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Theatre history was interesting, but Theaterwis-
senschaft held no attraction for me, especially
because its leading representatives, Heinz Kinder-
mann in Vienna, Hans Knudsen in Berlin, were old
Nazis. Klaus Völker1

WHAT HAPPENS to theatre studies in an aca-
demic climate saturated with political deter-
minism? Theatre studies, as a relatively
inchoate field, was still establishing its creden-
tials in thefirstdecadesof the twentiethcentury.
Consequently, thefieldwasopen toco-optation
by other disciplines or ideological camps. The
founders in Germany had barely staked their
positions when a totalitarian system was
imposed, foreclosing debate, argumentation,
controversy and multiplicity. The various cur-
rents of scholarship were rechannelled into an
undeviating mainstream intended to sustain
the prevailing political system.

Theaterwissenschaft first evolved as an aca-
demic field in Germany,2 and quickly split

into two distinct approaches.3 In Berlin, Max
Herrmann (1865–1942) renounced the literary
interpretation of drama to study performance
on stage as an aesthetic phenomenon. In
opposition to philology as it was then taught,
he applied principles of spatial relationships,
iconography, and sociology, a method resem-
bling that of Aby Warburg in art history.4

Eager to establish such a study on a scientific
basis, Herrmann urged the use of authenti-
cated primary documents to reconstruct the
conditions of original performance and estab-
lish the audience as a constitutive collabora-
tor. His most important writing had been
published by 1914.5

Carl Niessen (1890–1969) in Cologne and
Artur Kutscher (1878–1960) in Munich also
sought to free theatre studies from the philo-
logical frame, seeking the origins of perfor-
mance in ethnographic and anthropological
research. Religion and myth were seen to
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foster and embody a völkisch (‘of the folk’, with
overtones of ‘national’) psychology. Although
Niessen believed that theatre originated in the
dance and rituals of aborigines, whereas
Kutscher sought it in Mimus, or the imitative
instinct, they both insisted that students
would benefit from hands-on activity, attend-
ing performances and staging their own
shows.6 Of the two, Niessen was more inter-
ested in the material aspect of performance,
omnivorously collecting objects and docu-
ments.

As Nora Probst has pointed out, Niessen is
‘a problematic figure because of his rather
“völkisch-nationalistic” views’.7 His ideas
were more intuitive than scientific. Although
his 1919 book on stage design seems to echo
Herrmann, he had returned from the World
War a conservative who voiced anti-modern
sentiments; for him culturewas the expression
of a community’s essence.8 To promote this
view, he developed an open-air, amateur pag-
eant, the Thingspiel, based on folkloric and
Germanic themes.

Artur Kutscher’s liberal credentials seemed
impeccable: he was closely associated with
Frank Wedekind and his lectures and semi-
nars, created in 1908, were attended by such
ground-breaking artists as Bertolt Brecht,
Erwin Piscator, Peter Hacks, Ödon von Hor-
vath, Klabund, and Ernst Toller. On tours, he
immersed his students in the Berlin produc-
tions of Max Reinhardt and Leopold Jessner.
Like Niessen, however, he showed a special
interest in ‘völkisch’ and peasant drama, and
its relationship to dance, masks, pantomime,
and folklore.Hewas later towrite: ‘As early as
1923 I had taught that this theatre had evolved
wholly and inextricably in line with the Volk-
stum, race, temperament, the driving force of
mimicry, and the spiritual, religious, political,
social life of a nation.’9 He believed that the
Volk’s soul could be found in old German folk
plays, especially in Bavaria. They demon-
strated an interdependence between ‘völkisch
society, völkisch feeling, and the need to put
this völkisch feeling intomovement and sound,
word and atmosphere. The stronger the one,
the more profound, intrinsic, and crucial to
existence is the other.’10 He began to believe
that the professional theatre, especially when

catering to ethnicminorities,was conducive to
a cultural crisis. Mass spectacles, similar to
Niessen’s Thingspiele, were recommended.
These ideas were aired in Kutscher’smagnum
opus of 1931, Grundriss derTheaterwissenschaft
[Outline of Theatre Studies], whose anthropo-
logical arguments are more psychological
than empirical.

As late as 1949, Kutscher was claiming
that in 1909–10 he and the Munich librarian
Professor Leidinger, not Max Herrmann,
had invented the term Theaterwissenschaft
after considering a plural form. They knew
that the university would not accept the
term Theater-Wissenschaft (that is, the Sci-
ence of Theatre) but might countenance
Theaterwissenschaft (the Study of Theatre).11

Their efforts faced resistance. University
bureaucracies and the vested interests of
departments of philology and Germanistik
(German language and literature), which
housed these professors, were reluctant to
grant their specialities academic respectabil-
ity.12 Kutscher was sneered at as the ‘Thea-
terprofessor’, using the German meaning of
Theater as ‘making a fuss’. They had to
establish their field of research as an inde-
pendent discipline, with its own centres of
learning. All three academics strove to
develop institutes and collections devoted
exclusively to Theaterwissenschaft. Niessen’s
Theatre Museum opened in 1919, followed
by an Insitut für Theaterkunde [Theatrical
Ethnology], better known as the Theaterhis-
torisches Insitut, in Munich in 1926.

In hismemoirs, Kutscher is at pains to claim
that he is a socialist by nature and had been,
unofficially, a Social Democrat. In 1926, how-
ever, attracted by the National Socialist plat-
form of the annexation of Austria, Germanic
fellowship, rearmament, the right to work,
and athletics, he met with Hitler. He was put
off by the demagogue’s personality, as well as
by the uniformity, militancy, and centraliza-
tion the Party demanded. The Nazi move to
develop apolitics of culturewas underwayby
1930. Although Kutscher, while claiming a
position of neutrality, tried to make conces-
sions in his lectures (for example, Hamlet is
typically Nordic in his doubting), he was sus-
pended from teaching until he formally
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denounced the term ‘liberalism’ and replaced
it with ‘national community’ or Gemein-
schaft.13

Scholarship Branded with Swastikas

With the Nazi ascent to power in 1933, the
educational establishment suffered the
increasingly invasive attentions of a totalitar-
ian regime. Non-Aryans were removed from
their posts and doctrinal pressures were put
on curricula. The pervasive ‘total congruence’
between Volk, Führer, state, and sciences
broke with the German tradition of a Kultur-
staat [‘government-supervised culture’],
which funded scholarship but did not have
the right to employ sanctions against it. The
required ‘pledge of allegiance of professors’
was meant to document ‘the unity of German
scholarshipwith the political leadership of the
nation’.14 There was some resistance: bureau-
cratic chaos, infighting among quasi-govern-
mental groups, and professorial idiosyncrasy
provided a certain latitude in academic stud-
ies, despite efforts at rigid ideological confor-
mity (or Gleichschaltung) and the Führer
principle. Inmostfields, however, Partymem-
bers or those who would enthusiastically
serve the state were installed in positions of
authority.15 Careerists found opportunities to
advance, promoting the values ofGermanistik,
perverting language and ideas, so that the
irrational strain in German thought and pro-
paganda for a newmythos was exalted. Nazi
fantasies of exclusion and exceptionalism
fuelled a radically nationalistic mode of
aggression. Resentment against bourgeois
liberalism and a pronounced unity of spirit
and politics prevailed.16

This held true for Theaterwissenschaft as
well. As Erika Fischer-Lichte has pointed
out, ‘the future development of a young
discipline’s necessary and fertile scholarly
discussion was brutally broken off by
National Socialism’.17 Objective enquiry
was supplanted by a mythologically oriented
interpretation of the Germanic Volk or Volk-
stum as an ominousmatrix forGerman theatre
studies.

Berlin, capital of the Reich, led the way.
Julius Petersen, President of the Goethe

Society until his death in 1941 and sole direc-
tor of the Theaterwissenschaftlichen Insitut of
Friedrich-Wilhelm-Universität, enlisted Hit-
ler Youth and Gauleiter for memorial services
at the graves of the ‘national’ intellectuals.18

As a Jew,MaxHerrmannwas forced into early
retirement and, ten years later, was deported
to Theresienstadt where he perished. His
replacement in the newly founded depart-
ment of Theaterwissenschaft was Hans Knud-
sen (1886–1971), a theatre critic who had long
served the Party and was commended by
Goebbels; as chief columnist for Die Bühne,
he recommended that the drama and theatre
of theWeimar period be relegated to oblivion.
In recompense for his politically impeccable
convictions, he was appointed to Herrmann’s
chair of Theaterwissenschaft in 1938, even
though the University had informed the
Reich’s Education Ministry that ‘his scholarly
achievements were insufficient for the main-
tenance of a professorship’.19

Knudsen’s star pupil was Elisabeth Frenzel
(1915–2014), whose 1940 dissertation on The
Figure of the Jew on the Modern German Stage
thanks him for his help, especially on the last
chapter, ‘The Jew as Political Intriguer’. She
explains: ‘The new völkisch concept creates a
new racially ideological anti-Semitism.’20

Knudsen praised it in the Party organ Der
Völkische Beobachter as doing a great service
in revealing how Jews use theatre to gain
power over the German people. Such obiter
dicta as ‘Naturalism revealed the network of
Jewry, and how its coils run through all the
spheres of public life and to which the inno-
cent, open, hard-workingGerman falls victim’

won Frenzel a place on the Council for Pro-
motion of Art, charged with supervising the
intellectual and world-view education with a
speciality in Theatre, Literature, and the Jew-
ish Question.21

National Socialist cultural politics also
exploited the movement for alternative forms
of performance that had been growing
since the beginning of the century. In
Cologne, Niessen, who had been head of the
Institute for Theaterwissenschaft at the univer-
sity from 1929 and a Truppführer of the SA
from 1933, honed his concept of Thingspiel to
support Nazi racial theories. That same year
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Goebbels’sMinistry for Education and Propa-
ganda sponsored the Reichbund der
deutschen Freilicht- und Volkschauspiel
[Reich Association for German Open-air and
Folk Performance] to facilitate and promote
it. The head of the Theatre division in the
Culture Ministry, Dr Rainer Schlösser, was a
fan of the Thingplatz [Thing space] as a locus
for Nordic folklore. However, the first Nazi
Thingspiel bore the significant title Deutsche
Passion 1933, suggesting an appropriation of
Christian, rather than pagan, imagery. This
chimed with National-Socialist themes of
regeneration and rebirth prevalent in the early
years of the Party.22Huge amphitheatreswere
built to accommodate the form, but Goebbels
eventually found it ineffective in promulgat-
ing policy and, when he codified language
usage in 1935, forbade the word Thingspiel.
By 1937 the phenomenon, along with its
name, was extinct.23

One of Niessen’s pet projects had been the
revival of a local form of Everyman, Alten Köl-
nerspels von Jedermann [Old Cologne Play of
Everyman], which, from 1922, had enjoyed
several successful outdoor productions, often
rewritten, staged, and even financed by the
professor. After a staging at Weinkopp bei
Bochum in 1933, which attracted an audience
of 135,000, the SS banned further stagings as
out of keeping with ‘today’s life feeling’.24

Niessen remained in his post, however. As
compensation for these rejections of his
brainchildren, Niessen was promoted to
Extraordinary Professor, and Theaterwis-
senschaft elevated to an independent depart-
ment at the University of Cologne, in 1938. He
served in positions of trust, as a corporate
member of the Reichstheaterkammer and
chief contributor to the paper Theater der Welt,
publishing monographs on Shakespeare,
Immermann, and modern opera.

In Munich, Kutscher maintained an
unsteady balancing act between his fondness
for liberal writers and his truckling to the
authorities. Throughout the 1930s, his teach-
ing came under increasing attack for discuss-
ing such authors as Hugo von Hofmannsthal
and Thomas Mann and neglecting Party
favourites. The performances and excursions
by his students were cancelled and his own

lecture tours curtailed. In his autobiography,
he describes his relationship with the Nazis as
locker [relaxed, laid-back]; nevertheless, in
1938 he joined two National Socialist front
organizations, the Reichskriegerbund [the Lea-
gue of War Veterans], and the Volkswohlfahrt
[National People’sWelfare], ostensibly a char-
itable institution but devoted to social engi-
neering.25 He travelled to Berlin to put his
own ideas about folk drama before Minister
Schlösser, whopreferredmore orthodox polit-
ical manifestations. When the Thingspiel fell
into disfavour, Schlösser informed Kutscher
that a mention of it in his forthcoming Outline
of Theaterwissenschaft was ‘undesirable’.26 In
1941, Kutscher was invited to open the Ger-
man Theatre in occupied Oslo with a lecture
on ‘The Mutual Influence between the Ger-
man and Norwegian Theatres’. Objections
were raised to such propaganda being offered
at the university, so he spoke to a hundred
Germanophiles at high tea in the Grand Hotel
and became a regular speaker in that city.

Finally, Kutscher, threatened with the loss
of his appointment and his salary, joined the
Nazi party in December 1942.27 Throughout
the war, faced with reduced class-size and a
student body of cynical war veterans, he pre-
ferred to travel, lecturing and researching, to
Italy and Poland, where he hobnobbed with
Governor General Frank, later condemned
and hanged at Nuremberg for war crimes.

In Vienna, Josef Gregor (1888–1960), a con-
servative Catholic and former student of Max
Reinhardt, director and founder of the Aus-
trian National Library Theatre Collection
from 1922, had already established a reputa-
tion for the impressive Monumenta scenica
[Monuments of the Stage, 1925–30] and a
world history of theatre (1933).28 He had no
difficulty in adjusting to new conditions. Gre-
gor persuaded the Gauleiters Alfred Frauen-
feld and Baldur von Schirach, leader of the
Hitler Youth, to support a Central Institute
for Theatre Studies that disseminated anti-
Semitic propaganda. In 1943 Gregor dedi-
cated to von Schirach his book Theater des
Volkes [People’s Theatre], packed with such
chapters as ‘The Theatre of the Germanic
Mythos’ and ‘The Theatre of the Christian
Mythos’. It referred to Österreich [Austria]
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by the Nazi-preferred term Ostmark, side-
lined Jewish contributions to music and the
performing arts, and bristled with the words
nationalistisch [nationalistic] and völkisch.
Because his research competed with that of
Knudsen and Herbert Frenzel, Elisabeth’s
husband, they spread the rumour that Gregor
had Jewish antecedents, a belief also enter-
tained by Reich Education minister Bernhard
Rust: ‘His appearance is absolutely Jewish
with a strong Negro additive. His works
express this origin.’29 Such odium theologicum
was not uncommonwithin academe, but Gre-
gor’s position was never seriously threatened.

The Careerist: A Study in Brown

The most egregious case is that of Heinz Kin-
dermann (1894–1985), who rose from an
obscure post in Münster to be the most influ-
ential aesthetician of National Socialism,
enjoying the prestige of a scientist and a public
intellectual. Technically a Germanist, he
joined the party in 1933 and published prolif-
ically racist and völkisch articles, with an
increasingly fanatical adherence to Nazism.30

Hitler’s ascension laid the cornerstone for his
career and in 1935 he was appointed to the
Theaterwissenschaft chair at the University of
Vienna. The faculty of philosophy protested,
not because of his ideas, but in order to pre-
serve independence from the government. In
1943, he founded the Zentralinstitut für Thea-
terwissenschaft there and was appointed its
Director the same month as the defeat at Sta-
lingrad in expectation that he would promote
the cause. Director Kindermann’s first move
was to summon his student Margret Dietrich
(1920–2004) fromMünster to serve as his assis-
tant; her dissertation the following year was
on race psychology, with gesture as an iden-
tifying marker, and proposed a Judenrein
[‘purified of Jews’] Burgtheater.31

In a letter to Goebbels, Kindermann offered
a plan for ‘a methodical foundation’ as the
theatre-historical ‘bridge’, which would bol-
ster the claims of German culture to be pre-
eminent in world civilization. Theaterwis-
senschaft als Lebenswissenschaft was offered as
ameans of binding the nation, equating actors
with soldiers and paying no attention to ‘alien

cultural material’. Kindermann proposed a
biological foundation to theatre studies and
a racial-eugenic approach to theatre history:

Research of the repertoire . . . would have to be
wholly systematic in the sphere of a more devel-
oped spiritual-historical interpretation, which con-
veys a full account of the internal laws of the
artwork and hence raises from within the Theatre
thewhole play of forces of cultural and spiritual life
of the Volk.32

Consequently, the Institute became a major
player at the cultural epicentre of the
‘großdeutsche Reich’.

In essence, Kindermann was applying to
Theaterwissenschaft principles he had already
enunciated for Literaturwissenschaft [Science of
Literature] in his 1937manifestoDichtung und
Volkheit [Poetry and Nationalness – another
coinage], the title a crude linkage to Goethe’s
autobiographyDichtung und Wahrheit [Poetry
and Truth]. Distancing himself from fact-find-
ing positivism, Kindermann preferred ‘spiri-
tual’methods, which would unite philosophy
and religion, an allegedly biological (but actu-
ally visionary) notion that literature is the
expression of the body of the Volksganze or
‘totality of the nation’. It should not only con-
tribute to the community, but enhance the
‘state of well-fortified and able-bodied beings’
and the ‘force of resistance.’ Individuals are
only spokesmen for the community.33

New values entail not problems, only
forces. The clotted prose describing them is
typical:

By these forces, so must our new understanding of
values, our new feeling and our precise knowledge
of poetic authenticity, as well as the creative power
of our new interpretation and localization of poetry
be put into action amidst all the events of the
Volk . . .34

This, a moment whenmany people thinkWis-
senschaft has abandoned the striving for abso-
lute perfection, ‘is precisely the time when the
German Volk must rebuild the times’:

When a tree nursery is planted, all the weeds must
be removed, so that the growth of young trees be
not impaired. And a great deal must be removed
from developing young people, so that they be not
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seriously impaired and destroyed by elders and
grown-ups in this formative stage or else their
whole future lives could be in jeopardy . . . The
moral is . . . [that] in the present stage of renewal
only the healthy and constructive writing of all the
ages is to be chosen for positive evaluation through
our research and teaching.35

Quoting Nietzsche, Kindermann insists that
human beings become confused and incapa-
ble of actionwhen confrontedwith alien ideas
and opinions, so they must escape history
(a peculiar proposition for a practising histo-
rian). Ifwe are to awake fromour lethargy and
become engaged, ‘weobviously have to forget
a great deal’.36 Pick and choose, leaving aside
what is diseased in literature ‘as we do as a
result of our race-hygienic views both in the
realm of the corporeal so closely intertwined
with spiritual life and naturally in the realm of
religion, moral, social, political matters’.37 For
scientific progress cold reason must be jetti-
soned in favour of the heart, passion, scholarly
intuition, enthusiastic assertion of one’s own
rightness. Academic research must be life ser-
vice to the nation, and the scholar must stand
behind his work as a complete person, not just
as an intellect. Antiquarianism and theorizing
are both danger zones unless annexed to
Volksgeschehen [a neologism implying ‘what
happens to, by, and for the people’]. A corol-
lary of this was the classification, identifica-
tion, and rejection of anything Jewish in
favour of an integrated worldview.

After-Effects

If the Nazi occupation of Theaterwissenschaft
had been a discrete episode that ended with
the war, difficulties would still have been
encountered in picking up and reconnecting
the threads severed in 1933. What worsened
the situation was that, for the most part, the
same scholars who had occupied university
chairs under Hitler were reappointed thereaf-
ter. Although there were throngs of émigré
theatre practitioners ready and willing to
resume positions in their former homelands,
no such critical mass of theatre scholars
existed. Unlike scientists, academics in the
humanities could not easily find employment

abroad. Since Theaterwissenschaft was a rela-
tively new andnot always recognizedfield, its
professors were especially unemployable.

The one outstanding exception was the
Austrian Alois Nagler (1907–1993), a musicol-
ogist who happened to be on a lecture tour in
the United States in the late 1930s and decided
not to return to Europe. During the war he
served on a naval intelligence project at Yale
University and in 1949 joined its faculty as
professor of theatre studies in its School of
Drama. An entire generation of American the-
atre scholars were to attend his seminars and
become members of the American Society for
Theatre Research, which he co-founded. Nag-
ler’s approach was essentially that of Max
Herrmann, namely, a reliance on collecting
and authenticating original documents; a
prime example was his Sourcebook of Theatrical
History (1952), long a foundational text in the
field. An arch-conservative who deplored
modernmethods of opera staging,Nagler also
denigrated anything that could be counted as
dilettantish in research.38 His students later
ran graduate programmes throughout North
America, perpetuating for a generation the
‘just the facts, ma’am’ school of Theatre Stud-
ies.

In Europe, however, if departments and
institutes of Theaterwissenschaft were to be
staffed, the eligible candidates usually had
suspect political backgrounds. Denazifica-
tion, as practised by four separate Allied pow-
ers with different methods and agendas, often
consisted of nomore than ‘a lick and a prayer’.
Only a tenth of the German population had
been card-carrying Party members, but even
thatwas not considered incriminating in itself.
Professors and administrators were fre-
quently returned to their posts within a year’s
time. For instance, none of those responsible
for making the arts and academe Judenrein
was punished after the war. Otto zur Nedden
(1902–1994), chief dramaturg of the German
National Theatre in Weimar and director of
Jena’s Theaterwissenschaft Institute, and author
of a history of drama in the twentieth century,
which enjoyed its third edition in 1944, had
joined the National Socialist party as early as
1931; he had adapted and staged a virulently
anti-Semitic production of Marlowe’s The Jew
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of Malta, and been in charge of Germanizing
Norwegian students in Buchenwald concen-
tration camp. Yet he served from 1961 to 1969
as Professor of Theaterwissenschaft at the Uni-
versity of Cologne, and was much published,
performed, and fêted.39

Even in the Soviet sector of Berlin, where
the East Germans established a rival Institute
of Theaterwissenschaft on Marxist principles,
with branches in Weimar and Leipzig, reha-
bilitation was not long in coming.40 Hans
Wahl (1885–1949), Director of the Goethe
National Museum, co-founder of the Weimar
Group of theMilitant League for GermanCul-
ture under Alfred Rosenberg, and a Party
member from 1938, rapidly accommodated
himself to the Soviet authorities, serving as
Deputy Chair of the Cultural Alliance for the
Democratic Renewal of Germany. On his
death in 1949, he received a state funeral and
had a street named after him.41

The Allies refused the application of Hans
Knudsen to resume his teaching for three
years, but finally capitulated. Although
Knudsen intended a thorough history of Ber-
lin theatre in order to research and preserve
what had been lost during thewar, in the sixty
post-war dissertations he directed there is no
mention of the changes wrought in theatre life
by the Third Reich. In his German Theatre His-
tory, written as a study aid in 1959, theWeimar
Republic is depicted as communist-dom-
inated, unwholesome, and propagandistic,
while Brecht is drawn as perfidious and
hate-filled. When asked about his praise of
Frenzel’s dissertation on the Jewish image,
he continued to refer to it as ‘a work of schol-
arship’ and pointed out that Jews had also
written on the subject; he contributed to her
husband’s theatre history of 1984, which
breaks into two distinct parts after 1890. Fren-
zel herself was a frequent contributor to refer-
ence books, including the Große Brockhaus
encyclopedia; in 2001 she was awarded a mil-
lion euros by the Akademie der Wissenschaf-
ten zu Göttigen for her literary research.

Even more brazenly, Knudsen worked
with Dr Kurt Raeck on a biography of his
unfortunate predecessor Max Herrmann at
the newly founded Theaterwissenschaftliche
Institut der freien Universität and the

Gesellschaft für Theatergeschichte. Neither
institution enquired into the Third Reich, for
fear of self-incrimination, so Knudsen referred
merely to Herrmann’s ‘being made emeritus
and removed’.42 He continued to dominate
theatre studies in Berlin in the face of intermit-
tent protest; he wrote to a newspaper in 1961
complaining that the student protesters were
under the sway of Jewish agents and leaders.
Wicclair, an alumnus, testified five years later:
‘From many conversations with students of
Theaterwissenschaft I know that there are two
groups: almost fanatic so-called Knudsen
adherents, and on the other hand students
who demonstrate against them.’43

TheUniversity ofMunich had re-opened in
November 1944. After much red tape, Artur
Kutscher received an academic contract in
January 1946, but it was rescinded four days
later. He hired a lawyer and argued for his
victimhood: he had joined the Party under
duress, he claimed, had had a student who
was shot as a member of a resistance group,
and had lost his house and four thousand
books in Allied bombing raids. A petition
signed by sixty-two German intellectuals of
various factions finally managed to rehabili-
tate him, and by April Kutscher was teaching
five hundred students.44 He retired full of
honours in 1951, and nine years later pub-
lished a highly exculpatory autobiography.

The Survival of the Careerist

Vienna was no exception to these cases. Gre-
gor continued to publish: a history of the Aus-
trian theatre, a monograph on Wagner, a
guide for playgoers. However, it is Kinder-
mann who parlayed his National Socialist
notoriety into post-war celebrity. After his
dismissal from the Institute, the Institute itself
was strongly defended by the Germanist
Eduard Castle, who became its provisional
head. In 1953 Kindermann was officially
declared denazified and published his Aufga-
ben und Grenzen der Theaterwissenschaft [Prob-
lems and Limits of the Study of Theatre]. The
next year he was reinstalled at the Institute
in the name of academic freedom, despite
student demonstrations that were dismissed
as minority opinions. Anti-communist policy
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also played a part in this triumphal return.
Kindermann’s past became a taboo subject
overnight, and he referred to books about
Nazism as ‘satyr plays between boards’. He
embraced capitalism as a bulwark against
socialism and Communism, going so far as
to praise South Africa as a beacon of Western
civilization on the ‘dark Continent’. Needless
to say, he was held in contempt and his works
banned in the Soviet zone and its successor,
the DDR.

Kindermann also reappointed Margret
Dietrich as his assistant both at the Institute
and as editor of the journalMaske und Kothurn,
which he founded in 1955 and edited for thirty
years. That Dietrich, formerly an active Party
member, was unreconstructed is made clear
by her reliance on National Socialist anthro-
pology in her 1954 advanced professional dis-
sertation on the imagery of humanity. She
named as one of her research techniques
‘appearance as an expression of race’. The
Kindermann–Dietrich team maintained little
distance from Nazi academic practices or
self-critical reflection over the developed
categories and interpretations, which they
impressed wholesale on several generations
of students.

Throughout his post-war publications, and
regularly in Maske und Kothurn, Kindermann
employed a more euphemistic vocabulary: he
replaced the words Rasse [race] and Wesen
[essence] with such tropes as ‘landscape’ and
‘rhythm of the blood’. He insisted in 1961 that
Austrians have a fervent interest in theatre
because of their ‘innate artistic feeling’, and
those who create theatre are ‘always inspired
by the will to let the Theatre become a people-
forming force’. For him, ‘irrationalism’ was
the essential component of true art (he had
earlier praised Germans as unique in their
ability to unearth irrational profundities)
and insisted that theatre could not be a
medium contingent on society. Consequently
he disdained politically engaged theatre
and preferred cathartic ‘Affekt-Theater’
(or ‘emotionally charged’ theatre). He urged
an Austrian boycott of Brecht, whose theories
could have nothing to do with art.

As to theatre scholarship, the scholar must
be the preferred mediator between the artist

and the public. Since the theatre is a living
organism, it has to be reconstructed by means
of methodical research allied to a creative
vision. Reason by itself is fatal to life.
‘Forces’, rather than ‘problems’, are to be
investigated. As a discipline, Theaterwis-
senschaft is a lawunto itself, since the theatrical
work of art is unique. Interdisciplinary
research is worthwhile only in auxiliary and
ancillary fields of study. Sounding like a Vien-
nese Polonius, Kindermann never ceased to
proclaim how important ‘cultural-historical,
political-historical, philosophical, aesthetical,
or social-historical parallel symptoms’ are for
Theaterwissenschaft’s enquiry into pervasive
similarities.45

Apologists cited Kindermann’s later work
as implicit acts of restitution and rehabilita-
tion, although this interpretation may err on
the side of generosity. His embarkation on
what would become a ten-volume history of
European theatre (1957–74) would seem to be
a renunciation of former principles, since he
had previously discredited and devalued any
cultural phenomena outside the German-
speaking world. Nevertheless, glimmers of
his earlier tenets keep shining through. Kin-
dermann insists that the only way to under-
stand European or, for that matter, world
theatre is to investigate national, chauvinistic
histories. The project might even be seen as a
hyperthyroid sequel to his 1944 manifesto in
support of government policy, The European
Mission of the German Theatre; in it, Kinder-
mann insisted that German culture has a
responsibility to instigate and infiltrate the
pan-European art scene. Just as, in that essay,
‘collaboration’ and ‘interaction’ are weasel
words, camouflaging a one-way traffic, one
wonders if his exhaustive survey of continen-
tal theatre might be read as an imperial take-
over of national and ethnic cultures.46

When Kindermann stepped down as head
of the Institute in 1966, Dietrich succeeded
him in the post. Nothing prevented her from
celebrating his eightieth birthday with a lau-
datory Festschrift. The first dissertation to
broach the subject of the ex-Nazi presence in
the academic field had come out ofMünster in
1952; typewritten and unpublished, its gener-
alities won little attention. The studies that
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began to appear in the 1980s spoke of terror
and manipulation, but overlooked the com-
plexities of changes in the public and the
media. It was only in 1981, four years before
Kindermann’s death at the age of ninety, that
Peter Roessler, Monika Meier, and Gerhard
Schiet published Theaterwissenschaft und Fas-
chismus, illuminating the ‘post-Nazi’ situation
and spelling out in detail Kindermann’s com-
plicity. By then he had become untouchable.47

Of all the Theaterwissenschaftlers who sur-
vived the Nazi period, Niessen is the only
one to have made an amende honorable. The
denazification boards classified him as politi-
cally ‘minderbelastet’ (‘least tainted’). He contin-
ued in his chair at Munich until he was made
emeritus in 1959, and his publications were
prolific; among his contributions to the Theatre
Collection was the acquisition of the Nachlaß
[legacy] of the greatMunich clownKarl Valen-
tin. Like Kindermann, he embarked on a
culminating magnum opus, a ten-volume
Handbuch der Theater-Wissenschaft [Handbook
of the Science of Theatre], of which only three
volumes, comprising two thousand pages,
appeared between 1948 and 1958. His collec-
tion of theatrical artefacts had juxtaposed and
categorized all manner of fragmentary phe-
nomena without imposing a comprehensive
theory or argument upon them.48 The Hand-
book is similar in avoiding a prescriptive super-
structure; at the same time, his ideas, in Nora
Probst’s words, ‘reflect an unusual liberal and
open-minded concept of theatre’.49

Carrying on his pre-war concerns, Niessen
demonstrates a volkskundlich [national-ethno-
logical] orientation with an emphasis on
dance and ritual; he prefers this approach over
literary theory in the formation of an all-
encompassing Theaterwissenschaft that would
be applicable worldwide:

Theatre studies is capable, as are few other disci-
plines, of awakening an understanding of other
peoples. It should be capable of making clear how
the core of all humanity is related, how it lives out
of the same passions, follows the same artistic
instincts, seeks beauty and humanity, rather than
tormenting each other, shedding blood, and
destroying irrevocably what ought to be the invio-
lable heritage of all things worthy of life, i.e., the
true culture of human beings.50

As Christopher Balme has pointed out, this is
not only a clear repudiation ofNazi exception-
alism, its championing of theatrical diversity
is also a kind of performance studies avant la
lettre.51 Our current interest in global intercul-
turalism and our fascination with crossing
borders perpetuate Niessen’s efforts to efface
the chauvinistic, National-Socialist brand of
Theaterwissenschaft. Its explicit and eloquent
humanism clearly distinguishes it from Kin-
dermann’s cautiously non-judgemental
appeal to pan-Europeanism.

The belated publication of the works of
Niessen and Max Herrmann, whose pre-war
Origins of Professional Theatre did not appear
until 1962, limited their influence. ‘My
impression,’ recalled the Polish dramaturg
Andrzej Wirth, who worked in Germany in
the 1950s, ‘was that German Theaterwis-
senschaft had changed into an unmoored Kul-
turwissenschaft (cultural studies) without
focus and method’.52 With so many academic
chairs occupied by unreconstructedNazis, the
field had little appeal for seekers after intellec-
tual rigour. It took the disruptions of the 1960s
to provoke a theoretical questioning of the old
paradigms; Germany was still divided politi-
cally and geographically, but at certain junc-
tures the academic world had begun to
coalesce. Alternative views were not only
being aired, but adopted. In reference to his-
toriography in general, one scholar has
described it as the introduction of a ‘sharp-
ened theoretical understanding’ in place of a
‘naive empiricism of positivistic pragma-
tism’.53

Intellectual systems do not spring up spon-
taneously. The so-called ‘hard sciences’ con-
struct serious academic genealogies, tracing
ideas and influences from teacher to student
over generations. Theatre and performance
studies would benefit from similar enquiries,
not only to pin down when and where a con-
cept may have originated, but what contin-
gent circumstances have been brought to bear
upon its gestation and genesis. For decades
Theaterwissenschaft suffered from the baleful
effects of an oppressive and intolerant ideol-
ogy. Further enquiry into its lingering after-
effects may be revealing about current disci-
plinary assumptions and practices.
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