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INTRODUCTION
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On an icy December day in the year 1900, a mother was found wandering with four children along the bank of the Danube Canal in Vienna. She made a move as if to throw herself and her little ones from a bridge into the cold water. A lineman heard the children’s cries and was able to keep the woman from following through with her plan. He brought the family to the nearest police station. There, it was learned that the suicidal woman was an impoverished peddler who could no longer feed her children and was facing eviction. Her husband, a “wandering performer,” had taken a job as a ventriloquist and was working far away from the city. In the last letter she had received from him, her husband had advised her to sell the bedsprings and the kitchenware and use the money to buy food for the children.1 She had eaten nothing in the two days leading up to her suicide attempt. After these living conditions came to light, a plea was made to the Viennese population, a call for help for this family in their distress. It was rumored that the money collected amounted to a considerable sum. The donations, however, did not result in a sustained improvement in the family’s situation. After the family once again accumulated debts they could not pay off, the woman disappeared with her children, leaving the apartment behind. What happened to the family following this episode remains unknown.2

By and large, the social situation of the Katz family (the family named in the previous anecdote) scarcely differed from that of thousands of other Jewish families in Vienna at the end of the nineteenth century and the turn of the twentieth century. A significant number of them lived in dire circumstances and had few resources to cope with the difficulties they encountered over the course of their everyday lives. Jews, and non-Jews as well, sometimes lived in dark, damp quarters with several people crammed into one room, often sharing a single bed. Sometimes families also temporarily housed strangers within their already confined domestic spaces, Bettgeher (bed lodgers) who rented a bed or a place to sleep just for the night. Moral delinquency, illness, and social neglect found an ideal breeding ground in such conditions.3 Some media outlets even described the pitiful dwellings of the Jews as “bug castles” and “pest caves,” which were said to pose a health risk to the non-Jewish population.4

The oppressive poverty that characterized the everyday life of the Katz family was familiar not only to some of the Jewish, but also to non-Jewish members of the Viennese population. Such experiences, shared by both Jews and non-Jews, were also evident in Anna Katz’s attempt to plunge into the Danube Canal as a result of her seemingly hopeless misery. Contemporary newspapers were full of accounts of people whose living conditions were so desperate that they saw no way out other than to commit suicide. We see the full extent of this tragic situation, for example, in the 1904 case of four female corpses that a pedestrian discovered in the Danube Canal. Independent of one another, the women had jumped into the ice-cold water, and all washed up on the riverbank at roughly the same time and place.5 In 1900, when Anna Katz decided to take her own life, she was among five hundred other Viennese citizens who chose a similar course of action.6 Only suicide by hanging and gunshot wound claimed more victims than suicide by drowning. Often, the people who drowned in the Danube also took their children with them to their deaths. Anna Katz’s failed suicide attempt thus corresponds to a widespread pattern of behavior. Their desperate act was, consciously or unconsciously, established in a culturally prescribed way.7 In eastern Europe, on the other hand, where poverty among Jews could be even more dire than in Vienna, suicide was largely unheard of.8

We can surmise that many Viennese Jews acted in concert with the city’s non-Jewish population than with Jews in other areas and cultures. We cannot speak of a uniform Jewry that was clearly distinguishable from its non-Jewish counterparts, at least when considering this cultural background. Jews and non-Jews in Vienna often followed similar lines of action that differed from those in other areas or regions.

Anna Katz’s identity as a woman working as a peddler warrants further discussion. Her occupation is difficult to reconcile in light of existing narratives about Jews in Vienna. To be sure, a comprehensive scholarly study investigating the history of Jewish peddlers and peddling in the Danube metropolis has yet to be written.9 The few scholarly works that do exist on the subject only discuss men engaged in this kind of work. According to the dominant narrative, Jewish women seem to have had no presence in this profession. On the other hand, various accounts of eastern European Orthodox Jewish life portray women engaged in the profession of peddling.10 At times, men devoted themselves exclusively to the study of religious scriptures, while their wives cared for and earned money to support the family.11 For the case of Vienna, however, Jews quickly brought gender roles into line with prevailing social standards. According to these standards, the man of the household was responsible for providing for his family with money earned through gainful employment.12 In any case, Anna Katz’s existence seems to deviate from this established historical narrative. The cause for this difference may have been living conditions so miserable that aligning herself with bourgeois values seemed impossible. Her daily routine was much like that of the impoverished non-Jewish population in Vienna, which included quite a few peddlers.13

The scant information that exists about Anna Katz’s life portrays a woman who moved in the cultural fabric of the Vienna of her time. It seems that her everyday life was largely similar to that of non-Jewish women. This does not mean that she identified first and foremost with non-Jews nor that she was unconnected to any sense of Jewish identity. It also does not mean that her social interactions failed to include other Viennese Jews. The fact that the financial support that she received following the public petition for help in the aftermath of her suicide attempt came from Jews suggests that she maintained ties with the Jewish community.14 Anna Katz may have been at home in both Jewish and non-Jewish spheres. She led an existence that was likely commonplace in Vienna—indeed, much more ordinary than what most of the scholarship available on the topic reflects. The fact that such evidence seems rare is probably due to the fact that historians have thus far scarcely researched and investigated them.15 It is difficult to insert them into or even allow them to contradict the dominant historical narrative regarding Jews. According to this narrative, Jews are either part of a largely closed, mostly religiously Jewish world, or they leave it behind by “assimilating” or “acculturating” into non-Jewish society. The idea that Jewish and non-Jewish spheres overlap and that the boundaries between them are more permeable than sometimes believed—and at the same time constantly change and must be renegotiated—is scarcely mentioned in the prevalent historiographical accounts.16

An example of an interaction between Jews and non-Jews that dissolves clear distinctions between them (and at the same time speaks to Anna Katz’s profession) can be seen in a situation involving a Jewish peddler named Samuel Scholder. In December 1896, he was selling toys on the Rotenturmstrasse, when an employee of a nearby business approached him. At first, this employee only verbally accosted Scholder, but then proceeded to attack him physically.17 At first glance, we might assume that this instance serves as further evidence of Jewish peddlers struggling to eke out a living in Vienna. The general argument that one encounters in scholarly literature, to a large extent undoubtedly correct, is that these peddlers drew the envy of other tradespeople and represented the impoverished eastern European Jew in the eyes of the non-Jewish population. Jewish peddlers were often scorned, a target for antisemitic projections.18 There is virtually no counter-narrative to this, no available evidence that would emphasize the fruitful coexistence between them and non-Jews. However, the case involving Scholder deviates from the widespread depictions of Jewish peddlers, as the rest of this story of aggression seems to indicate: The attacker, a man named Joseph Knot, fled the scene following the altercation, but he did not get far. “A crowd of people” chased after the assailant and caught up to him. The pursuit had worked up the crowd so much that they took justice into their own hands and began to beat the culprit. “One bystander (even) broke his walking stick over Knot’s head.”19

This incident allows us to draw different interpretations of the relationship between Jews and non-Jews. On the one hand, we can view it in terms of anti­semitism. But on the other, it demonstrates the readiness of the Viennese people to come to the aid of a Jew and defend him against antisemitism. Ultimately, both interpretations are simultaneously possible, and we may draw appropriate conclusions in light of this evidence. It is likely that a significant number of Jews in Vienna at the turn of the century were personally familiar with both kinds of experiences, including both the hostility of non-Jews and friendly interactions with them. At any rate, Anna Katz and Samuel Scholder provide us examples of the complexity of Jewish experiences.

Another aspect of this situation, hardly mentioned in the historiographical accounts of Viennese Jews, is Mr. Katz’s choice of profession. Anna Katz’s husband was an escamoteur (a kind of magician), as well as a ventriloquist. He entertained people who sought distraction from the monotony of everyday life. He competed with many other Jews who worked in various branches of general (i.e., not specifically Jewish) popular culture. Jewish participation in popular culture has received comparatively little scholarly attention to date, especially in terms of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.20 For this reason, Jews are almost exclusively associated with the professions of merchant, trader, and banker, perhaps also with laborers and peddlers.21

Mr. Katz was engaged in a profession that many other people in Vienna—perhaps too many—also attempted to pursue. Those who could afford the membership fee belonged to an association called Die Schwalbe (The Swallow). This organization publicly represented the interests of the artists and showmen and supported the poorest among them.22 It may be that the glut of magicians in the metropolis convinced Katz to seek his fortune in the provinces, where competition was less pronounced. He also suffered from a lung disease that made it difficult for him to work. With the onset of this illness, he was no longer able to provide for his family as he once had and was forced to surrender his best performance opportunities to his colleagues. In any case, he gave up the artist’s life in Vienna, where he was known by the name of Kaciander, and exchanged it for a life of wandering.

At the time, while Katz still earned his livelihood in Vienna, his wife also worked as a performing artist. She garnered considerable success as an expert in remembering (Mnemotechnikerin) and performed under the stage name “Leontine Rey,” even in the most important Viennese variety establishments, such as the Ronacher and Danzer’s Orpheum. She also worked as what was known in fin-de-siècle Vienna as a “fakir” (a kind of fortune-teller).23 She became a peddler only after her husband left her alone with their children.

Poverty was widespread among the artists and performers, and not a few of them lived under oppressive conditions similar to those that the Katz family endured. In the summer months, when demand for performance sharply dropped and people traveled into the country (as far from the city as their means would allow them) or amused themselves in the Prater (Vienna’s principal city park), the homeless shelters were literally stormed by actors.24 Requests for donations for starving families of actors who did not have a roof over their heads were not uncommon.25 But of course not all of these performers were poor. For example, the ventriloquist Franz Donner, one of Mr. Katz’s colleagues, enjoyed a successful career in Vienna—so successful, in fact, that he was able to buy property in Moravia and spend his retirement there.26

The Katz family, along with their children, may well have represented an average Jewish family, as there were thousands of Jewish families like them in Vienna between the end of nineteenth and the early decades of twentieth century. This normality is probably one of the reasons why historians have thus far only cautiously devoted research to this segment of the population. Nonetheless, by analyzing these kinds of individuals and historical incidents, we may gain insight into the everyday lives of the Viennese Jews who otherwise remain in obscurity.

The Tradition of Jewish Entertainers in Vienna

The overall lack of historical engagement with the topic of Jews in the field of popular culture may be largely due to the prevailing research paradigm. The scholarly effort to trace Jewish adaptation to bourgeois standards has ignored aspects related to popular culture, commonly associated with the underprivileged. Jews who were active in the non-bourgeois entertainment culture have received little academic attention and appear in scholarly literature only sporadically. Nevertheless, they existed as organizers and producers, as well as consumers. They were indispensable to Viennese entertainment culture, and this study endeavors to honor the role they played accordingly.27

The lack of historiographical interest in Jews in popular culture is not limited to the Habsburg metropolis, but is also reflected in the history of the Jews in eastern Europe, especially in Galicia, where many Jews in Vienna traced their origins.28 Moyshe Fayershteyn, for example, was a Galician Jewish entertainer who traveled with circus troupes across Europe. His attraction entailed swallowing live frogs and mice and spitting them out again after gargling with water.29 In this context, we should also mention Josephine Joseph. She was originally from Kraków and decided to try her luck in America. She made a career at the New York amusement park Coney Island, where audiences marveled at her as a hermaphrodite.30

Fayershteyn and Joseph were not exceptions among Jews of the time. Crushing poverty and limited employment opportunities made the profession of performer and entertainer an attractive niche occupation. More than a few were able to make their living solely with strange skills and by exhibiting peculiarities perceived as bizarre. By doing so, they joined a long history of Jewish entertainers, in particular magicians and trick artists, as well as “mentalists,” who had gained considerable fame.31 One of these was Samuel Thiersfeld (1829–1918), born in the Galician town of Jaroslaw, who, on account of his skills, was invited to perform for Emperor Franz Joseph, Wilhelm I, and the German chancellor Otto von Bismarck. After training as a pastry chef and a short-lived stint in a military band, he decided to dedicate himself to the art of magic. From 1857 on, he appeared only under the stage name Professor St. Roman. His special attraction was that he was able to conjure ducks, without technical aids, while standing in the middle of the auditorium.32 Another Jewish magician was Fred Roner from Lvov, in Galicia. He settled in Vienna, where he soon succeeded in gaining membership in an association of magicians. With their recommendation, he no longer had to worry about securing performance opportunities. Roner mainly worked in variety shows, where he amazed the audience with his card tricks. He relied less on his dexterity than on his tremendous memory.33

Thiersfeld and Roner were not the first Jewish magicians in Vienna. There is record of Jewish magicians working in Vienna since the late eighteenth century. In the spring of 1774, for example, the Wiener Zeitung announced the arrival of Jacob Meyer, who was known by the stage name “Philadelphia.” He is said to have performed at the courts of various aristocrats in Europe since 1758. In Vienna, he performed his tricks for several weeks in an inn on the Kärntnerstrasse.34 Just a few years later, some Jewish magicians settled permanently in the city. One of them was a man named Jonas, whose sleight-of-hand tricks made him so popular that in 1783 he was asked to give a performance in the Palais Auersperg for the Moroccan ambassador. Abraham Romaldi, another Jewish playwright, made his debut in Vienna in 1789. Like Jonas, he renounced performances on the Sabbath.35

Another famous Jewish magician paid his respects to Vienna around the middle of the nineteenth century. His name was Carl Compars Herrmann (1816–1887). He was likely born in a town somewhere on the Galician-Russian border. After a stay in Paris to study medicine and his first appearances as a magician in London, he came to Austria via Germany, where he was celebrated in the Viennese Carl-Theater in 1851 by an enthusiastic audience. Carl Compars Herrmann was a busy man. His performances took him to South America, and President Lincoln once even requested that he perform at the White House. Despite his many travels, he remained connected to Vienna. He assumed Austrian citizenship in 1865, counted among his many friends Adolf Jelinek, the preacher of the Israelitische Kultusgemeinde Wien (the Vienna Jewish Community), and was also very popular among the poor of Vienna on account of his charitable donations.36 His magical talents left a strong impression on the population, and through various media he has remained in the collective memory of the Viennese population. A portrait of him currently hangs in the Austrian Museum in the Belvedere, and one of his friends, Johann Strauss, dedicated a polka to him in 1851, which he first introduced at a performance in the dance hall Sperl.37

This short overview allows us to see that Katz’s job as escamoteur was not unusual for Jews. The widespread idea that they were particularly suited to being magicians on account of their knowledge of Kabbalah increased their popular attraction and proved to be an advantage over non-Jewish colleagues. One of the reasons for this stereotype is that non-Jewish magicians were an unknown quantity to a larger audience prior to 1790.38

Overview of the Chapters

A review of the available scholarly literature on the history of the Jews of Vienna makes it clear that Jewish magicians and toad swallowers have thus far received scant scholarly attention. They have been largely ignored and continue to be ignored. These omissions have not led to a fundamentally incorrect portrayal of Viennese Jewry, but rather to an incomplete one—which has ultimately fueled a distorted idea about them and their history. That is why the Jewish population in the Danube metropolis is still almost exclusively associated with the bourgeoisie or the process of becoming “bourgeois” (Verbürgerlichung).39 The fact that Jews were also generally active in popular culture and sometimes paid little attention to the standards of the much-lauded bourgeoisie has been overlooked. In chapter 1, I demonstrate with a series of concrete examples a different path that some Jews chose to take.

In this study, I pose a number of questions and endeavor to answer them. My primary thesis is that Jews played a substantial role in the shaping of Viennese popular culture. Though my argument has until recently been to some degree contentious, I am able to substantiate it using a wide variety of sources.

In chapter 1 in particular, I pose a central question, namely why so few scholars have researched and written about Jews in Viennese popular culture around 1900. What has prevented historical scholarship from intensive explorations of the subject? Why have historians tended to engage with the topic of Jews and “high” culture instead of also considering popular culture? One possible reason for this scholarly neglect may be linked to the so-called invisibility of Jewish artists. They often performed using a nom de plume and demonstrated no other (obvious) Jewish characteristics. In instances when their contemporaries, and sometimes even their fellow performers, did not recognize them as Jews, it can be even more difficult for historians in retrospect to identify certain Volkssänger as Jewish. In one way or another, this often open-ended aspect of Jewishness frames this entire study, functioning as a contextual parenthesis: How is Jewishness expressed; how is it made legible? The difficulties involved in comprehending Jewishness has a discernible impact on historiography and the terms used for portraying the relationship between Jews and non-Jews. To highlight these difficulties, I specifically investigate two terms that scholars have often employed, “assimilation” and “acculturation.” Ultimately, my investigation of the reception of general (i.e., not specifically Jewish) media by Jews who did not belong to the enlightened upper middle class clearly illustrates the intertwining of Jewish and non-Jewish culture, thereby calling attention to another reason for the difficulty posed by the topic of Jews in Viennese popular culture.

The question of how to understand Jewishness among both non-Jewish and in particular Jewish Volkssänger and performing musicians permeates my entire study. My treatment of this topic proceeds on several levels. First, I analyze a series of theatrical works. In chapter 2, I frame this analysis with a description of the most important Viennese Jewish Volkssänger groups. My investigation focuses on specific aspects of language that Jewish Volkssänger used, the origins of individual performers, intra-Jewish tensions and conflicts, and the gradual replacement of the Volkssänger by vaudeville (i.e., the variety show). This chapter thus provides an overview of Jewish participation in Viennese popular culture. I argue that popular culture in the Habsburg capital would likely have been an entirely different phenomenon had Jews not been actively involved in the entertainment industry.

Chapter 3 traces the conflict between the Jewish Volkssänger Albert Hirsch and his Jewish and non-Jewish colleagues. Over the course of this dispute, described by contemporary media as a “Volkssänger war” (or “war among performing musicians”), Hirsch demonstrates a performative concept of Jewishness. By probing the statements and comments made during this sometimes bitter conflict, I offer a detailed examination of the Viennese Volkssänger milieu and the historical context in which it developed. By exploring this wider context, I discuss the extent to which antisemitism was widespread among the Volkssänger, as well as in other areas of society, and to what extent we must understand the hostility against Hirsch as an expression of Judeophobia. I provide an in-depth analysis of the “Hirsch affair,” because it reveals how the world of the Volkssänger in the early twentieth century was constructed and outlines, at least in part, the relationship between Jews and non-Jews in the Habsburg capital. Within this context, the Volkssänger war represents a micro-history of Jewish–non-Jewish relations in Vienna around 1900.

Chapter 4 explores how Jewish artists in fin-de-siècle Vienna conceived of time and space. I discuss, among other things, whether these conceptions show evidence of a Jewish difference that is not based on religion. In light of my analysis, articulated throughout this book, this question is of considerable relevance. Namely, it reconceives the discourse regarding expressions of Jewishness. By doing so, I also link my discussion to recent trends in Jewish studies—for example, the spatial turn. I accomplish this through close readings of a specific selection of theatrical works that were both very well-known and highly esteemed in turn-of-the-century Vienna.

In the fifth and final chapter, I summarize the characteristics of Jewish self-understanding that I highlight throughout this study and evaluate them within the historical context of the antisemitism prevalent at the time. In doing so, I focus on how Jewish Volkssänger treated in their plays the stereotypical “Jewish” way of speaking (jiddeln), as well as specific physical traits often attributed to Jews. Other questions that arise as a result of my analysis include the role of the Jewish religion in the consciousness of Jewish Volkssänger and impresarios, as well as the relationship between Jewish and non-Jewish operators in Viennese popular culture. Within this framework, I present the new cultural-theoretical concept of similarity. Its innovative dimension lies in the rigorous rejection of dichotomous approaches to describing human interactions or cultural comparisons. The concept of similarity deals with congruences and commonalities between two comparable subjects without obscuring differences between them. Similarity thus proves to be a considerably fruitful analytical tool for exploring Jewish and non-Jewish relationships and interactions.
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Chapter 1

JEWS IN VIENNESE POPULAR CULTURE AROUND 1900 AS RESEARCH TOPIC

[image: Images]

Popular culture represents a paradigmatic arena for exploring the interwoveness and interactions between Jews and non-Jews.1 When considering the topic of Jews in the realm of Viennese popular culture at the end of the nineteenth and turn of the twentieth centuries, we must realize that this was an aspect of history not predominantly characterized by antisemitism. To be sure, antisemitism has represented one aspect characterizing the many and various relationships between Jews and non-Jews. But there was also cooperation between the two that was at times more pronounced than anti-Jewish hostility. We see evidence of the juxtaposition between Judeophobia and multifaceted forms of Jewish and non-Jewish coexistence in a brief newspaper quotation from 1904. The topic of this quotation is the Viennese folk song, and the anonymous author states that after a long time “an authentic, sentimental song, infused with folk humor, that is, an authentic Viennese folk song [Wiener Volkslied]” had finally once again been written. The song in question was “Everything Will Be Fine Again” (“Es wird ja alles wieder gut”). Martin Schenk (1860–1919) wrote the song’s lyrics, and Karl Hartl composed the tune.2 The quotation continues, “After . . . the prevalence of Yiddish and Jewish anecdotes on the Viennese stage, following the unnatural fashions that have been grafted onto Viennese folk culture and which, as fashion always does, are thoughtlessly imitated, it does one good to hear once again something authentically Viennese.”3 The article in which this quotation appeared indicates that the song appeared in Joseph Blaha’s publishing house. What the author does not mention is the fact that Blaha was also Jewish.4 In addition, Martin Schenk was a longtime member of the Budapest Orpheum Society (Budapester Orpheumsgesellschaft), certainly the most important “jargon troupe” in Vienna in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

The anonymous author of this quotation works from the assumption that Jews were responsible for a feeling of alienation that pervaded both Viennese folk songs and theatrical Volkssänger (performing musician) performances and plays.5 According to the stereotype evoked in this quotation, Jews exerted a detrimental influence on local Viennese culture. This culture is described as atmospheric and authentic, while the musical productions of Jews deviated from this tradition and therefore created an unnatural effect. In addition, Jews consciously and emphatically manipulated popular Viennese culture, as the use of the term “graft” (aufpfropfen) suggests.

The supposed distortion of the Viennese folk song is implicitly related to the widespread antisemitic stereotype of the cosmopolitan Jew. According to this prejudice, Jews are stateless and remain unrooted in the local, native culture and can therefore never understand it. The speaking of Yiddish (mauscheln) mentioned in the quotation symbolizes the allegedly difficult and complicated relationship between Jews and the majority culture in which they lived.6

However, we may also read this short newspaper quotation from a different perspective, keeping in mind that Jews helped considerably to shape the tradition of the Viennese folk song (Wienerlied), an interpretation that points to their cultural participation in Viennese folk culture. Although the author of this newspaper notice exaggerates the number of Jews who were involved as producers of Viennese songs and other popular folk pieces, he also does not entirely distort the facts. Jewish participation in this arena of cultural production was indeed remarkable. The importance of this Jewish involvement comes to the fore indirectly in an obituary written to eulogize Karl Kratzl (1852–1904). Kratzl composed the music for songs written by Josef Modl (1863–1915), Anton Amon (1862–1931), and other musicians, making him one of the best-known Viennese song composers. The author of his obituary remarks that Kratzl’s “‘Mir hat amal vom Himmel tramt!’ [will] live forever, just like the songs of Krakauer, Pick’s ‘Vienna Coachman’s Song’[Fiakerlied], and certain songs by Wiesberg and the melodies of Sioly.”7 Of the four people named in the obituary, two were Jews, Gustav Pick (1832–1921) and Alexander Krakauer (1864–97). The author of the obituary also references the founding of the association Jolly Knights by Kratzl and Modl (who was also Jewish), hinting further at Jewish and non-Jewish cooperation in the realm of music and entertainment.8

We can therefore interpret the newspaper quotation regarding the ostensible detrimental influence of Jews on the Viennese Volkssänger tradition in a variety of ways, and no single interpretation is entirely correct or incorrect. To some degree, the interpretation of this quotation is subjective, dependent upon the individual reader. It is worth noting that the author of the quotation does not resort to the notorious prejudice that Jews were only capable of imitation and were therefore incapable of independent achievements.9 Instead, the author objects to the influence Jews had on the Viennese Volkssänger tradition and their attempt to assert their own understanding of popular music. If we disregard, for a moment, the newspaper quotation’s antisemitic exaggeration and anti-Jewish edge, the assertion made by the anonymous author clearly contains a grain of truth. Indeed, scholarly investigation into the topic “Jews in popular culture” demonstrates that Jews did not adapt to any popular cultural standards. But unlike the quotation suggests, neither did they manipulate them. Rather, Jews were involved in the music-cultural scene and helped steer its course. In other words, at least in this branch of Jewish cultural activity, the concept of acculturation, which still characterizes historiography about Jews, especially in Austria (see below), cannot accurately account for Jewish participation in popular culture.

A second theme that arises in connection with research on Jews in popular culture concerns the notion that their everyday life in Vienna was heavily influenced by antisemitism and that they lived largely separate from non-Jews. We see this assumption in the frequently cited idea that although Jews and non-Jews had professional interactions with each other, they rarely maintained private contacts.10 While this observation may have been true for particular segments of the Jewish and non-Jewish population, it can explain only to a limited extent the complexities of the relationships among participants in popular culture. In the realm of entertainment and popular culture, there was no dichotomous relationship between Jews and non-Jews.

A study on Jews in Viennese popular culture thus questions the validity of two basic assumptions in historiographical writing about them. Nevertheless, or perhaps because of this, as I mentioned in the introduction, this aspect of the Jewish past remains underrepresented in historical scholarship. In the following, I introduce four additional reasons that explain the widespread historiographical neglect of the subject of Jews in Viennese popular culture. I discuss in detail the last of these reasons, the selective coverage of Jewish newspapers, as it provides additional insight into relations between Viennese Jews and non-Jews at the turn of the twentieth century.

Identifying Jewish Artists in Popular Culture

At the turn of the twentieth century, there was a fruit vendor known as “Jewish Lisi” (Judenlisi) who sold her wares at the Viennese Naschmarkt. Her name alone might indicate that she was a Jewish businesswoman. Along similar lines, there was a woman named “Jewish-Liesel” (Juden-Liesel), a harpist from the early nineteenth century.11 She sang, was a prostitute, and drew audiences with her ribald, suggestive songs.12 Unlike the fruit vendor at the Naschmarkt, whose real name was Elisabeth Schrattenholzer and who was called Judenlisi only on account of her predominantly Jewish clientele, the true identity of Jewish-Liesel (Juden-Liesel) remains unknown.13 We cannot deduce whether artists who took part in the early days of Viennese Volkssänger scene were Jewish based on their names alone. This lack of clarity also applies to Juden-Pepi, a member of the troupe surrounding the amateur dramatist Franz Deckmayer (1851–97).14

During the late nineteenth century, performing artists habitually adopted stage names, a practice that often creates confusion for scholars today working to assemble biographical data about them. When scholars happen upon newspaper reports on individual artists (or mentions of particular artists in print), it is for the most part impossible to determine whether they were Jewish or identified as Jewish at the time. To be sure, a name alone is never a sure indication of the individual’s Jewishness, but it sometimes provides an important clue or starting point from which further investigations can be made. For example, in the previous chapter, I discusssed the case of Mr. Katz. He performed under the pseudonym “Kaciander,” a name that also gives no indication of his relationship to Judaism. In this particular case, however, I was able to identify him as Jewish on account of additional remarks made about him in various media. Otherwise, I could only pursue research on Katz-Kaciander’s Jewishness if I could identify his real name, and consequently find it in the registers of the Viennese Jewish religious community (Israelitische Kultusgemeinde Wien). Often, though not always, one can find entries for specific names and thus attain confirmation that the individuals bearing these names were born, married, or died as Jews.15

The widespread practice among Jewish arists to assume stage names occasionally leads researchers to use questionable methods to secure concrete subjects for their studies. An example would be the examination of lists that the National Socialists created for the purpose of defaming Jewish artists to exclude them from the cultural scene and persecute them.16 This does not mean that researchers looking for Jewish participants in popular culture using such a source must remain faithful to the Nazi racist definition of Jewishness. In principle, they could exclude from their research those artists for whom there is no evidence of Jewish identification. Nevertheless, the difficulty in identifying Jews who performed and participated in popular culture can bear strange results.

Another Jewish artist who appeared under a pseudonym was de Brye or Gaston de Brie, as he called himself, a so-called female impersonator. De Brye worked in various Viennese variety shows. His stage name does not appear to evince any connection to Judaism, nor does his name appear in Jewish community records. If de Brye had been an average artist with an inconspicuous lifestyle, then his Jewish background would probably have remained unknown to historians. But there are court proceedings pertaining to his ventures and intrigues, and a compilation of these proceedings allows us to identify the man behind the stage name as Emanuel Müller, also known as Emanuel Adler-Müller. We also learn that he opened a nightclub in the Viennese district Leopoldstadt in the late autumn of 1899 and invited Volkssänger to perform there.17

Stage names do not always pose a problem for historians. Occasionally, we find that various studies and publications have already researched individual Jewish artists, comedians, and Volkssänger and identified their real names and identities. Examples include Josef Armin (1858–1925), who was actually called Josef Rottensteiner; Heinrich Eisenbach (1870–1923), the singing comedian of the Budapest Orpheum Society, who was born Heinrich Mandl and also known by the nickname “Wamperl”; Armin Berg, also known as Hermann Weinberger; and Josef Müller, whose real name was Josef Schlesinger. This is just to name a few, as the list of these artists and performers goes on and on.

The use of artist names on the part of Jewish artists and Volkssänger engaged in Viennese popular culture around 1900 makes it difficult, not only in historical retrospect, to engage in scholarly studies about them. Sometimes even their contemporaries were mistaken about the ethnic-cultural or religious affiliation of these entertainers. We see a particularly interesting example of this kind of error in the announcement of the alleged death of the “humpbacked wine tavern poet [Heurigendichter]” Loisl Ungrad. He was famous for his “impromptu” Gstanzeln (short satirical songs), which he performed on the Brettl—the stages where Volkssänger performed. Ungrad, like many of his colleagues, performed under an assumed name. His real name, so people assumed, was Kohn. Only through an obituary printed by mistake do we learn that he was actually named Vopitschka (Ungrad even read the report of his own death in the newspaper).18

The choice of stage names also exerts an influence over historical research in other ways. For example, Koller’s 1931 overview of Viennese folk songs, Das Wiener Volksängertum, states that Franz Kriebaum, longtime director of Danzer’s Orpheum and a former Volkssänger, was “actually called Grünbaum.”19 We find this piece of information in almost all subsequent scholarly discussions and mentions of Kriebaum, including Ernst Weber’s 2006 article in which he references “Franz Xaver Kriebaum (a.k.a. Grünbaum, 1836–1900).”20 Although not specifically mentioned, this kind of formulation contains an implicit reference to Kriebaum’s ostensible Jewishness.21 Even the 1994 Historisches Lexikon Wien (Historical lexicon of Vienna) gives the name “Grünbaum” in brackets following the name Kriebaum.22 The proliferation of this kind of information occurs despite reference in the encyclopedia entry to an article from the Wiener Zeitung stating that the name Kriebaum can be found listed in the baptismal records of the parish Nussdorf, indicating that his family was never called Grünbaum.23 But the particular formulation of this artist’s name, “Kriebaum a.k.a. Grünbaum,” has apparently become so popular that it has been taken for granted, meaning that Kriebaum’s connection to Judaism has persisted in the scholarship as a given fact.

This approach seems to be the product of what might be described in Yiddish as Efn a zeml un aroys a yid, “Wherever you turn, you meet a Jew.” In other words, many scholars endeavor to identify as many Jews as possible.24 Whether some of these scholars consciously engage in this kind of practice simply for the purpose of bolstering their research findings remains unclear. Whatever the motivation for the negligent treatment of biographies, it distorts the results of this kind of scholarly work.

For historians, it may therefore be difficult to identify Jews among the artists who were a part of Viennese popular culture. Their custom of performing under a stage name often conceals clear references to their Jewish identity. This problem may constitute one of several reasons why scholarly research has tended to neglect them.

The Subversive Dimension of Popular Culture

Another reason that may have contributed to the widespread omission in scholarly research of the topic “Jews in popular culture” could be their subversive potential. Because popular culture is primarily constituted by practices that can easily elude established social standards, popular culture offers the possibility for criticizing normative prescriptions as well as countercultural ambitions.25 We see this potential for subversion in Viennese popular culture around 1900, not least in the performances of Jewish Volkssänger and cabaret artists. These performers often ridiculed the values that were considered bourgeois and with which a large portion of the Jewish population identified. “Jewish” humor, with all its irony and sarcasm, rebelled against middle-class Jewish self-understanding, a practice that was often met with irritation among predominantly Jewish audiences. In this context, I draw the reader’s attention to an indignant letter addressed to the Oesterreichische Wochenschrift. This anonymous letter submitted to the newspaper remarks about the Budapest Orpheum Society: “A Jew (in the case of the Budapesters, everyone speaks Yiddish)—so one Jew spits in the other’s face; the same Jew engages in toilet humor, and so on with grace into infinity . . . any decent person can only react by saying ‘ugh!’”26

A similar reaction to a performance deemed indecent occurred during a solo scene that Heinrich Eisenbach performed.
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