischen	Geschmack	unterworfen,	werden	gleichgemacht,	uniformiert	[…].	
Der	amerikanische	Film	ist	der	neue	Weltmilitarismus.	Er	rückt	an.	Er	ist	gefährlicher	als	der	preußische.	

Er	verschlingt	nicht	Einzelindividuen.	Er	verschlingt	Völkerindividuen.”	

	

Footnote	47:	
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“In	Deutschland	gar,	diesem	Land	hoher	musikalischer	Ansprüche,	wird	man	lebendige	Orchester	auf	

Dauer	nicht	vermissen	wollen.	Es	herrschen	heir	andere	kulturelle	Voraussetzungen	als	etwa	in	Amerika	

oder	auch	in	England.”	

	

Footnote	48:	

“Zunächst	 muss	 ich	 gestehen,	 daß	 mir	 die	 Begeisterung	 des	 deutschen	 Publikums	 über	 die	

amerikanischen	 sogenannten	 Tonfilme	 einigermaßen	 rätselhaft	 ist.	 Im	 Gedenken	 an	 die	

Kulturtraditionen	deutscher	Kunst	fasse	 ich	diesen	Enthusiasmus	als	Wirkung	des	Reizes	der	Neuheit	

auf,	sonst	könnte	ich	mir	nicht	erklären,	warum	so	viele	Menschen	der	verschiedensten	Bildungsgrade	

sich	von	dem	amerikanischen	Kitsch	überzeugen	ließen.”	

	

Footnote	49:	

“Ein	guter	Film	bleibt	 immer	ein	guter	Film,	und	es	sollte	auch	 in	Deutschland	einerlei	sein,	welchen	

Ursprung	 ein	 solcher	 Film	 hat.	 […]	 Gute	 Filme	 dienen	 dem	 gegenseitigen	 Ansporn.	 Deutschlands	

Filmindustrie	braucht	gute	Geschäftsfilme.	Den	Erfahrungen	der	 letzten	 Jahre	entsprechend	kann	es	

unmöglich	 seinen	 Bedarf	 aus	 eigenen	 Kräften	 decken,	 ohne	 einen	 Rückgang	 in	 der	 Filmindustrie	 zu	

erleiden.”	

	

Footnote	50:	

“Für	Amerika	bedeutet	das	Kino	eine	unbedingte	Notwendikeit,	während	es	in	Deutschland,	wie	ich	zu	

meinem	 Erstaunen	 feststellen	 musste,	 immernoch	 stiefmütterlich	 behandelt	 wird	 und	 um	

Anerkennung,	ja	Duldung	kämpfen	muss.”	

	

Footnote	55:	

“Wir	 wussten,	 daß	 sich	 ganz	 Amerika	 in	 einem	 Tonfilmtaumel	 befindet	 und	 das	 bestärkte	 unsere	

Skepsis:	sicherlich	fanden	die	Yankees,	ein	Volk	ohne	unsere	Kultur	ernsthafter	Sprech-	und	Singtheater,	

im	 Tonfilm	 den	 langentbehrten	 Ersatz	 für	 bodenständige	 Bühnenkunst,	 verbunden	mit	 dem	 Vorteil	

billiger	Eintrittspreise.”	

	

Footnote	56:	

“Jene	gewaltsame	Reizung	der	Tränendrüse,	jene	Anhäufung	von	alltäglichster	Sentimentalität	und	dies	

bewusste	Jonglieren	mit	dramaturgischen	Knalleffekten	der	ältesten	Theaterschule	musste	dem	Tonfilm	

und	dem	singenden	Narren	den	Weg	ebnen,	der	zum	Herzen	des	Publikums	führt.”	

	

Footnote	59:	

“Noch	einmal:	Berlin	und	Amerika!	Es	gibt	ein	Bild	auf	der	Filmleinwand,	wo	der	Singing	Fool,	der	weiße	

Jazzsänger,	 sich	 vor	 dem	Auftreten	 als	 Negelminestrel	 schwarz	 tüncht.	 Einst	 holte	 sich	 Amerika	 die	

Nigger	als	Sklaven.	Der	Sklave	nahm	seine	Rache.	Sein	einstiger	Herr	beschmiert	sich	mit	Kohleruß,	um	

ihm	zu	gleichen.	Der	Neger	kroch	in	seine	Seele.	[...]	Wahre	deine	heiligsten	Güter	–	die	deutsche	Kultur	

–	die	deutsche	Kunst!”	

	

Footnote	60:	

“Welch	ein	süßes	Märchen	wird	uns	aufgetischt!	[…]	Die	Geschichte	eines	Stars.	Arg	verschminkt.	Noch	

ärgere	Lüge.	[…]	Ganz	großer	Zauber.	Aber	Zauber	eben.	Denn	was	an	Wundern	Hollywooder	Filmarbeit	

sich	tut,	kann	nur	mit	offenem	Mund	bestaunt	werden.	Die	Provinz	–	auch	die	Berliner	Provinz	–	wird	

hingerissen	sein.	Und	überdies	das	Märchen	glauben.	Das	fließt	billig	und	grell	beleuchtet	dahin.	Mit	

kläglichem	Humor	und	noch	kläglicherer	Süßholztragik	versehen.”	

	

Footnote	65:	

“Der	 Schaumann	 ist	 der	 Beherrscher	 dieses	 Film,	Glanz	 und	Augenweide,	 dahin	 zielt	 er	 (mit	 vollem	

Erfolg.)	 […]	 Über	 allem	 die	 Broadway-Lichter,	 Spiegelglanz	 der	 Tanzfläche,	 lichtweiße	 Girlkörper.	 In	

diesem	Zeichen	siegt	der	Broadway.	Und	auch	der	Film.”	
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Footnote	66:		

“Aber	was	werden	Sie	in	jedem	Film	finden?	Hübsche	Landschaften,	ausgezeichnete	Photographie,	gute	

und	vor	allem	gut	aussehende	Schauspieler,	alles	Technische	in	höchster	Vollendung,	selbst	wenn	uns	

das	Sujet	läppisch,	kindisch	oder	naiv	erscheint.”	

	

Footnote	67:	

“Als	Tonfilm	ist	‘Cilly’	technisch	vollkommen.	Sprache,	Gesang	und	Musik	kommen	unerhört	klar	und	

rein	heraus.	[…]	Im	großen	und	ganzen	ist	der	100%	Farben-	und	Tonfilm	‘Cilly’	nichts	weiter	al	seine	

photographierte	Ziegfeldrevue,	die	in	ihreb	spezifischen	Schau-	und	Tanzszenen	fasziniert.”	

	

Footnote	72/73:	

“[M]an	schwelgte	in	Ton	und	Farbe,	Jazz	und	Revue.	Haller	scheint	auf	Charell	getürmt,	ein	Meer	von	

Seide,	ein	Wald	von	Fächern,	ein	Gebirge	von	Flitter	und	Tüll	überwältigt	die	Augen.	Kolonnen	schlanker	

Girlbeine,	 Schleppen,	 die	 fantastisch	 wie	 ein	Wirbelsturm	 ineinanderfließen,	Menschenmassen	 [...].	

Keiner	wundert	sich	also,	wenn	er	dann	schließlich	als	milder	Mond	daherwandelt	am	Himmel	und	sein	

schönstes	Jazzschmunzeln	herunterlächelt.	Siehe	dieser	Mond	U.S.A.’s,	er	lächelt	auch	uns.	[...]	da	spielt	

sich	jeder	die	Seele	aus	dem	Leib,	und	es	ist	eine	Jazzseele.	Da	trompetet	und	saxophont	es,	da	spielt	

man	Banjo	und	Geige,	da	gibt	es	daneben	die	skurilsten	Instrumente,	wie	gigantische	Kochtöpfe	aus	der	

Hexenküche.”	

	

Footnote	74:	

“Mittelpunkt	natürlich	Paul	Whiteman,	den	man	ohne	reklmamäßige	Übertreibung	den	ungekrönten	

König	der	Jazzspieler	nennen	darf.”	

	

Footnote	75:	

“[...]	 er	hob	 ihn	als	 einer	der	ersten	 von	der	niedrigen	Stufe	bloßen	Randaus	 für	Negerkneipen	und	

Tingeltanels	in	höhere	Sphrären.	Er	machte	den	Jazz	zur	Kunstmusik,	 indem	er	ihn	in	die	Konzertsäle	

trug.	[...]	Wir	wissen,	wie	außerordentlich	der	Jazz	die	ganze	moderne	Kunstmusik	beeinflußt	hat.	Man	

könnte	also	ohne	Übertreibung	sagen,	dass	Whiteman	damit	der	indirekte	Beeinflusser	einer	Epoche	

der	Musik	geworden	sei.”	

	

Footnote	76:	

“Es	ist	ein	Kompendium	des	amerikanischen	Kitsches	von	kaum	zu	überbietener	Vollständigkeit.	[…]	Was	

ist	 aus	 Paul	 Whiteman	 geworden?	 [...]	 Der	 Mann	 [...]	 macht	 jetzt	 farblose,	 schluchzende	

Kaffeehausmusik	zu	süßlichen	Revuebildern.	Manchmal	wird	man	noch	an	die	Virtuosität	des	alten	Jazz	

erinnert	 –	 wenn	 der	 Posaunist	 ein	 tolles	 Staccato	 springen	 lässt,	 oder	 wenn	 Willi	 Hall	 seine	

Geigenequilibristik	zeigt.”	

	

Footnote	79:	

“In	 der	 Inflationszeit	 began	 man	 in	 Berlin	 den	 Neger	 in	 fast	 grotesker	 Weise	 zu	 überschätzen.	

Europamüdigkeit	 war	 gleichbedeutung	 mit	 Sehnsucht	 nach	 Primitivität	 und	 Ursprünglichkeit.	 Ein	

Negertaumel	hatte	nach	dem	Kriege	Deutschland	und	Frankreich	ergriffen.	Man	erwartete	ernsthaft	

von	dem	amerikanischen	Neger	eine	kulturelle	Auffrischung.	Ein	beängstigender	Irrtum.”	

	

	

Chapter	IV	
“We	should	look	to	America”:		
The	development	of	“Tonfilmoperette”	at	the	end	of	the	Weimar	Republic	
	

Footnote	1:	

“Schafft	die	deutsche	Tonfilm-Operette!	[...]	Man	richte	den	Blick	einmal	nach	Amerika.	Dort	hat	sich	

schon	seit	vielen	Monaten	die	hundertprozentige	Tonfilm-Operette	glänzend	durchgesetzt.	Sie	wird	von	
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den	bedeutendsten	Librettisten	der	Staaten	textiert,	von	den	prominentesten	Koponisten	vertont	und	

ganz	so	bewertet	und	ernst	genommen	wie	bisher	die	großen	Bühnenoperetten.”	

	

Footnote	18:		

“Erich	Pommer	hat,	gleich	im	Beginn	der	Tonfilm-Aera,	dieses	Genre	des	stilisierten	Operettenfilms	mit	

Revueeinschlag	bei	uns	geschaffen	und	hat	damit	sein	sicheres	Gefühl	für	den	Tonfilm	von	vorneherein	

bewiesen.”	

	

Footnote	21:	

See	footnote	1.	

	

Footnote	24:	

“Es	ist	nur	zu	wünschen,	daß	aus	dem	großen	Kreise	der	deutschen	Film-	und	Bühnenregiseeure	noch	

viele	diese	eminente	Begabung	für	die	neue	Kunst	(Tonfilm?)	zeigen.	Dann	wird	es	einen	Wettkampf	

geben	zwischen	Berlin	und	Hollywood,	bei	dem	das	Publikum	als	lachender	Dritter	vor	Freude	jauchzen	

wird.”	

	

Footnote	25:	

“[...]	von	dieser	Charell-Inszenierung	der	Erich-Pommer-Produktion	der	Ufa	wird	man	sagen:	‘Der	Welt	

größter	Schau-Film’.	Er	läßt	ähnliche	Werke	(z.B.	Amerikas)	weit	hinter	sich	zurück.”	

	

Footnote	26:	

“Unsere	 Tonfilmoperetten	 brauchen	 sich	 auch	 in	 musikalischer	 Beziehung	 nicht	 vor	 dieser	 Revue	

verstecken.	 Die	 Melodien	 im	 Liebeswalzer	 und	 ¾-Takt	 sind	 mindestens	 ebenso	 gut.	 Die	 beiden	

Hauptschlager	sind	 ‘Rosen,	die	uns	der	Mai	bringt’	von	Jerome	Kern	und	‘Es	gibt	ein	Herz	auf	dieser	

Welt...’	 von	 Joe	 Burke.	 Beide	 sehr	 hübsch,	 sehr	 sentimental,	 quasi	 Kaviar	 fürs	 Volk.	 Mehr	

Durchschlagskraft	als	unsere	Tonfilmschlager	haben	sie	sicher	nicht,	wie	denn	in	letzter	Zeit	überhaupt	

zu	 konstatieren	 ist,	 daß	 der	 deutsche	 Schlager	 den	 amerikanischen	 Schlager	 quantitativ,	 teils	 auch	

qualitativ,	weit	hinter	sich	gelassen	hat.”	

	

Footnote	29:	

“Jeder	 zweite	 Sprech-	 oder	 Musikfilm	 spielt	 hinter	 und	 vor	 den	 Kulissen.	 […]	 Es	 ist	 natürlich	 nicht	

ausgeschlossen,	daß	eines	Tages	jemand	kommt,	der	das	Milie	in	neuem,	originellen	Licht	zeigt.	Heute	

scheint	aber	jeder	ängstlich	bemüht,	möglichst	genau	dem	Fußstapfen	des	Vorgängers	zu	folgen.	 Ich	

weiß	 nicht,	 wie	 oft	 ich	 jetzt	 schon	 die	 Wiederholung	 der	 Szene	 gesehen	 ud	 gehört	 habe	 in	 der	

Choristinnen	ich	zanken.	Im	Theaterstück	“Broadway”	fing	es	wohl	an.	Sie	war	dort	ein	Riesenerfolg.”	

	

Footnote	30:	

“Wenn	das	so	weitergeht,	dann	war	die	Erfindung	des	Tonfilms	eine	böse	Tat.	Denn	bisher	haben	wir	

fast	nur	ihren	Fluch	zu	sehen	bekommen.	Mit	dem	singenden	Narren	beganns,	man	sagt	es	nur	noch	

mit	Liedern,	der	Dreivierteltakt	des	Herzens	ist	entdeckt,	knietief	waten	wir	schon	durch	dies	Gerührsel,	

gequirlt	nach	erprobtem	Rezept.”	

	

Footnote	39:	

“Man	hat	das	Problem	Operette	im	Film	bisher	in	der	Hauptsache	auf	zwei	Weisen	zu	lösen	versucht.	

Entweder	man	hat	im	wesentlichen	ein	Bühnenstück	Akt	für	Akt	photographiert	und	damit	durch	die	

Erinnerung	an	die	Bühne	die	Kunstform,	das	Singen	der	handelnden	Personen	im	Film	legitimiert.	Oder	

man	das	Bühnen-	beziehungsweise	Varietémilieu	zum	Schauplatz	der	Handlung	gewählt,	wodurch	dem	

Singen	der	Personen	eine	natürliche	Begründung	gegeben	werden	konnte.”	

	

Footnote	42:	

“Der	 Wunsch	 nach	 der	 natürlichen	 Erklärung	 des	 Singens	 wird	 verständlich,	 wenn	 man	 sich	

vergegenwärtigt,	 daß	 das	 amerikanische	 Film-Publikum	 sich	 von	 jeher	 gegen	 die	 Kunstform	 im	 Film	
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gewandt	hat,	daß	es	vorzieht,	auf	der	Leinwand	das	Leben	zu	sehen,	oder	was	als	Erscheinungsform	des	

Lebens	der	Gegenwart	oder	der	Vergangenheit	angesehen	werden	kann,	ein	naturalistischer	Film	also.”	

	

Footnote	43:	

“Die	 Form	 der	 Operette	 stellt	 gewisse	 Forderungen	 an	 die	 Phantasie	 des	 Publikums	 des	

Operettentheaters.	 Das	 Publikum	muss	 die	 Fähigkeit	 haben,	 sich	 in	 eine	Welt	 zu	 versetzen,	 in	 der	

Menschen	sich	z.	B.	gegenseitig	ihre	Gefühle	durch	Gesang	vermitteln,	ohne	daß	man	annehmen	kann,	

daß	diese	gleichen	Menschen	 im	Leben	Sänger	wären	oder	auf	diese	Weise	einen	Teil	 ihres	Dialogs	

führen	würden.”	

	

Footnote	44:	

“Als	Beispiel	 erwähne	 ich	nur	die	durch	den	 Film	ermöglichte	Aufteilung	eines	Couplets,	 so	daß	die	

Melodie	mit	einer	Reihenfolge	von	Bildern	durch	eine	Anzahl	von	verschiedenen	Dekorationen	geht	und	

von	 örtlich	 getrennten,	 aber	 durch	 die	 Handlung	 verbundenen	 oder	 sonst	 wie	 Gleichgestimmten	

gesungen	wird.”	

	

	

Footnote	46:	

“Der	 Sprech-	 und	 Musikfilm	 erweitert	 die	 Möglichkeiten	 der	 Operette	 nach	 allen	 Richtungen,	 und	

Lubitsch	 lässt	 sich	 keine	 der	 besonderen	Möglichkeiten	 welche	 Kamera	 und	 leichter	Milieuwechsel	

bieten,	entgehen.”	

	

Footnote	48:	

“Es	kommt	mir	vor,	als	habe	Lubitsch	mit	diesem	Film	alle	seine	bisherigen	Arbeiten	ähnlichen	Genres	

übertroffen,	[...]	weil	echtes	Gefühl	vowiegt,	die	Freude	am	Witz,	an	der	Satire	ihm	untergeordnet	wird.	

Und	 dies	 in	 einem	 Werk,	 dass	 die	 Form	 der	 Operette	 bekam,	 mit	 einem	 Revuestar	 und	 einer	

Operettensängerin	in	den	Hauptrollen.”	

	

Footnote	49:	

“Dieser	Lubitsch-Film,	aus	opulenter,	sorglosester	Operettenlaune	geboren,	bezaubert	die	nervöse,	vor	

Glanz	und	Flitter	so	genierte	Stadt.	Das	kühlste	Großkino	Berlins	ward	zum	Freuden-Häuschen.”	

	

Footnote	50:	

“Was	ist	in	den	letzten	Wochen	gegen	die	verdutzen	Filmfabrikanten	an	‚Du-sollst-nicht’-Geboten,	‚Du	

darfst	nicht’-Dogmen	losgeschossen:	Keine	‘Schlager’,	keine	‘Dialoge’,	keine	‘Theaternähe’,	keine	‘Stars’	

und	 so	 fort.	 Tonfilme	 schienen	 totgebetet.	 Dieser	 frivole,	 prickelnde,	 leichte	 Film	 wirft	 ein	 Duzend	

tauber	Theorien	um.	[...]	Lubitsch	begeht	fröhlich,	sieghaft	alle	Todsünden	gegen	die	100prozentigen	

Besserwisser,	da	er	besseres	verfilmt.	Filmt	mit	echten,	rechten	Starparaderollen,	mit	langen	Dialogen,	

etlichen	Schlagern	und	Chören	(ganz	‘theaternah’).”	

	

Footnote	51:	

“Victor	Scherzingers	Musik	ist	schon	lange	vor	der	Berliner	Premiere	populär	geworden.	Chevaliers	Lied	

an	 Paris,	 der	 reizende	 Waltz	 ‘Dream	 Lover’,	 der	 flotte	 Foxtrott	 ‘Schön	 wie	 Lisette’	 und	 der	

Grenadiermarsch	sind	uns	alte,	angenehme	Bekannte.	Seltener	Fall,	daß	alle	Schlager	eines	Tonfilms	so	

großen	Erfolg	haben;	das	liegt	an	Einfällen	des	Komponisten,	die,	gemessen	am	Genre,	wirklich	gutes	

Niveau	aufweisen.”	

	

Footnote	52:	

“Wir	 haben	 Sorgen	 genug	–	 dies	 hier	 ist	 etwas,	 um	Sorgen	 zu	 vergesen,	 das	 klingt	 nach	mit	 seinen	

Melodien,	mit	seinem	fröhlichen	Lachen	und	seiner	göttlichen	Unbeschwertheit.”	

	

Footnote	54:	
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“Die	Operette	ist	nur	noch	als	Parodie	ihrer	selbst	zu	ertragen.	Die	Zeiten,	da	all	dieser	Glanz	und	Flitter	

eine	 Welt	 repräsentierte,	 die	 da	 war	 und	 die	 Ehrfurcht	 von	 uns	 heischte	 (...)	 –	 diese	 Zeiten	 sind	

versunken.”	

	

Footnote	55:	

“Im	 übrigen	 große	 Aufmachung	 und	 jener	 überladene	 Pomp,	 mit	 dem	 die	 Amerikaner	 ihrem	

Kinopublikum	so	gern	imponieren.”	

	

Footnote	56:	

“Oder	diese	wunderbare	Bildkomposition	zum	leitmotivischen	Schlager,	die	fabelhafte	Fiakerfahrt	der	

glücklichen	Handschuverkäuferin	durch	die	lebensfrohe	Stadt,	zum	Tor	hinaus,	dem	Glück	entgegen,	in	

die	sonnige	Landschaft	zum	abgelegenen	Haus,	das	bedeutet	eine	überaus	glückliche	Bereicherung	der	

tonfilmdramaturgischen	Kenntnisse,	das	war	das	Neue,	was	Charell	mitbrachte.”	

	

Footnote	57:	

“Eine	ununterbrochene	Bewegung,	kein	Bild	dazwischen	geschnitten,	eine	Fahrt,	ein	Tanz,	ein	 Jubel.	

Diese	Bildfolge	ist	faszinierend,	bezaubernder	als	alle	Revuen.”	

	

Footnote	59:	

“Einmal	 ist	es	reizvoll,	wenn	Jeanette	Macdonald	aus	dem	Coupéfenstter	singt	und	die	Erntearbeiter	

einfallen.”	

	

Footnote	61:	

“Ein	kleines	Kabinettstück	die	Fahrt	[...]	durch	eine	singende	Landschaft,	bei	der	Melodie,	Szenenbild	

und	Komparserie	unerreicht	schön	zusammenklingen.”	

	

Footnote	62:	

“Und	eine	Szene	legt	er	hin	–	eine	Szene,	derentwegen	man	diesen	Film	nicht	vergessen	wird	[…].	Ein	

Lubitsch-Wurf.”	

	

Footnote	63:	

“Optische	 Kontraste,	 Bewegung,	Musik.	 Lubitschs	Monte	 Carlo,	 Charells	 tanzender	 Kongreß	werden	
noch	einmal	verwandt.	Singende	Menschen	am	Rande	der	Straßen.”	

	

Footnote	64:	

“Heute	weiß	man,	daß	angeregt	von	dem	Tanz	der	Bühnen-Operette	und	dem	Rhythmus	der	Bühnen-

Pantomime	damit	ein	neuer	musikalischer	Film-Stil	geschaffen	wurde.	Ansätze	dazu	hatte	es	in	Lubitschs	

Liebesparade	gegeben;	fortgesetzt	wurde	der	Stil	der	Tankstelle	–	wie	Clair	selbst	äußerte	–	in	seiner	
Million.”	
	

Footnote	67:	

“Von	Offenbach	her	entzündet	er	sich	an	einem	modernen	Räuber-Operettchen.	Thiele,	René	Clair	–	

gerad	wie	die	Ateliersonne	scheint.”	

	

Footnote	75:	

“Die	Repetition,	zunächst	als	Pointierung	gemeint,	die	einerseits	Motive	einprägt	und	andererseits	als	

Ausdruck	und	Konsequenz	von	deren	Elan	erscheint,	kann	durch	Übertreibung	ins	Parodistische.”	

	

Footnote	76:	

“[…]	bewusst	getrennt	von	vom	schweren	Wirklichkeitsfilm,	aber	auch	von	der	Zeitsatire.	Künstlerischer	

Verdienst	solcher	Film-Erfindungskünste:	daß	der	Un-Wirklichkeitsfilm	eben	bewusst	geschaffen,	daß	

darauf	 los	 gesungen,	 gemimt,	 getanzt	 wird	 ohne	 den	 üblichen	 bitterlichen	 Humor	 des	 Sich-

Ernstnehmens	 auch	 in	 der	 Posse	 durchzudrücken	 –	 und	weiter	 –	 :	 daß	 diese	 bewuße	 Führung	 zum	



	 331	

Heitergemeinten	 den	 Tonfilm	 endlich	 wieder	 bereichert.	 Der	 Film	 greift	 in	 die	 geheiligten	

‘Theaterbezirke’	ebenso	erfreulich	bedenkenlos	ein,	wie	er	 tonfilm-motivisch,	akustisch	und	optisch,	

neue	Einfälle	riskiert.	[...]	–	und	schließlich	das	grandiose	Finale,	der	letzte	Akt	im	Büro;	das	Hübscheste,	

was	bisher	im	Tonfilm	gestaltet	und	komponiert	ist.	Die	Perle	im	Werk.”	

	

Footnote	93:	

“Sie	beschäftigen	sich	damit,	wie	Filme	gemacht	und	erlebt	werden	oder	in	den	Alltag	hineinwirken	–	

sie	sind	autothematisch.	Und	damit	eng	verwoben:	Sie	machen	keinen	Hehl	daraus,	selbst	Kino,	selbst	

Inszenierung	zu	sein,	Sie	stellen	die	eigenen	Inszeniertheit,	ihren	Status	als	Film	geradezu	zur	Schau	und	

treiben	ihr	Spiel	damit	–	sie	sind	selbstreflexiv.”	

	

Footnote	95:	

“Dazu	kommt	eine	Fingerspitze	Pfeffer-Ironie	über	den	eitlen	Kintopp-Operettenprunk.	[...]	Den	beiden	

ärmlichen,	aber	braven	Menschen	wird	entgegengestellt	ein	Kintoppfilm	mit	einem	Heldentenor,	mit	

einer	schmetternden	falschen	Gitta	Alpar,	mit	unzähligen	Pagen,	Zofen	und	galonierten	Dienern.”	

	

Footnote	97:	

“Ein	modernes	Märchen,	ein	Spiel	mit	Musik	und	Tanz	wird	dargeboten,	Entspannung	für	Millionen	von	

arbeitenden	Menschen.”	

	

Footnote	102:		

“Wir	zahlen	keine	Miete	mehr	wir	sind	 im	Grünen	zuhause.	Wenn	unser	Nest	noch	kleiner	wär,	uns	

macht	das	wirklich	nichts	aus.	Ein	Meter	Fünfzig	im	Quadrat,	wir	hab’n	ja	wenig	Gepäck.	Und	wenn’s	

hinten	nur	ein	Gärtchen	hat,	für	Spinat	und	Kopfsalat,	dann	geh’n	wir	nie	wieder	weg.”	

	

English	translation:	

“We	are	paying	rent	no	more,	we	live	in	pastures	green.	If	our	nest	was	even	smaller,	we	really	wouldn’t	

mind	either.	One	square	meter,	we	only	have	little	baggage.	And	if	there’s	a	little	garden	at	the	back	for	

spinach	and	cabbage,	we	will	never	leave	again.”	

	

Footnote	103:	

“Und	doch	kommt	mal	ein	Morgen,	da	bleibt	ein	gutes	Frühstück	unberührt,	noch	gestern	abends	hast	

du	nichts	gespürt,	am	Stammtisch	 im	Verein.	Vorbei	sind	dann	sind	dann	die	Sorgen,	zwei	Schaufeln	

graben	frische	Erde	aus,	zwei	Rappen	führen	dich	zum	Grab	hinaus,	zurück	fahrn	sie	allein.	Dann	zahlst	

du	keine	Miete	mehr,	und	bist	im	Grünen	zuhaus.	Nur	hin	und	wieder	kommt	mal	wer	mit	einem	Erika-

Strauss.	 Dein	 Häuschen	 ist	 nicht	 allzu	 groß,	 du	 hast	 ja	 wenig	 Gepäck.	 Und	 dann	 schläfst	 du	 wie	 in	

Mutterns	Schoß,	mühen	und	sorgenlos,	und	rührst	dich	nicht	mehr	vom	Fleck.	Und	dann	schläfst	du	wie	

in	Mutterns	Schoß,	träumst	von	blonden	Engeln	bloß,	da	ziehst	du	nie	wieder	weg.”	

	

English	translation:	

“But	one	day	a	morning	will	come	when	the	breakfast	remains	untouches.	Last	night	at	the	pub,	you	

hadn’t	noticed	it	yet.	The	sorrows	are	over,	two	spades	shovel	fresh	soil,	two	horses	lead	you	two	the	

grave,	and	go	back	alone.	Then	you	pay	rent	no	more,	and	live	in	green	pastures.	Only	every	now	and	

then,	someone	visits	with	a	bunch	of	 flowers.	Your	house	 is	not	the	biggest,	but	you	only	have	 little	

luggage.	And	then	you	sleep	 like	 in	you	mother’s	 lap,	free	of	all	worries,	and	never	move	again.	You	

sleep	like	in	your	mother’s	lap,	dream	of	blonde	angels,	and	never	move	out	again.”		

	

Footnote	108/109:	

“Der	deutsche	Tonfilm	ringt	um	den	Stil	der	Operette.	Auf	sie	konzentrieren	sich	die	Bemühungen	des	

deutschen	Musikfilms	während	sich	der	amerikanische	Tonfilm	auf	ihre	jüngere	Schwester,	die	Revue,	

geworfen	hat.	Es	ist	kein	Zufall,	daß	sich	die	junge	Tonfilmindustrie	sofort	die	großen	Sänger	sicherte:	

Amerika	seinen	Al	Jolson,	Deutschland	seinen	Tauber.”	
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Footnote	112:	

“Das	optische	Geschehen	muß	den	Ton	oder	die	Musik	unterstreichen	und	die	Musik	muß	das	Visuelle	

weitertreiben.	 [...]	 Das	 Wichtigste	 ist	 die	 Zusammenarbeit	 zwischen	 dem	 Komponisten	 und	 dem	

Tonfilm-Regisseur.	Ich	glaube,	daß	bei	keiner	künstlerischen	Betätigung	das	so	notwendig	ist,	wie	bei	

der	 Tonfilm-Operette.	 [...]	 Die	musikalische	 Einlage	muß,	 die	 einen	 großen	 Bestandteil	 der	 Bühnen-

Operette	 bildet,	muß	 ganz	 und	 gar	 organisch	 gestellt	werden.	 Sie	muss	 genau	 die	 optische	wie	 die	

musikalische	Handlung	weitertreiben.”	

	

Footnote	114:	

“Der	Liebeswalzer	war	eine	echte	Operette.	Jetzt	bei	dem	neuesten	Ufa-Tonfilm	Erich	Pommers	sind	

wir	einen	Schrit	weiter	gegangen:	zur	Einführung	des	tänzerischen	Elements	in	die	Tonfilm-Operette.	

Die	 Operette	 wurde,	 wenn	 man	 so	 sagen	 will,	 auch	 bildmäßig	 durchkomponiert	 [...].	 Aus	 dem	

Zusammenwirken	von	Bewegung,	Musik	und	Gesang	ist	meiner	Ansicht	nach	eine	neue	Beweglichkeit	

des	optischen	Bildes	erreicht:	die	Loslösung	zweier	sich	ansingender	Menschen	von	der	Nur-Sachlichkeit	

unserer	feststehenden	Lebensformen.”	

	

Footnote	115:	

“[...]	 Selbst	das	 Stempeln	gehen	aus	dieser	 Zeit	wird	 zum	Coupletrefrain	und	drei	pleitegegangenen	

reiche,	junge	Leute	singen	und	tanzen	zu	ihrem	Konkurs	einen	Foxtrott.	Gewichtige	Transportarbeiter,	

der	 böse	 Herr	 Gerichtsvollzieher,	 nahen	 im	 Tanzrhythmus	 und	 im	 Hof	 der	 Fabrik	 treten	 die	

Dienstmänner,	 die	 Arbeiter,	 mit	 Karren	 und	 Kisten	 an,	 sie	 walzen	 und	 steppen	 im	 Takt	 an	 die	

Arbeit...lasset	uns	singen,	tanzen	und	springen.	Glücklich	ist	wer	vergisst...Ja	diese	heitere	Filmkunst	will	

vergessen	lassen,	will	lustig,	ohne	Sinn	sein...sie	will	leichtsinnig	sein.	Jener	prickelnde	Geist	etwa	aus	

dem	charmantesten	aller	Vorkriegsoperettenakte,	Franz	Lehárs	Graf	von	Luxemburg	erste	Szene	oder	
die	 ewige	 Fledermaus-Stimmung	 bezeichnen	 das	 Klima,	 in	 dem	 dieser	 Film	 entstand.	 [...]	 Zu	

unterstreichen	 bleibt:	 An	 Stelle	 der	 zähen	 Operettentradition	 tritt	 der	 Versuch	 der	 musikalischen	

Komödie,	 der	 eigene	 Stil	 einer	 neu-deutsch-bürgerlichen	 Unterhaltungsfreude.	 Sonst	 singen	

kostümierte	Chöre	–	jetzt	hüpfen	die	Schwerarbeiter	dahin,	die	Barmixer	gruppieren	sich,	der	seriöse	

Rechtsanwalt	erledigt	seine	Post	im	Chanson.”	

	

Footnote	116:	

“Der	 Rhythmus	 der	 Musik	 wird	 bestimmt	 durch	 das	 Singen,	 Stampfen,	 Pochen	 und	 Hämmern	 der	

Maschinen.”	

	

Footnote	119:	

“Die	zweite	Kategorie	hingegen,	bei	der	die	Musik,	als	primäres	Element,	aktiv	in	die	Handlung	eingreift	

und	immer	weiter	anregend	und	belebend	wirkt,	eröffnet	der	Phantasie	des	Tonkünstlers	ein	weites	

Feld	schöpferischer	Betätigung,	die	 in	enger	Zusammenarbeit	mit	dem	Regisseur	eben	zu	der	neuen	

musikalischen	Form	des	Tonfilms	führt.	Diese	neue	Form	ergibt	sich	folgerichtig	schon	aus	den	eigennen	

Gesetzen	 der	 filmischen	 Darstellungskunst	 selbst,	 falls	 im	 Tonfilm	 die	 Musik	 und	 der	 Gesang	 zum	

organischen	Aufbau	der	Handlung	beitragen,	oder	besser,	denselben	 fördern	und	die	Stimmung	der	

einzelnen	Situationen	besonders	hervortreten	lassen.”	

	

Footnote	119:	

“Die	 heikle	 Frage	 der	 Chöre	 zum	 Beispiel,	 die	 im	 Film	 aus	 der	 starren,	 passiven	 Haltung	 der	

Bühnenoperette	herausgerissen	werden	mussten,	um	als	treibende	Faktoren	für	die	Fortentwicklung	

der	Handlung	zu	dienen,	schien	bereits	im	ersten	Werk	glücklich	gelöst	zu	sein.	Man	erinnere	sich	an	

den	Chor	der	Gäste,	die	summend	den	Thronsaal	des	Lauenburger	Schlosses	verlassen	und	damit	die	

sich	 in	der	Tonfilm-Operette	abspielende	Liebesintrige	stark	unterstreicht.	Oder	an	den	Lach-Chor	 in	

dem	Moment,	wo	der	Held	der	Handlung	an	seiner	Aufgabe	zu	scheitern	droht	und	von	dem	fernen	

Klingen	dieses	sogar	unsichtbaren	Chors	zur	Entscheidung	getrieben	wird.”	

	

Footnote	121:		
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“Endlich	auch	musikalisch	formal	eine	populäre	und	dabei	stilistisch	wertvolle	Tonfilmgestaltung	von	

der	 Musik	 her.	 Viele	 internationale	 Tonfilme	 haben	 kurioserweise	 gerade	 mit	 der	 Musik	 wenig	

anzufangen	 gewußt.	 Die	Musiker	wurden	 als	 Fremdkörper	 empfunden	 –	 	 diesmal	 sind	 alle	 Autoren	

‘musikalisch’	und	der	Ton-Produzent	Dr	Guido	Bagier	erweist	hier	ein	geniales	und	ideelles	Verständnis	

für	das	Zusammenfinden	von	Bild	und	Ton.	Die	Musik	‘handelt’,	die	Partitur	spielt	filmisch	[...].	Musik	als	

Handlungstreiber,	als	Wirkungs-Teil	im	Film	–	das	hat	man	hier	ganz	bewusst	gestaltet,	und	so	entstand	

die	bisher	einheitlichste	Leistung	im	musikalischen	Tonfilm.”	

	

Footnote	122:	

“Es	wird	niemand	bei	einer	Operette	fragen,	wo	die	Musik	herkommt,	wenn	zwei	Menschen	in	einem	

Auto	plötzlich	zu	einer	ausgezeichneten	Orchestermusik	zu	singen	beginnen.	Ich	hätte	hier,	wenn	ich	

unbedingt	bei	dem	Realistischen	hätte	bleiben	wollen,	ein	Grammophon	zeigen	können.	 Ich	habe	es	

nicht	 getan,	 denn	 grade	 die	 Operette	 muß	 so	 leicht	 und	 so	 flüssig	 in	 ihrer	 Handlung	 und	 in	 ihren	

Melodien	sein,	daß	man	zwar	bei	der	handlungsgemäßen	Linie	nicht	nach	einem	‘Warum’	und	‘Weshalb’	

fragt.”	

	

Footnote	123:	

“Kein	 Ruck	mehr	 an	 die	 Rampe,	 kein	 ungesprochenes,	 aber	 deutlich	 spürbares	 ‘Herr	 Kapellmeister,	

bitteschö’	und	dann	geht	es	los.	Sondern	scheinbar	absichtslos	geht	es	aus	dem	Dialog	ins	Tänzerisch-

Gesungene,	wird	der	Charakter	der	Szene	durch	plötzlich	einsetzende	Musik	untermalt.”	

	

Footnote	124:	

“Andererseits	ist	trotz	der	organischen	Verbundenheit	von	Wort	und	Ton	der	Schlager	als	Solo-Wirkung	

erhalten	geblieben.”	

	

Footnote	130:	

“Was	ist	eigentlich	ein	Schlager?	Ein	frecher	Gassenhauer,	eine	sehnsüchtige	Melodie,	plötzlich	taucht	

sie	auf,	ist	in	aller	Munde,	springt	durch	die	Kaffeehäuser,	die	Tanzsäle,	bis	in	das	entfernteste	Dorf,	faut	

dann	 wie	 jede	 Epidemie	 plötzlich	 ab	 und	 ist	 dann	 vergessen.	 Nur	 wenige	 bleiben,	 und	 werden	

Volkslieder.”	

	

Footnote	139:	

“Daher	 ist	es	auch	nicht	mit	 ‚so	einem	Schlager	voll	Schmiss,	Temperament	und	einigermaßen	Text’	

abgetan:	er	muß	vielmehr	mehrere	in	sich	vereinigen.	Er	muß	wandlungsfähig	sein:	nicht	nur	in	der	Art	

des	Vortrages,	der	Instrumentierung,	der	Möglichkeiten,	Schlagerteile,	wie	z.B.	den	Refrain	oder	den	

Übergang	zu	diesem,	zu	dehnen	oder	zu	forcieren,	sondern	auch	in	seinem	Melodiecharakter	selbst.	Er	

muß	sich	vollkommen	ändern	können	und	trotzdem	sein	musikalisches	Hauptthema	behalten	und	so	

aus	 dem	 Walzer	 zum	 Foxtrott	 werden	 und	 aus	 diesem	 wieder	 zum	 Tango	 oder	 zum	 musikalisch	

großangelegten	Finale.”	

	

Footnote	140:	

“Immer	mehr	 spüren	 wir	 es,	 wie	 der	 Tonfilm	 den	 Verkauf	 unserer	 Schallplatten	 bestimmt.	 [...]	 Bei	

unseren	amerikanischen	Platten	hat	die	Produktion	bereits	ein	ganz	neues	Gesicht	bekommen:	ein	Lied,	

dass	nicht	aus	einem	Tonfilm	stammt,	hat	fast	keine	Aussicht,	ein	Schlager	zu	werden.	So	sind	heute	

unter	hundert	Platten	mindestens	95	aus	Tonfilmen.”	

	

Footnote	141:	

“Und	die	anderen	kaufen	Platten	wie	Broadway	Melodie	und	andere	um	wenigstens	etwas	davon	hören	

zu	können.”	

	

Footnote	144:	

“Genau	wie	in	Amerika.	Ein	Lied	wird	in	nicht	allzu	ferner	Zeit	nur	über	den	Tonfilm	zum	Schlager	werden	

können.”	
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Footnote	150:	

“Ein	Schlager	ist	ein	Lied,	das	in	geschäftlicher	Absicht	und	in	Abwesenheit	künstlerischer	Ziele,	meist	

industriell	hergestellt	durch	seine	leicht	eingängigen	Melodien	und	Rhythmen	rasch	bekannt	wird,	 in	

seinem	 Wortlaute	 den	 niederen	 und	 niedrigsten	 geistigen	 und	 Gefühlsbereiche	 des	 Menschen	

entstammt,	sich	infolgedessen	nur	an	die	Minderheiten	aller	Volksschichten	wendet	und	wegen	seiner	

rasch	vernutzen	Reize	von	kurzer	Lebensdauer	ist.”	

	

Footnote	151:	

“[In	der]	industrialisierten	Großstadt	[…]	ist	auch	der	Gassenhauer	in	ein	Produkt	verwandelt	worden,	

das	sich	textlich	wie	musikalisch	durch	billige	Gemeinheit	auszeichnet.”	

	

Footnote	152:	

“Der	 Fabrikant	 der	 Filmschlager	 hat	 sich	 an	 das	 sattsam	 bekannte	 Klischee	 gehalten.	 	 Geschickt	

zugeschnittene	Duzendware.”	

	

Footnote	157:	

“Die	amerikanische	Sitte,	aus	geschäftlichen	Gründen	den	Schlager	zum	Mittelpunkt	j	e	d	e	s	Tonfilms	

zu	 Machen,	 wurde	 ziemlich	 kritiklos	 übernommen.	 Geschäftliche	 Gründe	 siend	 die	 Interessen	 der	

Musikverleger	und	Grammophonfabriken,	für	die	natürlich	das	Risiko	durch	eine	automtische	Reklame	

beträchtlich	vermindert	wird.	In	künstlerischer	Beziehung	liegen	die	Dinge	ja	anders,	denn	der	Schlager	

hat	natürlich	im	dramaturgischen	Gefüge	eines	Films	nur	unter	Vorbehalt	Berechtigung,	nämlich	wenn	

es	 sich	 um	 eine	 Tonfilmoperette,	 Tonfilmrevue	 oder	 um	 eine	 ins	 Filmische	 transportierte	 Art	 des	

musikalischen	Theaters	handelt.”	

	

Footnote	158:	

“Es	war	eine	gute	 Idee	von	den	Amerikanern,	auch	Filmen	(es	dürfe	sich	hier	wohl	ausnahmslos	um	

Tonfilme	handeln)	ihre	Schlager	zu	geben.	Man	sollte	das	hier	auch	tun	und	wird	sich	über	das	Ergebnis	

wundern:	 ein	 poulärer	 Schlager	 kann	 die	 Spieldauer	 für	 einen	 Film,	 das	 Interesse	 fühn	 ihn	

außerordentlich	verlängern	und	macht	letzten	Endes	Reklame	für	den	Film	überhaupt.”	

	

	

Chapter	V	
“Hallo	USA,	hallo	America!”:		
American	motifs	in	the	music	films	of	the	Weimar	Republic,	1929	–	1933		
	

Footnote	2:	

“My	heart	is	a	jazz	band	

No	jazz	band	plays	this	sweet	

Dürü	dürü..the	ukulele	ukulele	

and	also	the	saxophone,	the	saxophone.	

My	heart	is	a	jazzband	

It’s	both	sincere	and	joking	

and	if	a	big-bellied	negro	sing	and	laughs	with	it:	

Uahahaha,	my	baby	

Uahahaha,	my	baby	

then	my	heart	is	laughing,	too.”	

	

Footnote	7:	

“Das	heutige	Publikum	verlangt	nach	Jazz	–	trotzdem	behauptet	wird,	die	Jazzperiode	habe	ihr	Ende	

erreicht.”	

	

Footnote	8:	
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“Kommet	zu	Hauf!	Spießer	und	Nörgler	wacht	auf!	Lasset	den	Jazz-Gesang	hören!”	

	

Footnote	10:	

“Dadurch	ist	dem	Verleiher	sowie	dem	Theaterbesitzer	ein	wertvolles	Propagandamittel	gegeben,	das	

schon	 im	Voraus	die	Aufmerksamkeit	des	gesamten	Publikums	auf	diesen	neuen	Film	der	Hom-Film	

GmbH	[...]	lenkt.”	

	

Footnote	18:	

“Ich	bin	in	der	Verlegenheit,	wem	von	den	vier	Jazzbandleuten	ich	hier	die	Palme	reichen	soll,	ob	dem	

Saxophonisten	Walter	Frank,	der	mit	einem	Blick	ganze	Sätze	spricht,	oder	dem	Violinisten	Paul	Bildt,	

der	das	Treibhafte	so	liebenswürdig	lyrisch	verbrämt,	oder	dem	Pianisten	Franz	Weber,	der	so	lässig	die	

Worte	 fallen	 zu	 lassen	 versteht,	 oder	 dem	 schwarzen	 Schlagzeug-Bediener	 Veit	 Harlan,	 der	 keinen	

zusammenhängenden	Satz	zu	sprechen	vermag	und	mit	gurgelnden	Lauten	doch	alles	ausspricht.”	

	

Footnote	20:	

“Er	bringt	uns	eine	Operette	ohne	Musik.”	

	

Footnote	27:	

“Da	haben	viele	Fachkollegen	das	Thema	Jazzband,	Bar,	Varieté,	Karriere	im	Beruf	und	in	der	Liebe	so	

oft	 umgekehrt,	 daß	 alles	 am	 Ende	 blieb	 wie	 es	 war:	 immer	 dasselbe.	 [...]	 Musik:	 Mackeben;	 paar	

schneidige	Jazziaden.”	

	

Footnote	34:	

“Herzensgut	 sind	 die!	 Ausgezeichnet.	 Sehr	 gut	 die	 Leute...	 aber	 es	 ist	 doch	 irgendwie...sie	 sind	

doch...Musikalisch,	 ausgezeichnet,	musikalisch!	 Aber	 es	 fehlt	 die.....die	 Ballung	 ist	 nicht,	 eh...gestuft	

genug...es	ist	nicht	genug...eh..gehornt!	Nicht?	Ja,	es	müsste	mehr	dieses...ist	ja	logisch	nicht?”	

	

Footnote	35:	

“Meine	Herren,	g.n..	G.n.	meine	Herren	–	ganz	nett!	Aber	meine	Herren	es	fehlt	Ihnen	meine	straffe	

führende	Hand,	es	fehlt	Ihnen	der	jazz	appeal,	der	Toscanini!”	

	

Footnote	37:	

“Da	sie	nun	‘Film	im	Film’	nach	der	Mode	dieser	Saison	machen,	parodieren	unsere	drei	Komiker	dann	

alles,	was	im	Tonfilm	Erfolg	hatte.”	

	

Footnote	38:	

“Man	will	 kein	 Lustspiel	 zeigen,	 keine	Operette,	 keine	Revue,	 sondern	man	will	 blödeln.	 [...]	 und	er	

vergißt	 über	 den	 gut	 herausgebrachten	 Stimmen	 seiner	 Stars,	 über	 Couplets	 und	 dem	 Spiel	 der	

Weintraub	Syncopators,	also	über	den	akustischen	Reizen,	keineswegs	die	optischen.”	

	

Footnote	41:	

“Doch	 hat	 diese	 Tonfilmoperette	 dem	 amerikanischen	 Vorbild	 vieles	 voraus	 –	 die	 Leichtigkeit	 der	

wienerischen	Operette,	das	Temperament	zündender	Einfälle,	die	Köstlichkeit	eines	sprühenden	Spiels,	

die	betörende	Schmeichelei	reizender	Melodien.	[...]	Alles	in	allem:	Eine	Tonfilmoperette,	wie	sie	sein	

soll.”	

	

Footnote	48:	

“Mischa	Spoliansky,	neben	Friedrich	Holländer	der	spirituellste	Jazzkomponist,	beherrscht	seine	Form	

in	vorzüglicher	und	geschmackvoller	Weise.”	

	

Footnote	63:	
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“Leicht	zu	tonphotographieren	sind	alle	weichen	Holzbläser	wie	Klarinette	zum	Beispiel.	Schwerer	ist	es	

bereits	 bei	 den	 Blechbläsern.	 Und	 besonders	 schwer	 sind	 Streichinstrumente	 aufzunehmen.	 Darum	

sucht	Heymann	[...]	mit	möglichst	wenigen	Streichern	auszukommen.”	

	

Footnote	65:	

“Mit	dem	Schlager	hat	auch	–	als	dessen	 Interpret	–	das	 Jazzorchester	seinen	Einzug	 in	den	Tonfilm	

gehalten	und	ist	selber	schon	zu	vielen	Malen	bildlich	und	tonlich	in	die	Erscheinung	getreten.”	

	

Footnote	66:	

“Der	 kleine	 Klangkörper	 erwies	 sich	 als	 äußerst	 verwendbar	 und	 anpassungsfähig	 gegenüber	 den	

Eforderissen	des	Mikrophones,	war	er	doch,	ohne	an	instrumentaler	Geschlossenheit	einzubüßen,	mit	

Leichtigkeit	besetzungsmäßig	umzugestalten.	[…]	Im	Wesentlichen	zeichnete	sich	also	das	Jazzorchester	

durch	 größere	 Beweglichkeit	 und	 Fähigkeit	 zur	 Umgruppierung	 aus	 al	 sein	 gewöhnlicher	

Orchesterapparat.	Kommt	noch	hinzu,	daß	sich	durch	das	Aufleben	der	Tonfilmoperette	gar	häufig	die	

Situation	eeines	gesellschaftlihen	Rahmens	ergab,	in	dem	die	mondänen	Erscheinungen	der	Jazzmusiker	

eine	willkommene	Bereicherung	der	Szene	bildeten.”	

	

Footnote	68:	

“Oftmals	wird	nur	eine	Geige	verwendet,	und	etwa	zwei	kontrapunktisch	verwendete	Trompeten,	die	

in	einem	slow	fox	einen	delikaten	“hot”	blasen,	wobei	ein	Flügel	als	harmonische	Grundlage	dient.	Also	

eine	moderne	Komposition,	die	etwa	Aehnlichkeit	mit	einer	neuen	Rundfunkmusik	hat,	eine	Musik,	die	

günstig	 in	 Hinsicht	 auf	 die	 Mikrophone,	 auf	 die	 Struktur	 des	 Werkes,	 auf	 die	 diesbezügliche	

Instrumentation	ist	–	moderne	Musik,	aber	nicht	nur	für	einen	kleinen	kreis	von	Kennern,	sondern	für	

die	große	Masse	aller,	für	die	der	Tonfilm	geschaffen	wird.”	

	

Footnote	74:	

“Die	 Vielseitigkeit	 der	 Jazz-Musiker	macht	 ein	 zahlenmäßig	 großes	Orchester	 überflüssig.	 Fast	 jeder	

Künstler	handhabt	ja	mehrere	Instrumente	und	den	Rhythmus	haben	sie	alle	im	Leibe.”	

	

Footnote	78:	

“Melodien	 umströmen	 sie	 und	 bringen	 die	 Wärme	 wiegender	 Takte,	 die	 Lebendigkeit	 hüpfender	

Rhythmen	mit	Liedern	von	Robert	Stolz,	voller	Sinnlichkeit	und	Besinnlichkeit,	Klangfülle	und	Lust.”	

	

Footnote	85:	

“Wenn	das	Wörtchen	‘wenn’	nicht	wär,	

Doo-doo-doodoo	–	Doodoodoodoo	

wär	ich	schon	längst	ein	Millionär	

Doo-doo-doodoo	–	Doodoodoodoo	

Ich	könnte	täglich	Geld	beheben,	tausend	Frank,	von	der	Bank		

und	wie	der	Schar	von	Persien	leben,	

mein	Leben	lang	

Ja	–	wenn	das	Wörtchen	‘wenn’	nicht	wär	

Dideldadadada	–	dadadada	

wär	ich	schon	längst	ein	Millionär	

Tsch-tsch	–	tsch-tschhh	[…]”	

	

Footnote	88:	

“Robert	Stolz	schrieb	für	den	Film	fünf	Schlager;	die	Lewis	Ruth	Band	spielte.	Am	besten	gelang	ein	Slow-

Fox	“Ja	wenn	das	Wörtchen	‘wenn’	nicht	wär”,	ein	lustiges,	rhythmisch	interessantes	Stück	mit	Einfall,	

und	Aussichten	auf	künftige	Popularität.”	

	

Footnote	89:		
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“Der	gegenwärtige	Jazztaumel	ist	eben	nichts	al	sein	Taumel,	eine	vorrübergehende	Liebeshaberei.	[…]	

Ich	habe	niemals	Jazzmusik	geschrieben	und	ich	habe	auch	nicht	die	Absicht	sie	zu	schreiben.”	

	

Footnote	100:	

“Schwarzes	Gesicht,	

Wolliges	Haar,	

Großes	Saxophon;	

Kennt	ihr	mich	nicht,	

Dort	aus	der	Bar?	

Applaus	ist	mein	Lohn,		

Doch	im	Salon	

Oder	beim	Lunch	

Weicht	mir	jeder	aus.	

Zähl’	ja	nicht	voll,	

Bin	ja	kein	Mensch,	

Ich	bin	nur	in	Nigger!	

Bin	nur	ein	Jonny,		

Zieh’	durch	die	Welt,	

Sinige	für	Monney	(sic),	

Tanze	für	Geld.	

Heimat,	Dich	wird’	ich	niemals	mehr	sehn!		

(…)”	

	

Footnote	122:	

“Zweck	dieses	Films	 ist,	durch	das	Zusammenkommen	von	Prunk,	Musik,	Gesang,	Revuezauber,	Girl-

Rhythmus	und	Exzentrik-Tanz	zu	wirken.”	

	

Footnote	123:	

“Nicht	nur	das	amerikanische	Tonfillmvorbild	und	der	nie	erlahmende	Reiz	des	scheinbar	romantischen	

und	abenteuerlichen	Kulissenzaubers	hat	zur	Folge,	dass	die	kommende	Kinosaison	aus	dem	Stoffkreis	

des	Bühnenlebens	und	des	Films	sich	nährt.	Die	Gelegenheit,	ein,	ein	Chanson	oder	Musik	einzufügen,	

wirkt	am	natürlichsten,	wenn	die	Handlung	zwischen	Girls	und	Sängern	spielt.	Dass	diese	Mode,	die	

sicherlich	aus	einer	Not	eine	Tugend	macht,	auch	in	Amerika	noch	nicht	erledigt	ist,	ersieht	man	aus	

den	wenigern	Filmstreifen,	die	trotz	der	Patentstreitigkeiten	nach	Berlin	kommen.”	

	

Footnote	126:	

“Alles,	was	den	Reiz	der	weltstädtischen	ausmachte,	die	Farbe,	die	Bewegung,	der	Tagewitz,	der	Sketch	

fehlt.	Statt	dessen:	noch	ein	paar	Girls,	noch	ein	Lied,	noch	eine	Tanznummer.”	

	

Footnote	127:	

“[…]	 und	 keine	 Furcht,	 wenn	 ihre	 Gesichtslinienicht	 dem	 Girl-Ideal	 entspricht.”,	 “Sie	 kann	 Schlager	

bringen	wie	ein	Broadway-Star,	aber	ein	Broadway-Star	kann	nicht	so	viel	Musik	geben.”	

	

Footnote	130:	

“I	had	been	waiting,	the	whole	day	through,	fortune	had	left	me	longing	

T’was	worth	the	waiting,	if	dreams	come	true	

One	happy	moment	on	me	(?)	

I	keep	on	hoping,	why	should	I	fear	

Maybe	good	luck	is	waiting	near	

In	a	year,	in	a	day,	when	the	shadows	go	their	way	

There	will	be	a	little	happiness	for	me	

In	a	year,	in	a	day,	I	am	sure	that	come	what	may	

I	shall	wear	a	smile	for	all	the	world	to	see	
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It	may	wait,	near	or	far,	till	I	find	my	lucky	star	

Or	may	come	very	soon,	with	the	twilight	and	the	moon	

Though	I	smile	and	I	pray	and	true	love	will	come	my	way,	in	a	year,	in	a	month,	in	a	day.”	

	

Footnote	131:	

“In	wievielen	Tonfilmen	sind	ein	armes	kleines	Mädel	[…]	durch	märchenhafte	Glückszufälle	zu	Reichtum	

und	Glück	(was	im	Film	gewöhnlich	als	dasselbe	betrachtet	wird)	aufgestiegen?	[…]	Das	fragte	sich	auch	

Erich	Pommer	und	beschloß,	den	Spieß	einmal	umzudrehen.”	

	

Footnote	132:	

“Was	die	Beziehung	des	Publikums	zu	den	Trägern	der	Handlung	[…]	fördert,	ist	die	Tendenz,	das	Glück	

nicht	durch	irgendeinen	Zufallstreffer	zu	erwarten,	sondern	sich	–	auch	bei	bescheidenen	Verhältnissen	

–	allmählich	zu	erarbeiten”	

	

Footnote	137:	

“Hallo	Usa,	hallo	Amerika,	bevor	ich	dich	gesehen,	hab	ich	noch	nichts	gesehen.	

Hallo,	das	ist	ein	Rhythmus,	hallo	wo	jeder	mit	muss.		

Weiß	nicht	wie	ichs	tragen	soll,	ich	weiß	nicht	wie	ichs	sagen	soll.		

Ich	grüß	dich	Amerika,	du	schimmernde	Welt,	nun	sei	auch	du	mal	gut	zu	mir.	

Ich	grüße	dich	Amerika,	ich	suche	mein	Glück	bei	dir.		

Amerikaner,	Republikaner,	Rassen	und	Völker,	euch	alle	[?]	

Menschen	aller	Staaten,	Europäer,	Asiaten,	euch	allein	(allen?)	ist	ein	neues	Vaterland.		

Ich	grüße	dich	Amerika,	mit	all	deinem	Glanz,	der	mich	so	ganz	immer	erhellt.		

Ich	grüße	dich	Amerika,	du	schimmernde	Welt,	Amerika.		

Hallo	USA,	hallo	Amerika,	du	hast	die	schönsten	Frauen,	die	wir	auf	Erden	schauen.		

Hallo	die	Dollar	schwallen,	hier	schöpft	man	aus	den	Vollen.		

Überfluß,	Verschwendertum,	[…]	werf	ich	sie	dem...Blender	[?]	zu.	

Ich	grüße	dich	Amerika,	du	schimmernde	Welt,	nun	sei	auch	du	gut	mal	zu	mir.”	

	

Footnote	143:	

“Jede	Arbeit,	die	die	Kultur	erdenkt,	ist	seit	Taylor	spezialisiert	–		

wie	man	links	herum	tanzt,	wie	man	Kassen	sprengt	und	wie	man	Bleisucht	kuriert.	

Wie	man	Gänse	rupft,	wie	man	Ehen	bricht,	dafür	gibt’s	Experten	bestimmt.	

Nur	den	einen	Fachmann,	den	find	ich	nicht,	der	die	Sorgen	mir	übernimmt.	

Okä	Okä	–	o	käme	doch	der	Mann,	der	alles	erledigt,		

Dann	ja	wär’	alles	ok!”	

	

Footnote	144:	

“Hier	 ist	 der	 Tonfilm,	 der	 der	 sprühendste,	 witzigste	 und	 unterhaltsamste	 ist,	 den	 wir	 –	 die	

amerikanischen	eingeschlossen	–	je	gesehen	haben.”	

	

Footnote	145:	

“[…]	Mischung	aus	Walzer	und	Jazz,	aus	Geigen-	und	Saxophon-Musik,	aus	dem	3/3-Takt	des	Gestern	

und	den	tollen	Synkopen	des	Heute.”	

	

	

Chapter	VI	
“With	astonishing	Americanism”:		
Hollywood’s	significance	for	the	musical	profile	of	German	film	1933	-	1945		
	

Footnote	27:	

“Während	 das	 deutsche	 Filmschaffen	 sich	 in	 erbittertem	 Nahkampf	 mit	 zahllosen	 materiellen	 und	

geistigen	Problemen	herumschlägt,	 kann	der	amerikanische	Film	sich	nach	wie	vor	 im	Glanze	seiner	
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Weltgeltung	 sonnen.	 [...]	 Das	 Streben	 des	 deutschen	 Films	 nach	 eigener	 Weltgeltung	 hat	

erfreulicherweuse	 nicht	 dazu	 geführt,	 daß	 man	 die	 Exstenz	 des	 amerikanischen	 Films	 eifersüchtig	

ignorierte.	Wie	könnte	man	es	auch	mit	einem	Konkurrenten	aufnehmen,	den	man	nicht		kennt!	Wie	

könnte	 man	 sich	 „mit	 ihm	 messe“,	 wenn	 man	 ihn	 nicht	 anerkennt!	 Scheuklappen	 sind	 nicht	 nur	

entwürdigend,	sondern	auch	höchst	unzweckmäßig.	Man	muß	den	Dingen	in	die	Augen	sehen.	Doch	

man	 darf	 sich	 auch	 nicht	 blenden,	 nicht	 hypnotisieren	 lassen.	 Es	 ist	 hier	 schon	 mehrfach	 Stellung	

genommen	worden	gegen	den	blinden,	nervösen	Amerikanismus,	wie	er	sich	hie	und	da	im	deutschen	

Filmwesen	zeigte,	gegen	die	Versuche,	fremde	Erfolge	zu	kopieren	ohne	ihre	Ursache	zu	wiederholen:	

die	fremde	Leistung.	Die	spezifisch	amerikanische	Leistung	ist	in	Deutschland	nicht	zu	wiederholen,	weil	

sie	unter	spezifisch	amerikanischen	Bedingungen	entsteht.	Amerikanischer	Film,	made	in	Germany,	-	

das	 ist	 ein	 ebenso	 törichtes	 Unterfangen	 wie	 etwa,	 in	 mancher	 alter	 Fabel,	 der	 Gesangswettstreit	

zwischen	Säugetier	und	Vogel.	 (...)Aber	nach	zwie	Richtungen	hin	muß	man	sie	 leider	 immer	wieder	

zitieren:	gegen	die	sture	Nachahmerei	und	gegen	die	bornierte	Ablehnung	amerikanischer	Filme.	Wie	

kann	man	es	ihnen	übel	nehmen,	daß	sie	–	amerikanisch	sind!”	

	

	

Footnote	35:	

“Die	 Machtübernahme	 der	 Nationalsozialisten	 schließlich	 vertreibt	 das	 Saxophon	 endgültig	 aus	

Deutschland”.	

	

Footnote	57:	

“Bei	Telefunken	ist	jetzt	die	tänzerische	Suite	von	Eduard	Künneke	auf	einer	Plattenfolge	erschienen,	

die	zu	Betrachtungen	über	den	Jazz	anregen	muss.	Gibt	es	etwa	zwei	Formen	–	eine	entartet-negroide	

und	eine	auch	weiterhin	saktionierte?”.	

	

Footnote	67:	

“Unter	den	Begriff	‘Negermusik’	fällt	auch	das	so	oft	unmusikalisch	wild	gebrachte	‘Hotsspielen’.	Dieses	

wilde	Hotspielen	bringt	den	Musiker	nur	vom	genauen	Blattlesen	ab.	Das	ist	ein	Hauptgedanke,	weshalb	

die	Ausrottung	der	wilden,	unkultivierten	Hotmusik,	die	dem	Negerhaften	gleicht,	gefordert	wird.”	

	

Footnote	69:	

	“Der	Jazz	ist	noch	nicht	ganz	gestorben,	da	taucht	auch	schon	die	neue	Modekrankheit	auf.	Natürlich	

über	 den	 großen	 Teich	 frisch	 importiert.	 Die	 Importeure	 spekulieren	 auf	 die	 Ahnungslosigkeit	 des	

deutschen	Volkes	und	sagen	‘Swing’	sei	der	‘verfeinerte’	Jazz.”	

	

Footnote	76:	

“Was	Ausstattung	und	Raffinesse	betrifft,	dürfte	dieser	Film	alles	bisher	an	Aufmachungsprcht	nach	

Deutschland	Gebrachte	übertreffen.	Was	da	mit	Spiegeln,	Schatten,	Reflexen,	Karussels,	mit	Revue-	und	

Chorgirl	vons	ich	geht,	ist	eine	Turbulenz	ausgeklügelter,	sinn-betörender	Effekte.”	

	

Footnote	78:	

“Bernard	Etté	saß	im	Marmorhaus-Vorraum	und	jazzte	Stimmung	in	die	Schlangen	vor	der	Kasse.”	

	

Footnote	101:	

“Fest	steht,	daß	man	in	Deutschland	dem	Swing-Stil	zunächst	noch	sehr	abwartend	gegenüber	steht.”	

	

Footnote	102:	

“Hunderterlei	Ereignisse	greifen	hemmend	und	fördernd	ein,	schaffen,	aufgepulvert	von	hämmernden	

Rhythmen	 modernen	 Jazzmusik	 mit	 dem	 Hauptschlager	 ‘Broadway	 Melody’,	 ein	 großartiges	

Kaleidoskop	wirbelnder	Bewegung,	optischer	und	musikalischer	Reize,	das	Tempo	und	Atmosphäre	des	

Broadway	hat.”	

	

Foonote	104:	
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“Das	 Phänomen,	 der	 Star	 des	 Film	 aber,	 die	 neu	 entdeckte	 Eleanor	 Powell.	 […]	 Neben	 den	

Einzeldarbietungen	 stehen	 die	 großartigen	 Ensemble-Leistungen,	 die	 in	 effektvollen	 Revueszenen	 –	

Blendwerk	 für	die	Augen	–	von	der	Kamer	Charles	Roshers	azs	wirksamen	Perspektiven	eingefangen	

sind.”	

	

Footnote	105:	

“Im	Übrigen	bewundert	man	immer	wieder	das	technische	Können	der	amerikanischen	Stars.	Können,	

können	muß	man	dort	drüben	sehr	viel!”	

	

Footnote	106:	

“[...]	 prachtvolle	 Revueszenen,	 die	 ja	 unbestritten	 eine	 unerreichte	 Spezialität	 der	 amerikanischen	

Regisseure	sind.”;	“Amerika	zeigt,	wie	man	aus	einem	amerikanischen	Märchen,	als	Inhalt	in	einem	Satz	

wiedergegeben,	einen	quirlnden	Unterhaltungsfilm	machen	kann.”	

	

Footnote	107:	

“Dieser	Revuefilm	 ist	ein	mixtum	compositum	aus	artistischem	und	schauspielerischen	Können,	eine	

Bildfolge,	 wie	 sie	 nur	 Amerika	 mit	 kühnem	 Griff	 in	 das	 ewig	 ergiebige	 Reservoir	 seines	

Menschenmaterials	ins	Filmische	übertragen	kann.”	

	

Footnote	108:	

“Wir	 haben	 dieser	 Art	 amerikanischer	 Filme	 wiederholt	 gesehen,	 die	 so	 bezeichnend	 für	 die	

amerikanische	 und	 offenbar	 so	 unerreichbar	 für	 die	 europäische	 Filmkunst	 sind:	 daß	 unter	

Beiseitelassung	von	dramatischer	Logik	und	strenger	Gesetzlichkeit,	ja	unter	schienbarer	Nichtachtung	

aller	Filmselbstverständlichkeiten	Wirkungen	erzielt	werden,	die	so	einmalig,	so	überwältigend	sind,	daß	

wir	wie	vor	einem	Rätsel	stehen.”	

	

Footnote	109:	

“Einen	 amerikan.	 Film	 zum	 Studieren	 angeschaut:	 Brodway	 [sic]	 Melodie.	 Flott	 und	 mit	 rasendem	

Tempo	 gemacht.	 Das	 können	 die	 Amerikaner.	 Der	 Inhalt	 ist	 ein	 großer	 Quatsch,	 aber	 wie	 sie	 das	

anfassen,	das	ist	gekonnt.”	

	

Footnote	110:	

“Ein	Wirbel	von	Rhythmus,	Humor	und	Übermut	ein	Film,	für	den	eine	aussergewöhnliche	Ausstattung	

eingesetzt	wurde,	ein	Film,	der	mehr	ist	als	eine	Operette,	ein	Lustspiel	oder	eine	Revue,	denn	er	vereint	

all	diese	Vorzüge	dieser	drei	mit	den	unbegrenzten	Möglichkeiten	des	Films.”	

	

Footnote	117:	

“Das	 Thema	 heisst	 nicht	 Revue	 und	 nicht	 Revuestar,	 sondern	 Broadway,	 und	 das	 heisst	 wieder:	

glückliches,	tanzendes	Amerika.	[...]	Der	Jazz	jubiliert	dazu.”	

	

Footnote	118:	

“Denn	hier	wird,	ich	jeweils	selbst	übersteigernd	und	immer	wieder	übertreffend,	die	ganze	gewaltige	

Macht	Hollywoods	entfaltet,	damit	sie	über	die	Weltkugel	hin	schimmere	und	die	Völker	auf	dem	Globus	

erfreue.”	

	

Footnote	119:	

“Amerika	hat	auf	dem	Gebiete	des	großangelegten	Tanz-	und	Musikfilms	Pionierarbeit	geleistet.	Wir	

erkennen	das	rückhaltlos	an,	weil	er	seinen	Ursprung	in	der	leichten	und	unbeschwerten	Haltung	des	

Volkes	hat	und	darum	in	gewissem	Sinne	‘typisch’	ist.”	

	

Footnote	123:	
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“Revue-	und	Ausstattungsfilme,	die	den	Triumph	einer	geradezu	genialen	Verscwisterung	von	Jazz-	und	

Bildlebendigkeit	so	augenfällig	so	augenfällig	wie	dieser	demonstrieren,	[…]	solche	Filme	basieren	auf	

der	Fülle	des	Witzes	und	der	Leichtigkeit	und	der	Flüssigkeit	meisterlicher	Gestaltung.”	

	

Footnote	124:		

“Wieder	 ist	 diese	 Musik	 grßoartig	 gemixt.	 Coctails	 [sic]	 werden	 verabreicht,	 die	 längst	 von	 allen	

Rundfunksendern	der	Welt	weitergereicht	werden.”	

	

Footnote	137:	

“Sehen	 Sie,	 das	 ist	 wieder	 das	 Zensur-Problem:	 es	 gibt	 amerikanische	 Filme	 von	 enormer	 Wucht,	

wirkliche	Filme,	die	wir	hier	nicht	zu	sehen	bekommen.	Dabei	wäre	es	der	beste	Schreckschuss	gegen	

unsere	Traumfabrikanten	und	Verleiher	Wenn	sie	sehen	würden,	welche	Filme	die	Amerikaner	bereits	

machen	 können,	welche	Themen	 sie	 anfassen,	wie	 sie	 szenische	und	dramatisch	 interpretieren.	 […]	

Heute	muss	man	unseren	Film	leider	noch	vor	dieser	Konkurrenz	schützen.	Vielleicht	wäre	es	aber	der	

größte	Anspron	und	die	größte	Strafe,	wenn	man	sie	gewähren	ließe?”	

	

Footnote	138:	

“Grundsätzliche	 wäre	 festzustellen,	 dass	 man	 sich	 mi	 der	 Praxis,	 mit	 der	 dieser	 Film	 in	 Angriff	

genommen	wurde,	dem	Arbeitsstil	der	Amerikaner	genähert	hat.	[…]	Spiel,	Wort,	Bild	und	Musik	sind	

aufeinander	abgestimmt,	eins	wirkt	mit	dem	anderen,	und	ist	ohne	das	andre	wirkungslos.”	

	

Footnote	147:	

“Kreuder	ist	ein	Komponist	von	wirklich	tänzerischen,	melodischen	Einfällen.	Seine	Lieder	haben	vom	

Film	aus	ihren	Weg	gemacht.	Sie	klingen	apart	instrumentiert,	haben	rhythmische	Beweglichkeit	und	

moussierende	Eleganz.	[…]	Kreuder	und	Schröder	haben	eine	ganze	Reihe	von	Foxtrotts	komponierrt,	

die	dem	Schlagerbedürfnis	Genüge	tun.	‘Land	in	Sicht’	klingt	gleich	zu	Beginn	des	Films	auf	und	Marika	

Rökk	steppt	mit	Bravour	den	zuckenden	Rhythmus.”	

	

Footnote	153:	

“Wenn	im	Viervierteltakt,	uns	straff	der	Rhythmuspackt,	dann	finden	wir	gleich	Kontakt.	

Die	Augen	blitzen	hell,	die	Herzen	schlagen	schnell.	Wir	treffen	uns	beide	beim	Liebesappell.	

Chorus:	Recht	herum,	links	herum,	grade	aus,	wir	geh’n	noch	lange	nicht	nach-haus	

Es	ist	doch	so	nett,	ist	doch	so	schön,	da	werden	wir	noch	nicht	gehen.	

Rechts	herum,	links	herum,	schau	mich	an,	weil	ich	dich	so	gut	leiden	kann!	Nimm	irgendein	Glas,	deins	

oder	meins,	wir	trinken	immer	noch	eins!	

Wenn	du	mir	meinen	Wunsch	erfüllst	und	zu	keinem	andern	zärtlich	bist,	tanz	ich	mit	dir,	so	lang	du	

willst,	wenns	eine	Schwing	Polka	ist!	

Rechts	herum,	links	herum,	grade	aus,	wir	geh’n	noch	lange	nicht	nach-haus,	es	ist	doch	so	nett,	ist	doch	

so	schön,	da	werden	wir	doch	nicht	geh’n!	[…]”	

	

Footnote	162:	

“Echt	bescheuert,	ein	richtiger	Scat	zum	Swingen.”	

	

Footnote	166:	

“A	musical	revue	film	in	the	best	sense	of	the	word;	showing	us	images	of	American	social	life,	with	all	

its	pomp	and	constant	haste.”	

	

Footnote	173:	

“Sie	tat	das	mit	eindrucksvollem	Amerikanismus	[...].	Der	Hauskomponist	des	Filmwerkes,	in	dem	Marika	

Rökk	zurzeit	auftritt,	(...)	nahm	aber	später	die	Gelegenheit	wahr,	sich	des	Flügels	zu	bemächtigen,	um	

einen	‘hot	jazz’	vom	Stapel	zu	lassen,	der	in	die	Beinmuskeln	ging.	Hierzu	sang	Marika	in	amerikanischer	

Manier	einen	teils	verrückten,	teils	sentimentalen	Text,	stürzte	plötzlich	wieder	auf	die	Tanzfläche	und	

legte	 in	 atemraubenden	 Tempo	 los.	 Es	wurde	 zu	 einer	 Broadway-Groteske,	 und	man	 glaube,	wenn	
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Georg	Jacoby	hinter	uns	klammheimlich	einen	Kameramann	positioniert	hätte,	es	wäre	ein	Film	daraus	

geworden.”	

	

Footnote	176:	

“Der	Fuss	des	Schlagzeugers	einer	Kapelle	neben	der	Trommel	sichtbar,	die	angeschnitten	ist,	klopft	die	

typischen	4	Auftakte.	–	Kamera	 fährt	etwas	zurück	–	Man	 liest	auf	der	Trommel:	Franz	Sperling	und	

seine	 Spatzen.	 –	 Einsatz	 einer	 Marsch-Fox-Nummer.	 Sehr	 leicht	 und	 durchsichtig	 modern	

instrumentiert.	Dezent	gespielt	–	Titel	Nummer:	Wir	machen	Musik.	Man	spürt	sofort,	daß	man	eine	

Kapelle	vor	sich	hat,	die	eine	besonders	kultivierte	Note	hat.”	

	

Footnote	182:	

“Am	 unmittelbarsten	 sprechen	 das	 Publikum	 die	 großartigen	 Revueszenen	 an,	 die	 dekorativen	

Einfallsreichtum	beweisen,	und	in	der	modernsten	Tanzrhythmik	und	Jazzinstrumentierung	von	Peter	

Kreuder	aufpulvernde	Wirkung	haben.”	

	

	

Chapter	VII	
“What	the	Americans	can	do,	we	can	do,	too”:	
Dance	and	staging	in	German	music	films	1933	–	1945	
	

Footnote	5:	

“Der	Geschmack	auch	bei	den	Neunmal-Reichen	der	Neuen	Welt	scheint	sich	zu	wandeln.	Ein	Tanzpaar	

kann	man	schließlich	zwei	und	dreimal	sehen,	dann	aber	dann	aber	überrascht	es	nicht	mehr,	wenn	

nicht	 grade	 überragende	 Gestaltungsfähigkeiten	 in	 ihnen	 stecken.	 Mit	 tänzerischer	 Elganz	 und	

Akrobatik	 lässt	 sich	 auf	 Dauer	 kein	 Film	 tragen,	 diese	 Erkenntnis	 hat	 die	 schwache	 Resonanz	 des	

jüngsten	Tanzfilms	der	RKO	am	Lido	verdeutlicht.”	

	

Footnote	6:	

“Eleanor	Powell,	die	seit	ihren	letzten	Filmen	Broadway-Melodie	und	Zum	Tanzen	geboren	allgemein	

als	 beste	 Steptänzerin	 der	 Welt	 gilt,	 wird	 in	 dem	 neuen	 Revue-Film	 mit	 einem	 Partner	

zusammenarbeiten,	dem	ebenfalls	ein	grosser	Ruf	vorausgeht:	George	Murphy.	Fred	Astaire	und	Ginger	

Rogers,	das	welt-bekannte	amerikanische	Tanzpaar,	hat	damit	eine	Konkurrenz	erhalten,	deren	Stärke	

nicht	zu	unterschätzen	ist.”	

	

Footnote	9:	

“Vier	Monate	lang	war	eines	der	Berliner	Premieren-Lichtspielhäuser	Tag	für	Tag	ausverkauft.	[…]	Selten	

zuvor	 hat	 ein	 amerikanischer	 Tonfilm	derart	 ‘eingeschlagen’.	 Es	 ist	 kein	 Zweifel:	 auch	 im	deutschen	

Reich	wird	‘Broadway	Melodie’	Rekordbesucherzahlen	erreichen.	In	Berlin	sind	die	Folgen	[…]	bereits	

zu	spüren:	Die	Tanzlehrer	konnten	nicht	in	Urlaub	gehen.	Ale	Tanzinstitute	sind	überfüllt	–	von	jungen	

Leuten,	die	einen	erstklassigen	Steptanz	erlernen	wollen.	Denn	 in	 ‘Broadway	Melodie’	wird	gestept,	

dass	es	auch	den	Sauertöpfigen	in	die	Beine	fährt.	Der	ganze	Film	ist	[…]	eine	steptänzerische	Orgie.	

Und	nun	ist	es	eben	passiert:	wer	noch	Mumm	in	den	Beinen	hat,	lernt	Step.”	

	

Footnote	14:	

“Seit	ihrem	Debut	imdeutschen	Film	hat	sie	schon	viel	dazu	gelernt,	nicht	nur	sprechen,	sondern	auch	

tanzen	und	spielen.	Sie	stept	bereits	ausgezeichnet	und	wird	es	bald,	wenn	sie	so	weiter	trainiert,	mit	

der	amerikanischen	Konkurrenz	aufnehmen	können.”	

	

Footnote	15:	

“Broadway-Melodie”	 lässt	 sich	weder	an	Ausstattugnoch	an	 tänzerischer	Verblüffung	erreichen.	Das	

wollte	man	auch	nicht.	Man	war	etwas	bescheidener,	spann	eine	verzwickte	Herzensangelegenheit	in	

achtbarem	Rahmen,	gab	Marika	Rökk	Gelegenheit,	à	la	Powell	–	mit	Frack	und	Zylinder	–	zu	tanzen.”	
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Footnote	16:	

“Doch	Broadway	Melodie	ist	etwas	Einmaliges.	Dieses	Feuerwerk	werden	selbst	die	Amerikaner	noch	

noch	einmal	abbrennen	 lassen	können,	 trotz	 ihrer	Millionen,	die	 sie	 in	 solche	Filme	ohne	Bedenken	

hineinstecken	können.	Es	ist	unserer	Meinung	nach	darum	nicht	zu	ratsam,	an	einen	solchen	Film	zu	

erinnern	und	die	Rökk	wie	einst	Eleanor	Powell	zum	Broadway-Star	werden	zu	lassen.	Denn	bei	aller	

Achtung	vor	dem	artistischen	Können	der	Rökk:	So	kann	sie	natürlich	nicht	steppen	und	tanzen.	Und	

wer	würde	unter	diesen	Umständen	nicht	anfangen,	Vergleiche	zu	ziehen?”	

	

Footnote	17:	

“In	Marika	Rökk,	die	von	Film	zu	Film	 immer	besser	wird,	hat	 sich	die	Ufa	einen	Ersatz,	 für	das	was	

Eleanor	Powell	für	Hollywood	bedeutet,	herangezogen.	Gewiß,	Marikas	Stepkünste	reichen	noch	nicht	

an	die	Virtuosität	der	Amerikanerin	heran,	haben	aber	doch	schon	so	beachtliche	Fortschritte	gemacht,	

dass	sie	in	dieser	Hinsicht	allein	auf	weiter	Flur	im	deutschen	Filmschaffen	steht.	[…]	Nun	müssen	unsere	

Techniker	 noch	 lernen,	 Step-Geklapper	 nicht	 so	 laut	 wiederzugeben,	 daß	 es	 sich	 anhört,	 als	 ob	

Pferdehufe	den	Scheunenflur	bearbeiten.”	

	

Footnote	18:	

“[…]	 die	 artistisch	 nicht	mehr	 überbietbaren	 Tänze	 der	 Eleanor	 Powell,	 die	 nur	 aus	 Beinen	 besteht,	

schwarzseiden	 umhüllte	 Szepter	 einer	 Stepp-königin	 […].”;	 “Im	Mittelpunkt	 des	 Films	 steht	 Eleanor	

Powell,	dessen	Steppkünste	ans	Wunderbare	grenzen.	Sie	führt	eine	Musterkarte	von	schwierigen	und	

shcwierigsten	 Stepübungen	 vor,	 die	 in	 der	 Leichtigkeit	 und	 lächelnden	 Nonchalance,	 mit	 der	 sie	

dargeboten	werden,	begeistern	können.”	

	

Footnote	37:	

“[...]	daß	er	gleich	zwei	Filmangebote	bekam:	eins	nach	Hollywood	und	eins	nach	Babelsberg	von	der	

Ufa.	Nun	zeigte	es	sich,	daß	Heesters	nicht	nu	rein	scharmanter	Schauspieler	und	Tenor	war,	sondern	

auch	ein	kluger	und	weitblickender	Mensch,	den	er	schlug	das	Angebot	nach	Hollywood	aus.	Er	wußte,	

wie	man	drüben	überm	großen	Teich	mit	etlichen	aus	Europa	verpflichteten	Künstlern	umgegangen	

war,	wie	man	sie	 zu	mechanisieren	versuchte	und	wie	man	 ihnen	oftmals	nur	Verträge	gab,	um	sie	

hinterher	 kaltstellen	 zu	 können.	 Wie	 viele	 waren	 aus	 Hollywood	 enttäuscht	 zurückgekommen	 und	

wieviee	 waren	 –	 es	 läßst	 sich	 nicht	 leugnen	 –	 durch	 den	 USA-Rummel	 künstlerisch	 für	 alle	

Zeitenverdorben	worden.”	

	

	

Footnote	38:	

“Wenn	 z.B.	 Dagmar	 Komar	 in	 einer	 Schlafzimmerszene	 zum	 Fenster	 geht	 und	 in	 romntischer	

Versonnenheit	hiausblickt,	so	bringe	ich	Begleitmusik	auf	rhythmischen	Instrumenten.	Und	wenn	eine	

Führung	durch	ein	barockes	Schloß	gezeigt	wird,	soerklingt	dazu	ein	Blues.”	

	

Footnote	44:		

“Das	US-Musical	 ist	mobil,	kulinarisch,	 individuell,	und	hat	eine	Karriere	oder	den	Erfolg	zum	Thema.	

Der	deutsche	Revuefilm	der	Nazizeit	 ist	dagegen	statisch,	wortlastig,	bewegt	sich	 in	Hierarchien	und	

mündet	in	Hochzeit.”	

	

Footnote	46:	

“Oft	ist	der	Tanz	nur	Effekt:	eine	mehr	oder	minder	ungeschickt	und	unmotiviert	in	die	Spielhandlung	

eingeflochtene	 Schaunummer,	 selten	mehr	 als	 eben	 nur	 als	 seine	 photographierte	 Varieténummer	

gewesen.	 Dabei	 könnte,	 müßte	 […]	 der	 Tanz	 Mitträger,	 genau	 wie	 die	 Musik	 und	 das	 Wort,	 des	

Bildhaften	sein.”	

	

Footnote	50:	
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“Es	fehlt	nichts	an	diesem	amerikanischen	Bild,	in	diesem	Redaktionssaal	–	nicht	der	Eiswasserständer,	

Trinkbecher-Geber,	[…]	nicht	die	Rohrpost,	deren	Maul	die	letzten	Meldungen	speit,	die	Drehtür	rollt,	

im	Vorraum	öffen	sich	und	schließen	die	acht	Bronzetüren	der	Schnellfahrstühle.”	

	

Footnote	51:	

“Bravo!	Bravo!	Was	die	Amerikaner	können,	können	wir	auch!	Vielleicht	hat	es	niemand	glauben	wollen,	

daß	 es	 die	 deutsche	 Sprache	mit	 dem	 amerikanischen	 Slang	 an	 trockenem	Witz	 aufnehmen	 kann…	

‘Glückskinder’	beweist	das	Gegenteil	[…].	Die	beiden	anderen:	flinke	Reporter,	die	durch	dick	und	dünn	

mit	dem	Lyriker	gehen	und	und	nach	ihrem	Rausschmiss	aus	der	Firma	ein	Quartett	mit	dem	jungen	

Brautpaar	bilden	und	Hochzeit	feiern,	dabei	selber	Köche	spielen	und	mit	Musik	und	Gesang,	und	wie	

das	alles	klappt…Eierkuchen	rühren,	würzen,	backen…Zwischendurch	noch	eine	kesse	Sohle	aufs	Parkett	

gelegt,	alles	im	Rhythmus,	alles	im	Takt.	Peter	Kreuder	schreibt	die	schmissige	Jazzmusik	dazu	und	Paul	

Martin	 inszeniert	 flott,	 lebendig	 ein	 “Sing	 before	 breakfast”,	 und	 es	 steht	 dem	 amerikanischen	 in	

“Broadway	Melody”	nicht	nach.”	

	

Footnote	55:	

“Fräulein	Niemand	liebt	den	Herrn	Sowieso”	by	Peter	Kreuder	and	Hans-Fritz	Beckmann.	Original	text:	

“Das	Fräulein	Niemand,	liebt	den	Herrn	Sowieso,	sie	ist	so	glüklich	in	seiner	Näh.	Die	beiden	wohnen	im	

Luftschloss	Nirgendwo,	im	Land	der	Träume,	am	goldnen	See.	Man	könnte	auch	so	glücklich	sein	wie	

dieses	Pärchen,	doch	leider	gibt	es	sowas	nur	im	Märchen.”	

	

Footnote	60:	

“In	every	dance	hall,	every	couple	dances	

the	latest	creation	

Even	on	the	Queen	Mary,	the	little	Sherry	

dances	the	new	step	

	

In	all	nations,	through	all	stations	

it	shakes	the	airwaves	like	a	flash	

On	all	radios,	the	bands	play	it	

from	Daventry	to	Katowice:	

This	is	the	Black	Walk,	

it	is	the	clou	of	the	Five	o’clock	[dance]!	

You’ll	see	Lady	Trenchcoat-Overall	

dance	with	Mister	Fox	

Dancing	the	Black	Walk,	

Mister	Fox	starts	feeling	hot	

‘cause	she	entices	and	besieges	him	

with	the	sex-appeal	

The	jazz	band	plays	loudly	

and	she	whispers	to	him:	

My	husband	dances	this	not	half	as	well	as	you!”	

	

Footnote	68:	

“Er	ist	ein	großartiger	Tänzer	dieser	Roschberg	–	wenn	er	so	über	Tisch	und	Stühle	springt,	mit	großen	

Sätzen	auf	der	Couch	neuen	Schwung	holt,	auf	dem	Flügel	und	dem	Bücherbord	wirbelnd	 lossteppt,	

dann	reißt	es	einen	förmlich	mit.”	

	

Footnote	77:	

“Die	Scala	Girls	haben	unter	Anthony	Nellés	Leitung	ein	sehr	beachtliches	Niveau	gewonnen.	Das	zeigt	

sich	vor	allem	im	‘Broadway-Tanz’	aber	auch	in	den	‘Illusionen’	und	im	‘Pony-Tanz’.”	

	

Footnote	78:	
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“Man	hatte	vermutlich	erwartet,	dass	ich	dafür	eine	schwülstige	Südseearchitektur	verlangen	würde,	

das	Geld	hätte	dafür	vermutlich	auch	keine	Rolle	gespielt.	Ich	forderte	dafür	aber	lediglich	eine	runde,	

glatte,	von	unten	beleuchtete	Spiegelfläche	an.	In	die	Mitte	stellte	ich	La	Jana,	an	den	Rand	drei	Ketten	

von	Girls	mit	erhobenen	Rumba-Shakers.	Die	innere	Reihe	hatte	links	herum,	die	mittlere	rechts	herum,	

und	die	äußere	wieder	 in	 Linksrichtung	 sich	 rhythmisch	 zu	drehen.	Auf	 La	 Jana	 ließ	 ich	durch	einen	

senkrechten	Scheinwerfer	einen	weißen	Lichtkegel	legen,	auf	die	drei	Ringketten	grünes	Licht.	Es	hat	

Leute	gegeben,	die	im	Atelier	über	dieses	Anordnung	zunächst	den	Kopf	schüttelten,	als	sie	aber	am	

nächsten	Tag	die	Aufnahme	in	der	Wiedergabe	sahen,	revidierten	sie	ihr	negatives	Vorurteil.”	

	

Footnote	80:	

“Besonders	 genannt	werden	muß	Anthony	Nellé,	 der	 in	 sehr	modernem	Revue-Stil	 (er	 hat	 lange	 in	

Amerika	gearbeitet)	die	einfallsreichen	und	manchmal	mit	raffinierten	Effekten	arbeitenden	Tanzszenen	

einstudiert.”		

	

Footnote	82:		

“Die	Regie	Werner	Hochbaums,	die	Architekten	Czwerwonski	und	Böhm	und	der	Kmeramann	Bruno	

Timm	haben	Hand	 in	Hand	gearbeitet	und	ein	Revueartiges	Schlussbild	geschaffen,	dass	aus	kühnen	

Perspektiven	 aufgenommen,	 sich	 an	 malerischem	 Reiz	 vor	 amerikanischen	 Revuefilmen	 nicht	 zu	

verstecken	braucht.”	

	

Footnote	90:	

“Die	 Revueszenen	 atmen	 Broadway-Luft.	 Sie	 wurden	 nach	 Melodien	 des	 bekannten	 Metro-Film	

geschrieben.”	

	

Footnote	91:	

“Man	 merkt	 viel	 guten	 Willen	 aus	 ihnen	 [Revuebildern],	 aber,	 man	 muss	 es	 sagen	 –	 sie	 bleiben	

unvollkommen	gegen	das	was	man	an	Ähnlichem	in	den	USA-	Filmen	sehen	kann.	Unleugbar	haben	sich	

der	Architekt,	der	Kameramann,	und	vor	allem	der	Regisseur	Mühe	gegeben,	–	daß	Luise	Ullrich	kein	

Revuestar	ist,	und	dass	man	in	Wien	nicht	das	Menschenmaterial	an	Tänzern	und	Revuedarstellern	hat,	

wie	in	Hollywood,	leuchtet	ein,	–		dennoch	hätte	man	nicht	gerade	von	Hochbaum	hier	eigene	Wege	in	

der	 Erschließung	 des	 Milieus	 erwarten	 können?	 Auch	 ein	 paar	 gewagte	 Perspektiven	 der	 Kamera	

können	darüber	nicht	hinwegtäuschen,	dass	der	Film	hier	starke	Schwächen	hat.”	

	

Footnote	101:	

“Für	den	Start	eines	Jazzorchester	hat	man	Instrumente	bauen	lassen,	deren	Umrisse	mit	Leuchtröhren	

besetzt	 sind.	Dieser	 Einfall	 führt	 zu	optisch-verblüffenden	Szenen,	die	mit	Recht	 spontanen	Applaus	

fanden.”	

	

Footnote	105:	

“Die	Tänzerinnen	auf	den	Klaviertasten	sind	ein	origineller	Einfall.	Ein	Konzert	an	sechs	KLavieren	gehört	

zur	Prunkfassade	einer	großen	Revue.”	

	

Footnote	117:	

“Die	Revue-Szenen	sollten	in	ganz	grossem,	in	Europa	noch	nie	gebotenem	Ausmass	gedreht	werden.	

Hierzu	war	eine	besonders	minutiöse	Vorarbeit	notwendig,	die	viele	Wochen	in	Anspruch	nahm.	Wir	

liessen	 aus	 Amerika	 einen	 eigenen	 Revue-Choreographen	 kommen,	 Herrn	 Floyd	 Dupont,	 der	 die	

wirklich	grandiosen	Revue-Szenen	entwarf.	Aus	England	kam	eine	Truppe	von	24	Girls	und	24	Boys,	die	

den	 Kern	 der	 über	 300	 Personen	 starken	 Tanz-Gruppe	 bildeten.	 Drei	 Wochen	 bevor	 die	 ersten	

Aufnahmen	begannen,	wurde	in	einem	eigenen	Theatersaaal,	der	für	diese	Zwecke	gemietet	worden	

war,	täglich	fleissig	geübt	und	geprobt,	bis	wirklich	alles	“sass”.	Denn	bei	den	Revueszenen	ist	lückenlose	

Präzison	unerlässlich.	Der	kleinste	Fehler	eines	einzigen	Mitwirkenden	stört	den	Eindruck	empfindlich	

und	 macht	 die	 ganze	 Szene	 wertlos.	 Die	 große	 Revue-Szene	 bei	 der	 150	 Tänzer	 und	 ebensoviele	

Tänzerinnen	mitwirkten,	bereitete	uns	daher	besondere	Schwierigkeiten.	Wir	mussten	auch	im	voraus	
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die	Musik	genau	festlegen	und	aufnehmen,	 jedes	Detail	 festsetzen,	 im	steten	Zusammenwirken	vom	

Regisseur,	Choreograph,	Architekten	und	musikalischen	Leiter	alles	so	vorbereiten,	dass	die	Aufnahmen	

selbst	möglichst	glatt	vonstatten	gehen	konnten.”	

	

Footnote	118:	

“Eine	besondere	Schwierigkeit	soll	noch	erwähnt	werden:	die	Beschaffung	des	Materials	für	den	nach	

amerikanischem	Vorbild	reflektierenden	Fussboden.	Endlich	war	es	dem	Architekten	Hasler	gelungen,	

ein	 vier	 Zentimeter	 dickes	 schwarzes	 Marmorglas	 zu	 finden,	 das	 durchaus	 klare	 Spiegelung	

gewährleistete.	Dieses	Marmorglas	musste	in	eine	dicke	Gipsschicht	verlegt	werden,	um	den	Druck	von	

300	Mitwirkenden	bruchsicher	auszuhalten.”	

	

Footnote	121:	

“Der	Versuch,	den	großen	Ausstattungsfilm	aus	dem	Amerikanischen	ins	Wienerische	zu	übertragen	ist	

diesmal	mit	dem	Film	‘Premiere’,	der	jetzt	bei	der	Tobis-Sascha	erscheint,	erfolgreich	geglückt.”	

	

Footnote	122:	

“Ein	starker	Eindruck	zum	Schluss	die	große	Girlparade,	geschmackvoll	angezogen	und	kameragerecht	

eingesetzt.	Planer	wird	da	zum	Schwarz-Weiß-Zauberer,	der	amerikanischen	Vorbildern	Gleichwertiges	

zur	Seite	stellt.”		
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Appendix	II:	Images	
	
	
Chapter	I	
	
	

	
Image	1:	Zu	Tee	und	Tanz	Bd.	15,	popular	music	collection	for	voice	and	piano,	Schriftgutarchiv,	Deutsche	
Kinemathek,	shelfmark	Sammlung	Musik	Tonfilm	[var],	München:	Drei	Masken	Verlag,	1929/1930.		

	

	
Image	2:	Zum	5	Uhr	Tee	–	Five	o’clock	tea,	Vol.	6	popular	music	collection	for	voice	and	piano,	Schriftgutarchiv,	
Deutsche	Kinemathek,	shelfmark	Sammlung	Musik	Tonfilm	[var],	Wien:	Bohème	Verlag,	1925.		
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Image	3:	Josephine	Baker	by	Emerich	Göndör,	19/10/1927,	Stadtmuseum	Berlin,	shelfmark:	GHZ	73/97	

	

	
Image	4:	An	advert	for	“jazz	caricatures”,	Der	Artist	17/08/1928,	No.	2226	
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Image	5:	Advert	for	“Violin-Saxophonist	[…]”,	Der	Artist	24/03/1933,	No.	2466	

	
	

	
Image	6:	Advert	for	“saxophone-cellist/	jazz-trombonist	[…]”,	Der	Artist	24/03/1933,	No.	2466.	

	
	

	
Image	7:	Advert	for	“Charleston-machines”	(drum	kits),	Der	Artist	21/10/1927,	No.	2183.	
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Image	8:	“Der	‘Schlagzeug-Mann’	-	die	wichtigste	Person	der	Jazz	Band”	(the	“drummer	man”	–	the	most	
important	player	in	the	jazz	band).	Franz	Wolfgang	Koebner,	Brevier	der	neuesten	Tänze,	Berlin:	Dr.	Eysler	&	
Co.,	1921.	

	

	
Image	9:	“Original	jazz-‘Stimmungs’-Trio	[…]”,	Der	Artist	22/07/1927,	No.	2170.		

	
	

	
Image	10:	“Negro	–	free	right	away.	Chorus	singer,	great	entertainer	[…]”,	Der	Artist	22/07/1927,	No.	2170.	
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Image	11:	Paul	Grunwaldt’s	Varieté,	1925,	exhibition	catalogue	“Tanz	auf	dem	Vulkan”,	Ephraim-Palast,	2015.		

	

	

	

	

Image	12:	Most-played	Berlin	operas	in	the	season	1927/1928	at	Städtische	Oper,	Allgemeine	Musikzeitung	
14/07/1928,	No.	37.	
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Image	13:	Jazz	dictionary,	Der	Artist	08/07/1927,	No.	2168.		

	

	

Image	14:	Jazz	poem,	Der	Artist	16/09/1927,	No.	2178.	

	

	

Image	15:	“Four	or	five	men,	great	cannonballs	with	negro	jazzers	[…]”,	Der	Artist	08/07/1927,	No.	2168.		
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Image	16:	Josephine	Baker	at	London’s	Prince	Edward	Theatre,	photo	dated	03/10/1933,	photo	by	D.	H.	
Tomlin,	Daily	Herald	Archive	at	National	Science	and	Media	Museum	Bradford.	

	
	

	
Image	17:	Jazz	band	with	Mickey	Mouse	illustrations,	Revue	des	Monats,	03/1932.	
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Image	18:	Illustration	from	Revue	des	Monats	10/1931,	p.	45.	
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Chapter	II	

	

	

	
Image	1:	Article	on	the	differences	between	Girls	and	Flappers	by	Barbara	la	May,	Das	Magazin	10/1929.	

	

	

	
Image	2:	The	“Tingel-Tangel-Girls”	at	the	Berlin	cabaret	Tingel-Tangel,	reprinted	in	Stahrenberg,	p.	94.	
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Image	3:	“Ford	now	produces	Tiller	Girls,	at	a	rate	of	15.000	a	day.”	Berliner	Illustrirte	Zeitung	28/03/1926,	No.	411.	

	

	
Image	4:	“Pillars	of	work	–	pillars	of	pleasure”,	Revue	des	Monats	10/1931.	
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Image	5:	“Hollywood’s	most	beautiful	legs”,	Revue	des	Monats	05/1931.	

	

	

	

	
Image	6:	Film	aspirants	for	the	British	film	Lady	Godiva,	measured	by	Sinclair	Hill,	photo	by	D.H.	Tomlin,	

15/01/1932,	Daily	Herald	Archive,	National	Science	and	Media	Museum.	 
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Image	7:	“The	Tiller	Girls	and	the	beggar”,	drawing	by	Leporini,	Revue	des	Monats	05/1932.	

	

	

	
Image	8:	The	Tiller-Girls	in	the	revue	“An	und	Aus”,	Wolfang	Jansen,	Glanzrevuen	der	20er	Jahre,	Berlin:	Edition	
Hentrich,	1987.			
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Image	9:	“What	are	Girls?”	by	Dr.	R.	Otto,	Film-Kurier	03/07/1926,	No.	57.	

	

	
Image	10:	The	Charell	Stern	Girls,	1924,	Stadtmuseum	Berlin,	shelfmark:		V90/1591V			
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Image	11:	Article	on	Florenz	Ziegfeld	by	Hubert	Miketta:	“Der	Vater	der	Girls”,	Revue	des	Monats	10/1932.	

	

	
Image	12:	Reklame!	vocal	score,	1926,	Staatsbibliothek	Berlin,	shelfmark:	DMS	205820.	
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Image	13:	“The	tap	dancer	Louis	Douglas,	who	showcases	his	original	dances	every	night	in	one	of	several	

Berlin	theatres”,	Uhu	12/1929.		

	

	
Image	14:	Advertisement	for	Dancing	Lady,	mentioning	Fred	Astaire,	Film-Kurier	13/10/1934,	No.	241.		
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Chapter	III	
	
	

	
Image	1:	“The	city	of	the	dream	factories”,	Revue	des	Monats	01/1933.	

	
	

	
Image	2:	“A	celebrated	guest”,	Revue	des	Monats	11/1931.	
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Image	3:	Advert	for	The	Jazz	King,	Der	Film	27/09/1930,	No.	39.	

	

	
Image	4:	Advert	for	an	American	music	film	based	on	Oscar	Straus’	operetta	Hochzeit	in	Hollywood,	Mein	Film	
02/1930,	No.	217.		

	

SEITE 8
NR. 217

DIE ERSTE WIENER OPERETTE IM TONFILM

Hochzeit in Hollywood

MUSIK VON OSCAR STRAUS

HAUPTDARSTELLER:

Irene Palasthy, NormaTerris, J. Harold Murray

URAUFFÜHRUNG
HEUTE UNDTÄGLICH:

GARTENBAU- KINO COLOSSEUM- KINO

PÄRKRING 12

TELEPHON R 21-2-43

NUSSDORFERSTRASSE NR. 4
TELEPHON A 16-4-92
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Image	5:	Title	cover	of	Oscar	Straus’	Hochzeit	in	Hollywood,	a	selection	of	songs,	Ludwig	Doblinger	Verlag,	
Staatsbibliothek	Berlin,	shelfmark:	DMS	212200.	

	

	
Image	6:	Hollywood	poem	by	German	actress	and	émigré	Dita	Parlo,	Film-Kurier	01/01/1929,	No.	1/2.		
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Image	7:	Broadway	(1929),	Illustrierter	Film-Kurier	1929,	No.	1296,	Bundesarchiv-Filmarchiv.	
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Chapter	IV	
	

	
Image	1:	“Lubitsch’s	newest	work.	The	first	original-film	operetta”,	by	(Ernst)	Chaparall,	Film-Kurier	
15/10/1929,	No.	214.	

	
	

	
Image	2:	Advert	for	Love	Parade	(Liebesparade),	Film-Kurier	22/11/1930,	No.	267.		
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Image	3:	Jeanette	McDonald	singing	“Beyond	the	Blue	Horizon”	in	Monte	Carlo	(1931),	film	still.		

	

	
Image	4:	Lilian	Harvey	singing	“Das	gibts	nur	einmal”	in	Der	Kongreß	tanzt	(1931),	film	still.		

	

	
Image	5:	Film	postcard	Der	Kongreß	tanzt,	Deutsche	Kinemathek.	
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Image	6:	Film	postcard	Ein	blonder	Traum	(1932),	depicting	“Villa	Hollywood”,	Kinemathek	Berlin.	

	
	

	
	
Image	7:	“The	most	successful	‘Schlager’	in	March”,	Film-Kurier	13/03/1930,	No.	63.		
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Image	8:	“Broadway	Melodie”,	1000	Takte	Tanz,	Band	4,	1930,	Schriftgutarchiv,	Deutsche	Kinemathek,	
shelfmark:	MusikTonfilm[var].	
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Chapter	V	
	
	

	
Image	1:	Film	advert	Fünf	von	der	Jazzband,	Der	Film	09/04/1932,	No.	15.	

	

	
Image	2:	Film	advert	Jazzband-Girl,	Der	Film	22/03/1930,	No.	12.	
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Image	3:	Anny	Ondra	in	a	Mickey	Mouse	costume	in	Die	vom	Rummelplatz	(1930),	film	still.		

	

	
Image	4:	Anny	Ondra	in	Die	vom	Rummelplatz	(1930),	film	still.		

	

	
Image	5:	Ensemble	in	Die	drei	von	der	Tankstelle	(1930),	film	still.	
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Image	6:	Advert	for	the	silent	film	Saxophon	Susi,	B.Z.	am	Mittag	01/11/1928.		

	
	

	
Image	7:	Mein	Herz	ist	eine	Jazzband,	Illustrierter	Film-Kurier,	1929,	No.	19023	Bundesarchiv	Filmarchiv,	
shelfmark:	SG	1/11225	
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Image	8:	Production	photo	Fünf	von	der	Jazzband	(1932),	Deutsche	Kinemathek.		

	

	
Image	9:	Satirical	poem	and	drawings	“Lieschen	Müllers	Filmtraum”	by	Fritz	Melchior,	Revue	des	Monats	
10/1933.	
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Image	10:	Music	manuscript	“Jazz	up	your	lingerie!”	from	The	Smiling	Lieutenant,	by	Oscar	Straus.	Library	of	
Congress.		
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Image	11:	“Bobby”,	from	Liebeswalzer	(1930),	Ufaton	Ausgabe	für	Gesang	und	Klavier,	Copyright	1930,	Archiv	
der	Akademie	der	Künste,	Werner	Richard	Heymann	Archiv	308.	
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Image	12:	Review	of	Ein	Tango	für	dich,	including	a	comparison	to	the	American	The	Jazz	Singer,	Der	Film	
02/08/1930,	No.	31	

	

	

	
Image	13:	Revue	scene	from	Quick	(1932),	film	still.		
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Image	14:	Advertisement	for	the	UFA	season	1930/1931,	Der	Film	17/05/1930,	No.	20.		

	

	
Image	15:	Broadway	(1929),	Illustrierter	Film-Kurier	1929,	No.	1296,	Bundesarchiv-Filmarchiv.	
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Chapter	VI	

	

	

	
Image	1:	Poster	design	for	the	1938	exhibition	“Degenerate	Music”,	curated	by	Hans	Ziegler,	in	Düsseldorf.	

Wikimedia.	

	

	
Image	2:	Defamation	campaign	against	Swing,	Das	Podium	10/02/1939	No.	2.		
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Image	3:	Article	header,	“Hallo	Amerika”,	Film-Kurier	31/12/1937,	No.	304.	

	

	
Image	4:	Scala	Girls	with	film	star	masks,	photo	by	Willy	Pragher,	January	1936,	Landesarchiv	Baden-

Württemberg,	Staatsarchiv	Freiburg,	Fotosammlung	Willy	Pragher:	Berlin	Bilder,	shelfmark:	Filmnegative,	

Ordner	1387,	W	134	No.	010176.	

	
Image	5:	Und	du	mein	Schatz	fährst	mit,	Illustrierter	Film-Kurier	1937,	No.	2576.		
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Image	6:	Eleanor	Powell	in	the	Broadway	Melody	1936	finale,	film	still.		

	

	
Image	7:	Marika	Rökk	in	Hallo	Janine	(1939),	film	still.		

	

	
Image	8:	Marika	Rökk	in	Und	du	mein	Schatz	fährst	mit	(1937),	film	still.		
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Image	9:	Film	advertisment	Und	du	mein	Schatz	fährst	mit,	Der	Film	02/01/1937,	No.	1.		

	

	

	
Image	10:	Film	review	Broadway	Melody	(1936),	Der	Film	29/02/1936,	No.	9.	
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Image	11:	Broadway	Melodie,	Illustrierter	Film-Kurier	1936,	No.	2452,	Bundesarchiv-Filmarchiv.	
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Chapter	VII	
	
	

	
Image	1:	Evelyn	Künneke	in	her	stage	outfit.	Archiv	der	Akademie	der	Künste,	Archiv	Evelyn	Künneke	12,	ca.	
1940.	

	
	

	
Image	2:	Evelyn	Künneke	in	Karneval	der	Liebe	(1943),	film	still.		
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Image	3:	Dancer	La	Jana	in	Es	leuchten	die	Sterne	(1938),	Fotoarchiv	Deutsche	Kinemathek.		

	

	
Image	4:	Marika	Rökk	in	the	water	ballet	of	Leichte	Kavallerie	(1935),	Fotoarchiv	Deutsche	Kinemathek.		
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Image	5:	Zarah	Leander	in	the	Austrian	Premiere	(1937),	Fotoarchiv	Deutsche	Kinemathek.		

	

	
Image	6:	Johannes	Heesters	and	ensemble	in	Immer	nur	Du	(1941),	film	still.		

	

	
Image	7:	Ensemble	in	Immer	nur	Du	(1941),	film	still.		
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Image	8:	Paal	Roschberg	in	Es	leuchten	die	Sterne	(1938),	Fotoarchiv	Deutsche	Kinemathek.		

	
	

	
Image	9:	Music	director	and	composer	Otto	Stenzel	with	“Mexian	film	star	Reva	Reyes”	at	Berlin’s	Scala	
theatre,	photo	by	Willy	Pragher,	10/1935,	Landesarchiv	Baden-Württemberg,	shelfmark:	W	134	No.	008064.	
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Image	10:	Luise	Ullrich	in	the	Austrian	Schatten	der	Vergangenheit	(1936),	Fotoarchiv	Deutsche	Kinemathek.	

	

	
Image	11:	“Rhapsody	in	Blue”	scene	in	King	of	Jazz	(1930),	film	still.		

	
Image	12:	Wir	machen	Musik	(1942)	finale,	film	still.	
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Image	13:	Wir	machen	Musik	(1942),	Fotoarchiv	Deutsche	Kinemathek.		

	

	
Image	14:	Marika	Rökk	in	Hallo	Janine	(1939),	film	still.		
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Image	15:	Marika	Rökk	in	Hallo	Janine	(1939),	Fotoarchiv	Deutsche	Kinemathek.		

	

	
Image	16:	Press	review	Eine	Nacht	im	Mai	(1938),	including	“Marika	Rökk…is:	a	Berlin-style	Eleanor	
Powell”,	Berliner	Börsen-Zeitung,	reprinted	in	Film-Kurier,	18/11/1938,	No.	270.		
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Image	17:	Song	collection	cover	of	Paul	Abraham’s	operetta	Ball	im	Savoy	(1932),	Staatsbibliothek	Berlin,	
shelfmark:	DMS	221474.	
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Appendix	III:	Screenplay	excerpt	Fünf	von	der	Jazzband	
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Archiv	der	Akademie	der	Künste,	Erich-Engel	Archiv	10.	
	

	


