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MARTIN BAUMEISTER, Kriegstheater: Großstadt, Front und Massen-
kultur 1914–1918, Schriften der Bibliothek für Zeitgeschichte, NS 18
(Essen: Klartext, 2005), 320 pp. ISBN 3 89861 219 8. EUR 34.90

Ferdinand Weisheitinger, born in 1883, served as a corporal in the
Bavarian army during the First World War. In his diary he wrote
about ‘the madness’ that he saw in the killing fields of the war. He
described the faces and voices of the soldiers who were dying next to
him. And he recorded his own anxieties about being mutilated or
dying a slow death. Yet Weisheitinger was also an entertainer. Better
known as Weiß Ferdel, he performed songs and skits at the front,
mostly sentimental or humorous pieces that seemed to escape the
horrors of trench warfare. Rather than express the deeply critical
views that he penned in his diary, he delighted fellow soldiers and
officers with slapstick and Bavarian Mundart (dialect).

The example of this soldier-entertainer, and the deeply humane
contradiction between private views and public appearances that he
experienced, forms one of numerous case studies in Martin Bau-
meister’s excellent monograph on German theatre during the First
World War. Kriegstheater offers a wealth of material on how different
forms of theatre developed during the war, both in Berlin and at the
front. Much of this material is new and will be valuable for scholars
from a range of disciplines. What is more, by bringing together the-
atre studies and modern history, Baumeister opens a new perspec-
tive on some of the main debates concerning Imperial Germany and
the cultural history of the First World War. He does so without los-
ing sight of the political, social, and urban context. Indeed, one may
take this book as a sign that historians of the First World War are
starting to bring the politics back into cultural history.

Baumeister works with a widely cast concept of ‘theatre’, includ-
ing the traditional, highbrow Kulturtheater and the more lowbrow
Unterhaltungstheater, but also circus, varieté, and other forms of enter-
tainment. A common feature of most of these forms of theatre in the
years before and during the First World War was that they were are-
nas of popular culture—popular not so much in a normative sense,
but in a socio-political one: their audiences were increasingly drawn
from the urban masses that had begun to play an important role in
the political process even before the war. Popular theatre was politi-
cal theatre, for this reason alone. From August 1914 onwards it took
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on a distinctly political character for another reason: it provided one
of the main sites where the meaning of and mobilization for war were
negotiated in the public sphere. 

Baumeister’s analysis of this Kriegstheater is divided into two main
parts: the first deals with theatre in Berlin; the second with theatre at
the front. At the outbreak of war, politics and culture were engaged
in a potent amalgamation, underlining the importance of exactly the
kind of history practised in this study. Baumeister sees a ‘theatrical
character’ (p. 292) in the way the first days of war were made sense
of in Berlin. Theatre was one of the main arenas in which the August-
erlebnis was formed and canonized. While Berliners reacted in het-
erogeneous ways to the outbreak of war, popular theatre constructed
the nation as awakening and rallying to arms in unison, in particular,
through the imagery of family and community. Baumeister’s find-
ings underline Jeffrey Verhey’s analysis of the ‘spirit of 1914’, offer-
ing a persuasive analysis of how the ‘myth of 1914’ was constructed
in the first months of the war and reformulated until 1918.1

Berlin’s theatres adapted to the war surprisingly well and quick-
ly. There was a short-lived sense of crisis before most of them expe-
rienced a long season of wartime success, which was in stark contrast
to more experimental forms of entertainment such as the Berlin
cabaret analysed by Peter Jelavich.2 The popular stages in particular
saw a sustained demand for entertainment. The fare offered to audi-
ences also changed fundamentally during the war. The genre of
vaterländische Schauspiele that dominated the theatres during the first
months of the war was soon superseded by a return to older themes
and traditions. By early 1916 the theatre had clearly steered away
from plays that were concerned with current events and the war
itself. There were, however, important exceptions to this. One exam-
ple is Otto Reutter, an entertainment star and the driving force
behind a series of successful shows at the Palast-Theater. Baumeister
provides a close reading of this Heimattheater that combined musical
theatre, drama, and comedy in its staging of the city and the nation
at war. Reutter addressed the challenges to traditional gender roles
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many (Cambridge, 2000).
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provoked by the war and acknowledged the hardship endured by
Berlin’s population. Yet he glossed this ‘other side’ (p. 150) of the war
with a generous dose of humour and music. Moreover, he construct-
ed the city and the nation as a community united in opposition to
internal and external enemies. Jews were ridiculed in grossly stereo-
typed scenes. While articulating suffering and hardship, Reutter’s
theatre re-affirmed official ideas of the Volksgemeinschaft at war. 

In the second part of the book Baumeister contrasts this urban pic-
ture with the various forms of theatre at the front. There are well-
researched examples ranging from the spontaneous entertainment
staged for and by sailors to the more highbrow troupe of the
Gruppen-Theater Wijtschate, of which Erwin Piscator was a prominent
member. (He was later to become an influential director in the
Weimar Republic and in the early Federal Republic.) The longer the
war continued, the more organized and multi-layered did this cul-
ture of acting and entertaining at the front become. In Baumeister’s
description it never appears as a mere propaganda or morale-boost-
ing exercise, but as an activity that was just as much driven by the
soldiers themselves. When the army leadership became involved in
soldiers’ entertainment it did so in reaction to the many initiatives
taken by the troops themselves. These forms of theatre performed by
and for soldiers were ‘islands of creativity on the fringes of the mod-
ern battle field’ (p. 258), designed to break up the material reality of
war. Baumeister shows this Fronttheater as a symbolic practice that
was inherently ambiguous: war and laughter, play and seriousness
co-existed. Its character as entertainment was dominant, but the the-
atre at the front addressed important underlying questions, in par-
ticular, ideas about the nation, normality, and family. What was
mostly absent was the traumatic experience of warfare. 

Another kind of Fronttheater took place on the official stages estab-
lished in the zones occupied by the German army. Again, the extent
to which the theatre was a political arena becomes obvious. In the
occupied zones, theatre was an instrument of occupation. The
demonstration of German culture and its superiority, not least
through dramatic art, was a stated aim of the military leadership. If,
as Ludendorff put it in 1917, the German war effort was character-
ized by a Geist that their enemies lacked, this ‘spirit’ was to be dis-
played prominently in the theatre. Consequently, Deutsche Theater
were set up in both the Eastern and Western occupied zones. Kowno
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and Vilna each got their own Deutsches Theater, similarly Brussels and
Lille, where a German theatre was opened at Christmas 1915 in the
largely destroyed city. These ‘cultural deeds’, as they were referred
to by the German press, were designed symbolically to counter ideas
about German barbarism and militarism. However, the audiences for
such rhetoric remained largely domestic ones. Hardly any French or
Belgian citizens are recorded as having visited the Deutsche Theater.

Beyond this rich and largely new material, three aspects of Bau-
meister’s study stand out for historians of modern Germany and for
cultural historians of the First World War. First, the issue of mobi-
lization and propaganda. How was German society mobilized for
war and where did the initiative in this process lie? Baumeister seems
rightly sceptical about the value of propaganda as an explanatory
concept, in particular, where theatre is concerned. This was not an
arena in which propaganda was simply played out. ‘Above’ and
‘below’ (much-quoted, yet frustratingly imprecise terms for the loca-
tion of power) interacted in more complicated ways. Mobilization
from above met with decentralized and spontaneous forms of self-
mobilization that could represent radically different interests. Only
once the many private and semi-private actors and initiatives are
taken into consideration can the scale and longevity of the cultural
mobilization for war be fully understood. Baumeister sees this
process as characterized by the same totalizing logic that historians
have seen at work at political, military, and economic levels. All this
is convincing, yet it is curious how little conflict he finds between the
different actors involved in cultural mobilization. Kriegstheater de-
scribes the mechanisms of control and censorship that influenced this
multi-layered process, but it leaves little room for the analysis of how
ideas about the war were formed before they were put on stage.
Surely some of the most telling moments took place during the writ-
ing, editing, and instructing that went on before the curtains opened,
a process in which control and censorship would have met with self-
mobilization and commercial interest. The question of whether the
cultural negotiation of how this war should be dealt with in the the-
atre was quite as conflict-free a process as Baumeister seems to sug-
gest remains open to debate. 

The second key question that stands out is: what kind of war was
staged in this Kriegstheater and whose war was it? Baumeister sug-
gests that—in the theatres of Berlin at least—this was decidedly a
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people’s war. To be sure, the emperor and his predecessors were
alluded to in a range of plays. There were famous examples of this in
the early days of the war, such as ‘Der Kaiser rief’, a patriotic play by
Franz Cornelius. Yet, in wartime theatre, the Prussian-German mon-
archy and the wider German aristocracy were pushed into the back-
ground. In the Volksstücke that came to dominate the stages of Berlin
ordinary Germans were fighting a people’s war. This popular con-
cern was not only evident in the patriotic plays of the first months of
the war, which focused mostly on ordinary Berliners following the
call to arms. While later examples were less overtly optimistic about
the war, they continued to depict it as a battle of the people, in which
social differentiation and hierarchies were blurred. One can detect an
intriguing democratic undertone in these Volksstücke. Baumeister
leaves open the question of whether this should be seen as a mirror
of wider socio-political changes.

The third issue of note is the relationship between home and
front. Baumeister shows that theatre played a key role here. It consti-
tuted one of the few cultural activities that offered representations of
normality and peace time to the soldiers at the front. Indeed, the stag-
ing of ‘home’ seems to have been one of the main functions of the
Fronttheater performed by and for soldiers. Often enough this took
the form of a curious gender theatre: in order to depict ‘home’ the sol-
diers took on female roles. Actors such as Erwin Piscator, entertain-
ers like Weiß Ferdl, and countless amateur soldier-actors all appear-
ed in female costume. This ranged from simply acting as female char-
acters or imitating famous female stars to grotesque representations
of the female body and transvestite shows that had strong sexual
undertones. Hardly ever did this cross dressing meet with objections
from the military authorities or the wider civilian public. Most of the
soldiers who were asked to act as women relished the crossing of
gender boundaries. Baumeister suggests that, by slipping into female
roles, they were able to enact civilian identities and pre-war aspects
of ‘home’. 

There are a number of issues that Baumeister’s book raises, but
which could have been pushed further. For one, the gendered strate-
gies of narrating the war on the stage would have merited further
analysis. One of the remarkable findings of this book is the extent to
which the wartime stages were used as public spaces for the reversal
or transcendence of gender roles. While soldier-actors at the front
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assumed female identities, a re-narration of femininity took place in
the popular theatres of Berlin. Baumeister addresses in passing some
of the wider implications of this cross dressing, but it does beg the
question of whether one of the main functions of German theatre at
war was to give space to the cultural negotiation of new gender roles
and challenged images of the male and female body. For another, the
theatricality that Baumeister intriguingly identifies in the streets of
Berlin at the beginning of war could have been unravelled further.
There is an especially interesting section on ‘public space as a stage’
(pp. 34 ff.) in which Baumeister shows how patriotism and enthusi-
asm for war were ‘played’ by different groups in public. But what
was at the heart of this remarkable overlap between street and stage
during the early days of August 1914, and what should our under-
standing of theatre be as a result? 

Finally, does all this amount to a revision of the cultural history of
the First World War, a historiographical field that has been charac-
terized for some time now by opposite interpretations about how
societies and cultures responded to, and made sense of, the war?3

Have those who have argued that the war was a catalyst of moderni-
ty overstated their case? Or have those interpreting the cultural
responses to the war as essentially traditional been blind to novel
forms of theatre developed between 1914 and 1918? Here Baumeister
initially seems surprisingly hesitant. Surely his rich and well-
researched material could have provided a more forceful conclusion
than a cautious emphasis on ambiguity. There were exceptions, and
Baumeister does well to stress them, but is the overall impression not
one of the theatres narrating the war in a predominantly nostalgic
and romantic language, of them looking backwards, rather than
addressing the war in novel or modernist forms? However, on sec-
ond reading, it is precisely here that one of the key strengths of this
book lies. Rather than side with one of the two orthodoxies in this
increasingly artificial debate, it argues its own case, if not, perhaps,
altogether forcefully: new and old were not contradictions or opposi-
tions in how theatre narrated the war. Cultural historians should
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overcome the dichotomy between modern and traditional that seems
to hinder rather than help our understanding of how European soci-
eties responded to and made sense of the First World War. This book,
with its careful unravelling of the ambiguous ways in which German
theatre negotiated a popular path through the war, takes an impor-
tant step towards that aim.

JAN RÜGER is a Lecturer in the School of History, Classics, and
Archaeology at Birkbeck College, University of London. His book on
the cult of the navy in Edwardian Britain and Wilhelmine Germany
is to be published soon.
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