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Preface

During my research on theatre and the public sphere in nineteenth-century Germany, I came across a genre of theatre that posed a problem for the police authorities who were always keen to mark a clear distinction between ‘public’ and ‘private’: amateur theatre (Liebhabertheater). My first response to these police files was that as it only concerned amateur theatre, it would be irrelevant for my research. My image of historical amateur theatre to that point had largely been shaped by the private theatricals by the nobility in court culture and by the farmers’ theatre of the catholic German South that is still very active today. Neither of these forms of amateur theatre seemed relevant to my theme of contested theatrical public spaces.

But after closer consideration, I realized that the police authorities had a relevant problem with a hugely popular form of theatre performed by a sector of society made up of craftsmen, servants, and simple people who had not been involved in practical theatricals earlier. This caught my interest as I had already worked on theatre censorship within the social and political shifts of the nineteenth century.

When I began to explore more deeply, I noticed that amateur theatre around 1800 was described in terms of a viral disease, and epidemic, that had taken its grip on the middle classes. This was definitely something different from the private theatrical performed by the nobility or the farmers in remote villages enacting religious plays. Published information on these theatre amateurs was scarce, though, and I quickly realized that this kind of amateur theatre had rarely met any historiographical interest because it did not feature prominent families or individuals. The public discourse on such bourgeois amateur theatre tended to mix class prejudice with generally pejorative judgements on theatre. There was a lot at stake here: a new form of theatre was challenging previous models, and members of a newly emerging social sector were claiming these practices.

In 2018/19, I was awarded a research grant from my employer at the time, Stockholm University, that allowed me to invest in expanded archival research in Berlin where I hoped to find documents on the lively urban amateur theatre practice around 1800 that I had read about in historical travel logs and lexicon entries of the time. I also visited the Theatre Collection of Freie Universität to investigate the archival documents of the theatre association Urania. What I found was an unparalleled historiographical treasure: thirty-eight boxes of archival documents, including play bills, jubilee brochures, repertoire lists, and the diligently kept protocols from the biweekly meeting conferences of the association. As soon as I started to read, I was captivated by the lively images of the day-to-day concerns of these theatre amateurs, by the ambitious policies of their organization that emerged from the biweekly protocols: the charms of their negotiations of repertoire, their people and theatrical issues, by the gradual development of their rhetorical and theatricals skills. What struck me most was the first formal constitution of the theatre association from 1797 that made a clear claim for democratic citizenship as the form of government in the theatre association, and the articulated educational objectives of the theatre practice relating to Enlightenment concepts. In historical materials on other theatre associations of the time, I found similar tendencies, and this is how my key approach to historical amateur theatre around 1800 gradually formed.

I wanted to bring out the living image of Urania, but at the same time I saw a need to contextualize the general historical situation of these bourgeois amateur theatre associations around 1800 to get a clearer picture. The reader will therefore find in this book chapters that deal with the conceptual and historical context of the emergence of this kind of amateur theatre, chapters that treat a diversity of theatre amateurs and voices supporting or countering such amateur practice; and finally, chapters that exclusively focus on Urania’s proceedings, productions, and performances. The perspective of ‘performing citizenship’ is the red thread running throughout.

The book contains many quotations from the Urania files and from other original source materials. Unless otherwise stated, all translations from German to English are mine.
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Introduction – Performing citizenship in German amateur theatre

Around 1800, bourgeois amateur theatricals became a popular form of social gathering and aesthetic practice in the expanding urban settings of the larger residencies of the German states, which had been undergoing substantial social shifts in the eighteenth century. These shifts were marked by a gradual transition from an estate society, with rigid social strata, to a bourgeois society that enabled social mobility, particularly between the different levels of the middle classes. The huge migration of residents from the countryside to larger towns and cities further encouraged these social shifts. Social bonding and cultural life developed more and more, as they grew away from the strict social hierarchies that had hitherto characterized estate society and traditional rural communities. Establishing oneself in an emerging bourgeois city meant becoming part of social, economic, and cultural commerce. The self-styled modern, urban citizen had also to be involved in literary circles, learned societies, and engage in one of the popular ‘leisure associations’ that practiced amateur theatricals and provided appropriate evening entertainment during the long and dull winter season.

These new forms of cultural and social activity allowed for multi-levelled social bonding outside of the traditional social orders. Members of such associations considered themselves ‘friends’ and sometimes even ‘brothers’; new family ties were forged, and the business careers of fellow members supported. But this social networking was more than just a useful means to become successful in city circles. Building on the emerging urban sociability (Geselligkeit), theatre associations invested in educating and creating a citizen identity that claimed political and social agency. In a political environment where such claims could not be realized, the protected frame of the association allowed the theatre amateurs to ‘perform citizenship’ and hence to act out a citizen identity for a longed-for post-absolutist society.

The growing interest in theatre among the middle classes in Berlin is described in a report by the local police department, published in 1801 in the Prussian monthly journal National-Zeitung:


Over the past ten years or so the love for acting has grown to such a remarkable degree, particularly among those classes that hitherto had chosen different pleasure activities, that the audience size at the local National Theatre has increased annually, and numerous private persons have engaged in staging theatrical pieces for their own pleasure.1


Amateur theatre at this time was frequently described as an epidemic2 that quickly spread among the lower classes and endangered the state when workers laid down their tools and engaged in theatre activities rather than contributing to the national wealth. Even though the 1801 report refers to the situation in Berlin, sources from all German-speaking lands bear witness to a ‘theatromania’ spreading to the middle classes.3

These bourgeois amateur theatricals were new and different in their institutional and organizational structures. They established theatre associations (Theater-Vereine) or theatre clubs that were based on a legal constitution. This constitution defined their core activities by prescribing access regulations for membership and procedures of leadership and decision-making. The associations were independent from a sponsor or patron of the arts and strove to govern their theatre and social activities democratically. The non-hierarchical organization and self-regulation of the bourgeois amateur theatricals were entirely different to the private theatricals of the nobility that had been their original inspiration. Also, the relatively open membership catchment (mainly limited to Christian men from the middle classes) helped create a mass phenomenon associated with, and facilitated by, the social shifts of the time.

There were many different names for amateur theatre. As Peter Heßelmann states, the terms Liebhabertheater (amateur theatre in the proper sense), Gesellschaftstheater (social theatre), Societätstheater (theatre society), and Privattheater (private theatre) were used synonymously.4 Another term appearing less frequently was Dilettantentheater (dilettante theatre) that became more pertinent to the historical discourse on ‘dilettantism’. My preference throughout this book is for ‘amateur theatre’, the exception being in the translations of historical sources where I will use the original terminology.

A full catalogue of German amateur theatricals of the time is not possible because of their historiographical marginalization. In contrast to the private theatricals of the nobility for which the administration and documentation of court culture as well as distinguished biographies were a regular part of the archiving tradition, middle-class amateur theatre was not considered worth recording. As a result, the historian of amateur theatricals around 1800 has little reliable historical source material to work with, generally limited to just a few journal articles, theatre almanacs, and private reports.

It is therefore a true miracle that the comprehensive documentation of the Berlin theatre association Urania (1792–1944) has survived. These amateurs met biweekly to discuss and decide on all matters of their theatre association. An elected secretary general kept diligent minutes from their ‘conferences’ and carefully archived all proceedings, letters, and reports relating to the respective agendas. Through the unusually long history of Urania members gradually developed an awareness of their own historicity and so increasingly their archive was considered a treasure worth maintaining and preserving. For example, in 1870, after a preliminary dissolution of the association, a group made urgent efforts to retrieve the archive that had been auctioned off together with the theatre library, props, costumes, and interior decorations.5 This archival ‘treasure’ gives the historian a valuable insight into the day-to-day business and the developments of discourses and practices in an amateur theatre. The earliest documents date from 1793,6 and there is a full record of their conferences from 1809 until the 1890s,7 which also include theatre bills, printed brochures of specific events, and membership and repertoire lists from specific periods. As a result, the Urania theatre association quite naturally became my prime example for an investigation of ‘performing citizenship’. As Urania was in Berlin, the larger context of amateur theatricals in the Prussian capital came into focus. I will, however, widen the perspective to amateur theatricals in other German-speaking regions whenever possible and appropriate.

In the late eighteenth century, amateur theatricals had become so important throughout Germany that Heinrich August Ottokar Reichard, famous publisher, librarian, and theatre director at the court of Gotha, included a specific rubric on amateur theatre in his widely read Theater-Kalender (Theatre Calendar)8 called ‘Nachrichten von deutschen gesellschaftlichen Bühnen’ (‘News from German Society Stages’) in 1783 (Figure 1).

[image: A page of text from a book, shows a section title “Nachrichten von deutschen, gesellschaftlichen Bühnen,” followed by “Erste Fortsetzung,” and then “I. Geschichte und Einrichtung des gesellschaftlichen Theaters zu Nürnberg.”  The page features dense, old-style German text, including numbered paragraphs.]Figure 1‘Nachrichten von deutschen gesellschaftlichen Bühnen’, Theater-Kalender auf das Jahr 1783, Gotha: Karl Wilhelm Ettinger, 138. Public domain.

Reichard had asked his readers to send in correspondences to report on amateur theatres from German-speaking countries. He did not differentiate between format, genre, or organizational form, and so reports on both noble private theatricals (in Dürkheim, Augsburg, Epuries, Vienna,9 Goddentow, Ballenstedt) and bourgeois amateur theatricals (in Nuremberg, Fulda, Dresden,10 Erzgebirge, Vienna,11 Hamburg,12 Bayreuth, Heidelberg, Waldenberg,  Bückeberg) were sent to the editor between 1783 and 1800. Other sources tell of amateur theatres in Leipzig,13 Munich,14 Berlin,15 and elsewhere.

The focus of my study will be on late-eighteenth-century bourgeois amateur theatre groups operating as a formal association and within a constitutional framework. The first model of such is the Dresden Societaetstheater (Society Theatre),16 founded in 1776. Its membership was drawn from the upper middle class (court officials, merchants, scholars and literati, and other notabilities of Dresden) and was bound to the society’s constitution.17 Even though defined by its constitutional basis and bourgeois membership, it interacted with noble circles, for example, through its audience and sponsorship, and seems to have adopted some aspects of noble private theatre practice. Other Societaetstheater were later established in Saxony, in Bautzen, Freiberg, Schneeberg, and Meißen,18 modelled after the Dresden amateur theatre (Figure 2).
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A unique case was the National-Bürgertheater (National Citizen Theatre) active during the Mainz Republic (March to July 1793).19 The French army had occupied the city of Mainz in October 1792. The theatre director Koch who had performed with his troupe at the Nationaltheater (National Theatre) had left the city in the first weeks of the occupation. The local Jacobins saw an opportunity to seize the theatre for ‘gathering all young and older, male and female citizens of the city who have a desire and a talent for performing’.20 Further ‘theatre regulations’ proposed democratic and collective decision-making and the prioritizing of democratic and patriotic theatre pieces.21

Since the professional actors had left, turning to citizen actors seemed a rational choice. It was also a means to stimulate patriotic enthusiasm, both among the performers and the audience, as Georg Steiner expressed it: ‘There is no other person worth considering for the performance of bourgeois-revolutionary theatre, than the bourgeois revolutionary himself.’22

From April to June 1793, the National-Bürgertheater performed fourteen pieces on eleven evenings. Contrary to their intentions, they performed both patriotic revolutionary plays and popular drama of the time.23 When the city was bombarded by the counter-revolutionary allies, though, the theatre burnt down and the performances of the National-Bürgertheater ended. The new government severely punished all persons who had been involved in the Jacobin club,24 including the performers of the National-Bürgerbühne, and they strictly prohibited any further amateur theatricals in the city.25

Due to the rigid counter-revolutionary politics, the National-Bürgertheater was not able to exercise any further influence on amateur theatricals. Nonetheless, we need to acknowledge that this short-lived episode was a radical realization of a true citizen stage, managed, organized, and performed by men and women of equal social standing. It is not possible to know the extent to which it inspired the establishment of middle-class theatre associations intending to perform citizenship.

Talking of ‘bourgeois amateur theatre’ always entails a certain oppositional stance to ‘noble private theatricals’. The similarities with noble theatricals of the time, though, were also obvious, particularly in their educational aims and in their bourgeois repertoire. There was little difference in the choice of play text, particularly as the same editions,26 anthologies, and almanacs were available to amateurs, both noble and bourgeois. Yet, we need to acknowledge that there were also older German traditions of amateur theatre that might have left some impression on the bourgeois theatre associations.

Since the sixteenth century, there had been three main types of popular amateur theatre, all of which had a common religious or pedagogical interest. The first was the Jesuit school drama (Jesuitendrama), the second was non-professional theatre as performed by craftsmen and members of guilds (Handwerker- und Zunfttheater), and the third was farmers’ theatre (Bauerntheater), which was particularly widespread in the countryside of catholic Southern Germany. They all performed religious plays and different forms of comedy. The Jesuit theatre had a moral educational purpose and introduced their pupils to the declamation of Latin verse to give insights into rhetorical skills. The tradition of the craftsmen’s theatre was rooted in baroque practices and combined religious play with spectacular staging effects. The farmers’ theatre staged plays about the lives of saints and, in some locations, also performed the passion of Christ. Their repertoire depended heavily on how lenient their religious leaders, whether local priest or bishop, were. Sometimes, the practice of the farmers was based on an ancient religious vow, as was the case of Oberammergau. When the plague was raging in the area in 1634, the villagers vowed to perform the passion of Christ every ten years if the village was to be spared from the epidemic. Standing by their vow caused a constant stream of tourists to attend their performances, even to the present day, and it gave the village some legitimacy for their theatricals, making it hard for the authorities to prohibit the performances.

All these older amateur theatre practices lost their meaning when the Enlightenment pushed back against religious traditions and beliefs. And this resulted in the emergence of a secular amateur theatre that embraced both bourgeois drama and the goals of secular education. Although it was in fact thanks to their ancestors, who had stimulated an appetite for theatre practice and provided the models of how to form theatre production outside of noble and courtly cultures, that these newer, bourgeois forms of amateur theatre took root and blossomed.

And, as Eckard Gruber shows, these new drama and theatre associations were both voluntary unions independent from the guilds and had a much higher degree of organization than the literary salons of the time, and in principle, they were also open to everyone, unlike other formal clubs emerging at the time, such as the ‘Republican Clubs’, that had far stricter access regulations.

The practice of amateur theatre around 1800 was popularized in different media forms. It appears as a topic of public discourse, in treatises, journal articles, and reports, where questions such as ‘who and to what end one should be allowed to join amateur theatres?’ and ‘what should such non-professional theatre practice look like?’ were discussed in detail, as I will show later. A number of practical guides were also published to explain how to establish and maintain one’s own amateur theatricals.27

There were also plays which took amateur theatricals as a theme, frequently as a setting for a love intrigue or using it as a meta-theatrical narrative (play in the play) to demonstrate the representational levels of theatre. Examples of such comedies28 include Friedrich Ludwig Schröder’s29 Das Portrait der Mutter oder: Die Privatkomödie (The Portrait of the Mother, or The Private Comedy, 1790), Johann Friedrich Rochlitz’s Liebhabereyen oder Die neue Zauberflöte (Hobbies or The New Magic Flute, 1790), an anonymous author’s Geniestreiche oder Das Privattheater (Acts of a Genius or The Private Theatre, 1790) Carl Albrecht’s Die Privattheaterprobe (The Rehearsal of the Private Theatre, 1800), and Ludwig Wieland’s30 Das Liebhabertheater (The Amateur Theatre, 1802). In these comedies, private theatricals are sometimes depicted as ridiculous, but more frequently, they are presented as a regular leisure activity that gives the characters an opportunity to exceed their limited social identities and thereby to initiate some action that leads to an happy ending that otherwise would have been hindered by their social roles, for example, a father forgiving a son because of the narrative the son acts out before his father, or, the dissolution of a love intrigue because the wrong woman is revealed to be the right woman on stage and so on. Carl Franz van der Velde gives a more complete picture of an amateur theatre association in his novel Das Liebhabertheater (The Amateur Theatre, 1826), which depicts the social and theatrical life of theatre amateurs in a small country town. As popular visual culture was less developed at the time, caricature was not a prominent element in amateur theatre, but because the plays and popular novels had a diverse audience and readership, they nonetheless contributed to making amateur theatre mainstream across different social groups.

The media developments of the time were also an important factor in the popularizing of amateur theatre. The comedies mentioned above were all distributed through newly developed channels and printing devices, that is through the rapid press, introduced in the 1810s. Literacy among the German population increased substantially in the eighteenth century, largely as a result of the social pressure caused by the sheer number of printed publications that required reading skills.31 In the last third of the eighteenth century, more than 300,000 printed items, including journals, books, and administrative papers, were published in Germany.32 The emergence of public libraries providing a readership with books and journals for a small fee further fostered reading circles among the middle classes. It was important for amateur theatres to have access to published play texts because they rarely had connections with dramatic authors who often sent their unpublished manuscripts to well-known public theatres. Nor did they have the financial means to purchase the performing rights for such unpublished dramatic works.33 This is illustrated by a letter written by former Urania member Carl Duncker to the board34 describing his attempts to find a newly published drama at the Leipzig book fair.

What regulations and laws did amateurs have to deal with when performing plays in this period? The politics of censorship in Germany35 generally differentiated between public and private theatre practices. After September 1819, all German states created their own censorship legislation in line with the Karlsbader Beschlüsse of the German Confederation, which was a response to the atrocious nationalist terror attacks on high-rank administrators in different German states that culminated in the murder of the author August von Kotzebue in Mannheim. All writings with fewer than 320 pages (16 Druckbogen) had to be sent to the censors to receive clearance (Imprimatur) before they were printed. This included all journals, brochures, flyers, and leaflets and applied to single prints of theatre pieces. Prussia introduced even stricter rules, demanding that all publications regardless of their length had to undergo censorship.

However, the Prussian authorities soon realized that not all plays were printed before they were performed, and so, in March 1820, they prohibited ‘any printed or unpublished tragedy, drama, comedy or Singspiel’ to be performed on stage without governmental permission (Admittatur). These national regulations were to be enforced by their administrators. The censors would read all the play texts and demand changes if necessary or else prohibit the performance. This legislation applied only to public theatres. The amateur theatres in Berlin were regulated by the local police department who issued the following in November 1796:


	1.each society of this kind will remain under the control and direction of the police department, and

	2.each member wanting to join such society must be approved by the police department; this approval can only come into effect if this member brings a permit from their parents, guardians, employers, or any other responsible person

	3.the theatrical performance must be free of charge


The following regulations have since been added:


	1.they are allowed to rent decent rooms in private houses for their performances, but these cannot become coffeehouses, smoking clubs, and so on

	2.for each performance, the title of the piece, together with a list of the performing cast, must be communicated to the police department a couple of days before the performance. Also, if they want to perform unpublished pieces, they must send the script to the censor beforehand for approval.36


It was therefore sufficient for the private theatres to restrict their performances to published plays on the basis of the censorship clearance, the Imprimatur. As soon as a play had been published, they were only required to publicize its title and the cast. This shifted the focus from the published or unpublished plays for public theatre performance, double-checked to get Admittitur, to the people involved in performing on the amateur stage. They had to be named and endorsed by their family, or in the case of under-age or economic dependants, such as servants, by their guardian or employer. The Urania files bear witness to this regulation practice in Berlin; at the beginning of each season, Urania regularly reported their repertoire and lists of performing members and had to wait for police authorization before they could proceed.

In Munich, the police authorities exercised a similar regime over amateur theatre. Private theatricals staged in a private home were allowed to perform unhindered, which was a possibility only for the upper classes living in huge mansions, whereas theatre associations who had to rent space for their performances in a private house or public local inn, counted as public theatres and thus were under the full control of the police. They were regularly checked in line with the ministerial resolution of September 1815, regarding the social status of the people involved, censorship of the theatre pieces, monitoring of the performances, and security issues on site.37

These rigid rules and regulations did nothing to prevent further bans and prohibitions. Amateur theatres in Berlin were at risk of being closed down on several occasions due to the intervention of the director of the Royal Theatre or because of an event that disturbed the public order. In 1803, for example, August Wilhelm Iffland (director of the Royal Theatre from 1796 to 1814) blocked a series of performance by an amateur theatre company because it was so successful, and he feared the financial effect of the competition as he had difficulties filling the 2,000 seats of his newly opened theatre venue. Consequently, all amateur theatres were prohibited from performing with the exception of the Urania, which had had a special dispensation since 1796. It took until 1807 when Concordia and 1812 when Familienressource received permission from the police to perform. But in 1816, the new theatre director, Karl Moritz von Brühl intervened, reminding the king that despite his 1803 prohibition, three amateur theatres were still active.38 After lengthy negotiations with the police department and the city council,39 it was decided to leave the amateur theatres as they were, but to ensure that they would not expand numerically.40 When the king granted a licence in 1822 for a second large public theatre to be opened, the Königstädtisches Theater, he ordered all amateur theatres to be closed41 in order to avoid competition with the Royal Theatre. On this occasion, von Brühl changed sides and supported the amateur theatres against his rival Karl Friedrich Cerf from Königstädtisches Theater and, consequently, all amateur theatres remained open and continued performing. After the formal introduction of Prussian freedom of trade in 1845,42 many more privately owned theatres opened. This diversified the Berlin theatre landscape and the amateur theatres fitted in seamlessly. There were no more attempts to ban them from performing.

Was amateur theatre still relevant? Was it still seen as a threat when the artistic standards of the Royal Theatre were so high? Were these amateur theatricals considered as controversial to political authorities when their members and their citizen identities no longer clashed with Prussian politics and ideologies? Had the emergence of bourgeois society ironed out the class issues at stake in the early years of the bourgeois amateur theatres? All these questions point to fundamental developments in mid-nineteenth-century Prussian and German social and cultural history. For this reason, it is necessary and fitting to limit the scope of my study to the period from the late eighteenth century to the mid-nineteenth century. In 1848, the so-called März-Revolution (March Revolution) was a shifting point in the political history of Germany. If only for a short period from March 1848 to October 1849, Germans were united for the first time in an attempt to establish the democratic principles of a constitutional monarchical rule with political freedom for the normal people. For a short period, the dreams of revolutionary and liberal citizens were realized.

The subsequent conservative restoration period from 1850 also provided a different setting for amateur theatricals. In 1850/1, a crisis led to the dissolution and reconstitution of the Urania theatre association under different terms. They continued performing and socializing, but ‘performing citizenship’ was no longer the prime denominator of their activities. They were no longer craftsmen and young people exploring the exciting promises of theatrical education and democratic freedom inside their theatre association. They had become well-respected members of the bourgeoisie, from the wealthy middle classes, who were seeking entertainment and opportunities to meet friends and also potential business partners.

For these reasons, this study will return to the beginnings of amateur theatre around 1800 to fully investigate the role of bourgeois amateur theatre in developing and mainstreaming citizen identities. In Chapter 1, I will discuss the concept of ‘citizenship’ within the historical framework of late-absolutist Germany and particularly Prussia. In the seventeenth century, absolutist rulers developed the idea of ‘the good citizen’ as an obedient and useful subject to their rule, while late Enlightenment thinking reshaped this concept and political agency and republican virtue became the prime qualities of ‘good citizenship’. Friedrich Schiller’s idea of ‘aesthetic education’ was a related and yet original contribution to the discourse and so I will investigate his famous Letters On the Aesthetic Education of Man (1793–5) and bring out his political claim of establishing a harmonious state through the formation of an aesthetic society. Schiller’s utopian thinking also corresponds with postmodern ideas of ‘performing citizenship’ as a way to achieve political agency through a utopian doing well before the actual materialization of such political reality.

In Chapter 2, I will relate these citizen concepts to a wider discussion on education that emerged in the mid-eighteenth century in Germany. This modelled a new idea of theatre as an educational medium that was fully embraced by both pedagogues and theatre practitioners of the time. I will show how bourgeois amateur theatre took up these pedagogical claims and became an advocate and practical model for a bourgeois theatre based on educational schemes. The theatre amateurs used both the educational potential of their theatre associations as a legitimation of their practice and demonstrated their capacity to train the ‘actor-citizen’ and the ‘citizen-actor’. The ‘actor-citizen’ provided the acting profession with a new and acknowledged social status, while the ‘citizen-actor’ provided the middle classes with social and performative skills that allowed them to acquire a solid position in the emerging bourgeois society.

Chapter 3 focuses on three dramatic authors who had a special relationship with bourgeois amateur theatre: August von Kotzebue (1761–1819), August Wilhelm Iffland (1759–1814), and Adolph Müllner (1774–1829), all of whom provided the amateur theatre with bourgeois drama, light comedies, and one-act plays that were feasible for performing on an amateur stage. They were also important for the amateur theatre in other respects. Iffland was considered a great model for the amateur actors, particularly in Berlin, because of his dramaturgical and performing skills on the stage at the Royal Theatre. He was also a great teacher for the theatre amateurs, passing on insights into his techniques in his articles and treatises. Kotzebue was the most popular author of the time. His plays dominated both the public and the private stages in German-speaking countries. Drawing from his own experience on amateur stages in Jena and Reval (modern-day Tallinn), he knew what kind of play texts amateurs needed and further fuelled his popularity amongst theatre amateurs by publishing one-act plays every year in his Almanach dramatischer Spiele zu geselligen Unterhaltung (Almanac of dramatic plays for the sociable entertainment, 1803–20). Müllner on the other hand was not as popular as a dramatic author but became an important instructor and teacher of amateur theatricals when he was the artistic director of the Weißenfels amateur theatre (1810–19). He also published instructions and manuals on amateur acting and amateur declamation that give valuable insights into his work as a theatre teacher for the Weißenfels amateurs.

In Chapter 4, I will focus on the discursive divide between ‘professional’ and ‘dilettante’ art practice as defined by Friedrich Schiller and Johann Wolfgang von Goethe in their ‘Dilettantism Scheme’. When investigating these practices, it became apparent that the distinctions made by these idealist thinkers diminished in favour of productive interaction. The professionals profited from the amateur theatre as it provided their productions with a constant flow of young actors, and the amateurs often turned to the professional theatres to borrow costumes, props, and manuscripts, and professional performers to support the amateur casts. In Berlin, the relationship between amateur theatres and the Royal Theatre was marked by cooperation and competition in equal measure, for example, when successful amateur performances challenged the ticket sales of the Royal Theatre. Nonetheless, it is important to realize that the idealist division between professional and non-professional had a long-lasting impact on the theatre, that continues today.

After these investigations into different aspects and key themes of amateur theatre around 1800, the focus of Chapters 5–7 will be on the prime example of Urania. In Chapter 5, I will clarify the ‘Uranian Republic’ and its concept of citizenship supported by a comprehensive description of the vast historical documentation of its social, cultural, and political practices. Studying the emancipative yet exclusive democratic practices of the theatre amateurs shows that there was a constant negotiation over questions of agency, access, and participation in the association. Chapter 6 highlights the performance practice of Urania by investigating its repertoire, theatre venues, production process, and performance tasks (before and behind the scenes) and by recreating an evening at the Urania theatre. Chapter 7 discusses three distinct aspects of citizenship in relation to the performative practice of the ‘Uranian citizens’: the patriotic, the carnivalesque, and the historical. Chapter 8 summarizes my research into ‘performing citizenship of amateur theatre around 1800’ and suggests some utopian developments.

This historical study is related to the field of Enlightenment Studies. Since the 1980s, this period has been under attack from postmodernist critics who based their arguments on somewhat stereotypical assumptions about the Enlightenment on concepts such as modernist individualism, scientism, logocentrism, and eurocentrism.43 Yet, more recent research has shown that setting off Enlightenment philosophy against the evident shortcomings of political practice at the time misses the all-important point that radical Enlightenment thinking was able to provoke disruption and political change, as the culmination of its aim, although it was never achieved. Richard Rorty has convincingly argued that the Enlightenment philosophical project had not deconstructed metaphysics radically enough but had been content with replacing ‘God’ with concepts of ‘Nature’, ‘Reason’, and ‘Truth’. More positively, he evaluates the political project of the Enlightenment like this: ‘The political has not failed, even though it is proceeding very slowly, and only by fits and starts. … Despite the need for patience, however, this goal is as desirable as ever.’44

This has two important implications for my project: First, I will consider the Enlightenment as a dynamic and contested process, rather than as a static condition or achievement. This can also be related to Enlightenment thinking of the late eighteenth century. By 1784, Immanuel Kant had already responded to the (rhetorical) question of whether he and his contemporaries lived in an enlightened age: ‘No, but we do live in an age of Enlightenment.’45 Consequently, it does not make sense to regard the Enlightenment as the realization of modernity but rather to view it as the ‘laboratory of modernity’46 where new ideas, new thinking, new representations, and new practices were testing the boundaries of the Ancien Régime. And second, I will permit my differentiated historiographical approach to focus on the political project of the Enlightenment as I apply a micro perspective to cultural, social, and political practices of amateur theatre at the time. However, I will also undertake a historization of the philosophical discourse where it had a relevant impact on such practices. This historiographical perspective relates to what Vicenzo Ferrone describes as ‘living the Enlightenment’.47

The aim of my project is to show that the social classes involved in amateur theatre around 1800 were encouraged and inspired by the Enlightenment discourse and adopted practices that, in the form of the amateur theatre association, created a reality in which political, social, and cultural agency could be tested and expanded. Using the example of the Berlin amateur theatre association Urania, I am formulating this as ‘performing citizenship’.




1The good citizens

Peter Heßelmann has shown that in the last third of the eighteenth century, German amateur theatre gave its supporters and participants an opportunity to educate themselves and to develop a distinct identity, which embraced political aims without making direct political claims:


For both spectators and actors, bourgeois theatre societies could be spaces of education, self-recognition, personal affirmation and schools for learning about human beings and for exploring the psyche. They served not only to entertain but offered the opportunity also to find and build one’s identity.1


‘To build one’s identity’ in times of societal shifts was certainly a major challenge. What kind of identity could possibly emerge from being involved with amateur theatricals in the late eighteenth century?

One needs first to factor in that towards the end of the century, amateur theatre was increasingly for those who did not belong to noble circles. It was the middle classes who were drawn to amateur theatre and claimed it as an entertaining and educational leisure activity for those who formerly had not had the opportunity to be part of such a cultural practice.2 Hence, ‘to build one’s identity’ was a means of accessing new societal stratifications that had previously been denied to them due to the traditions and norms of the estate society. Typically, it was the younger generation from the middle classes who worked to rid themselves from the restraints of religious, economic, and familial regimes. Amateur theatricals seemed to offer them uncharted possibilities, both in experimentation and in the development of new roles, new skills, and new social relations.

Secondly, building personal identity went hand in hand with the emergence of the political concept of the ‘good citizen’. In the age of absolutism, the local regulations and power structures of the estate society (such as guild regulations, religious rule, and strict hierarchical orders) were major obstacles to the absolutist goal for direct rule over their subjects. Absolutist rulers wanted to replace the local and regional governing structures with state governance, keeping power firmly in their own hands while giving their subjects economic but not political freedom. They assumed that overturning the structure of the estate society in this way would potentially increase their power and the state welfare. But they were to learn that their politics also potentially unleashed political ideas of equality, fraternity, and freedom amongst those who were now turning to universal concepts of citizenship.

Any attempts by amateur theatres organized as clubs, societies, or associations to establish their own territorial spaces of governance appeared highly suspicious to the state authorities on the European continent, particularly after the French Revolution. In 1814, the Bavarian Minister of Inner Affairs, Count Montgelas, commissioned a police investigation into an incident at the Huber-Garten-Gesellschaft, a social club and theatre society in Munich, which had created its own state insignias: ‘a constitution, even a seal, their own passports and a flag with their coat of arms’.3 Further performances of the Huber society were promptly forbidden.

A deeper investigation of the constitutions and practices of German theatre societies of this period has shown that inside their protected framework, they did indeed perform citizenship in a social, cultural, and political sense. There was more at stake in amateur theatre practice and in the ‘building of identity’ than becoming successful in economic and social terms. It was also about striving to become a full political member of society, a ‘good citizen’ in the liberal and republican sense.

In the first section of this chapter, I will give an overview of the historical development of the concept of the citizen in the eighteenth century and how it impacted the political discourse and cultural practices in Germany. I will then discuss Friedrich Schiller’s concept of aesthetic education that promised to lead towards a good life and a harmonious state, and how this concept relates to amateur theatre of the time.

For someone like Schiller, turning to aesthetics seemed logical given the republican convictions based on virtue and morals, and given the wider political context that did not allow for direct political action because of the specific German political landscape. The Holy Roman Empire of German Nations (HRE, from the late Middle Ages until 1806) consisted of almost 700 territories (including Free Imperial Cities, Duchies, Counties, Imperial Prelates and some larger territories such as Prussia, the Habsburg Empire, and Bavaria for example). All of them had an independent legislature and governance, even though most of them adapted to the policies of larger member states. They were united by The Imperial Diet that met regularly in Regensburg and by the ruling emperor (in the mid-sixteenth century, the elected position had become a dynastic rule by the Habsburgs), whose authority consisted in military leadership and in mediating between conflicting parties of the state union.

During the eighteenth century, Prussia and the Habsburg Empire became increasingly antagonistic towards one another, competing fiercely over their influence in the HRE. Pressured by France, the political structures of the HRE finally fell apart in 1806, followed by a substantial reshaping of territory during the Napoleonic wars. After 1815, thirty-nine independent German territorial nation states emerged, loosely associated as the German Confederation (Deutscher Bund).

Because the idea of a central German state was lacking at the time, it was difficult to see how universal ideas of citizenship could fuel a general political movement. Insurrections against the repression of rulers were local events with little impact and were quickly put down. This caused the German intellectuals, literati, and philosophers who adhered to Enlightenment thinking and who wanted to liberate the people from despotic rule of monarchs and religious leaders to embrace education as an efficient means of developing a sense of individual freedom. Only when they were educated would the German people be mature enough to take their political destiny into their own hands. It is this sociopolitical context that we need to bear in mind when reading Schiller’s notion of aesthetic education as a political idea.

In the third section of this chapter, I will reflect on aesthetic education as a way towards freedom as I discuss how the human being negotiates its individual and social self to bring out its citizen identity. The concepts of Geselligkeit and communitas will help explain how community building is realized in utopian instances of togetherness. In the final section, I will argue in favour of ‘performing citizenship’ as a methodological lens through which to view and investigate the performances in amateur theatre associations because their social, cultural, and aesthetic practices not only fostered the emergence of their own citizen identity but helped shape and make political ideas of participation, agency, and decision-making main stream in an emerging bourgeois society.


From subjects to citizens

From antiquity until the end of the eighteenth century, societies in continental Europe were characterized by feudal structures, strong traditions, and a Christian worldview.4 From the middle of the eighteenth century, though, a growing tension began to develop between an old European concept of the state and modern political thinking. The old European concept prioritized policies that supported the main goal of keeping up the common order, and if necessary, to overrule morals. Modern political thinking, on the other hand, focussed primarily on the freedom of the individual, claiming that the state should protect such liberal rights, and thereby adhere to moral standards.5 While these Enlightenment ideas were circulated across the continent, the political environment was still shaped by absolutist rulers who were striving for general rule based on the mercantile principles of increasing and maintaining state welfare that they measured, first and foremost, by their personal wealth. From their perspective, the ‘good citizen’ was a ‘useful citizen’, while modern political thinking measured the idea of the ‘good citizen’ against moral standards and liberal rights.

From the sixteenth century to the revolutions of the late eighteenth century – the age of European absolutism – territorial states gradually replaced the state unions that were based on personal right-holders typical of political order and contractual obligations in the Middle Ages. This caused a redefinition of the relationship between the sovereigns and their subjects. Contrary to the traditional order of the estate society, the absolutist rulers claimed that ‘all citizens as subjects should be equally near or rather far from the sovereign’.6 This could only be achieved by a withdrawal from traditional practices and from particular group legislation and by the subsequent transition to direct and total government of absolutist rulers at the expense of intermediate levels of organization.7

Yet, this claim was only gradually being materialized.8 When the territorial state emerged, the lives of people were still greatly shaped by professional guilds (Gilden) and self-governing municipal corporations (Freie Städte), or by belonging to the class of fief-holders (Lehensherren).9 Only towards the end of the eighteenth century did state authorities achieve greater powers when they ‘claimed to be the sole legitimate source of law’, as Rogers Brubaker states.10 The French Revolution finally overthrew the old regimes completely, both the regimes of absolutism and the estates, and introduced a modern concept of citizenship and democratic rule. And when Napoleon re-established monarchical rule, the estates did not fully regain their legal and political powers. However, in Germany, where the estates were not abolished from above, their rights and their impact were gradually and effectively eroded by modern legislation and economic developments.11

After the total defeat of the Prussian army in 1806 and the consequent humiliating peace treaty of Tilsit (1807), the Prussian state was on the brink of collapse. It became clear that only a substantial reform of economic and governing structures could save the Prussians. The modernization of the Prussian state led to a major economic upswing, which facilitated entry into the European alliance against France and their consequent victory in 1813/15. This also had an impact on the emergence of the bourgeois society and of the modern idea of Prussian citizenship. The reform was based on liberal principles and introduced patriotism as a driver for modernization. The Prussian citizen thus became the bearer of reform acting in the service of their home country.12

In German, ‘citizen’ translates as Bürger. This term has three different meanings in different historical periods and political structures.13 In the oldest sense, Bürger (Stadtbürger) refers to a city dweller under the legislation of self-governing municipalities profiting from certain rights and privileges, such as opening a business, voting for, and serving on the city council, all of which depended on gender, genealogy, property, religion, and profession.

In a second sense, the Bürger was a Bourgeois profiting significantly from the gradual erosion of the estate society. A growing dependence of the state on the economic wealth and progressive ingenuity of the Bourgeois helped to strengthen their position in society. Education (Bildungsbürger) and property (Besitzbürger) became the distinct factors for social mobility in the nineteenth century.

The third meaning identifies the Bürger (Staatsbürger) as a member of a nation state, compared to modern citizenship. At the time, though, mercantile concepts heavily dominated the relationship between citizen and state, hence the Staatsbürger was considered first and foremost as a useful contributor to the public welfare (salus publica)14 and not as a politically active citizen.

Whether or not theatre amateurs would be able to live up to being ‘good citizens’ in the sense of contributing to the salus publica was a topic of public debate. Did not such ‘useless’ activity as performing theatre keep them away from their workplace and pose a potential threat to economic productivity? In Berlin, the Prussian attempt of 1803 to ban amateur theatre was motivated by the urge to hinder ‘young people of the lower classes’ from spending their time in amateur theatres rather than contributing to the public welfare.15

The Bavarian government was also concerned with the ‘economic threat’ of amateur theatre and, so in 1835, it established a formal inquiry, involving all provincial governing bodies, into the spread and intensity of amateur theatricals and their potential threat to the salus publica.16 The inquiry had been prompted by a journal article from Augsburger Tageblatt, published on 23 and 24 November 183517 that discussed the economic ‘degeneration’ of the middle classes:


Equally and even more degenerating for some families are amateur theatres. The working man, the housewife and her daughter and – amateur theatre! What are the consequences? The man, instead of focusing on his business, studies his role, that he has taken over as a theatre star. We have even met a businessman in his own shop who was studying his role, and we have it from a reliable source that an administrator in a certain law office, instead of doing his work, practiced the mimics of his role. … What follows when the mind is distracted by such matters during work, need no further demonstration.18


The article depicts a degenerate society prone to laziness, poverty, and disorder, and all its distress being caused by inappropriate leisure activities. It ends, however, with good advice to the Bavarian citizens. They should, indeed, enjoy some relaxation after a productive working day but in an appropriate manner: ‘He [the citizen] should go to the beer house for a glass, talk to his fellow citizens. But then he should go to bed at an appropriate time, to have a good rest before the next working day.’19

This alternative was not received with any enthusiasm by the passionate and productive theatre amateurs. They insisted on continuing their ‘useless’ performances and would not give in to such criticism. It is striking that amateur theatres were actively engaged in charity work and often organized benefit performances for the poor, or donated what they had collected from their audience, that is, the foreigners and guests. Can we assume that this was a gesture to demonstrate that they were contributing to the public welfare (salus publica), despite their supposed lack of economic productivity? This charitable practice was certainly affected by the regulations that did not allow an amateur theatre to expand into becoming a public business, and so any income had to be carefully justified. But we can also suppose that being a ‘good citizen’ was an important goal for the theatre amateurs. And if this goal was defined in terms of economic productivity and public welfare, then contributing through charitable donations certainly added value to their citizen identity.

In addition to being a contributor to the public welfare, Prussian authorities defined the ‘good citizen’ as being an obedient subject. This is reflected in the first general Prussian law, the Allgemeines Landrecht für die Preußischen Staaten (ALR) passed in 1794. The ALR formulated aspects of human rights in response to Enlightenment thinking but insisted on the primacy of civic obedience. They did not foresee the need to provide protection from the despotic rule of the absolutist sovereign.20 The Staatsbürger of the ALR was an economically emancipated citizen and at the same time an obedient subject to the king. The ALR had in fact codified a divide between the formal offer of civic rights and the denial of democratic participation in political agency.21

The legislation was clearly directed against the estates, while at the same time codifying estate-based inequalities. Brubaker spells out the ambiguities of the citizen status introduced by the ALR: ‘The ALR described peasants as “free citizens of the state” yet confirmed their hereditary subjection to rural lords. It invoked membership of the state, but codified membership of the Stände (the estates).’22 Yet through the framing of the ALR, the estates were formally abolished. Their special law became part of the general law of the ALR, ‘differentiated by their function in the total political economy of the state and assigned specific rights and duties corresponding to that function’.23 The Stände thereby became state-chartered vocational orders while at the same time undermining their previous particular legal powers as independent provincial bodies.24

Undermining and finally abolishing the estate society gradually made way for the modern political concepts of citizenship and governance. Enlightenment thinkers were already ahead of the political realities of the time, having envisioned a political and societal future that completely emancipated the subject to become a free individual outside of economic regimes. They disregarded the added value for the absolutist sovereign and the wealthy few, and instead based their concept of the public welfare on a free and harmonious society. Friedrich Schiller proposed aesthetic beauty as a way to gain complete freedom, as the pathway for the citizen to achieve freedom from economic usefulness and rationality and freedom from absolutist obedience.


Schiller’s aesthetic citizens

In the first part of his series of Letters On the Aesthetic Education of Man (1793/5),25 Schiller makes a sociological and political diagnosis of his time. Man has become over-rationalized and highly utilitarian and hence alienated from his own desires and drives. His relation to the world has become numb,26 and neither affective resonances nor playful engagement with his surroundings are working any longer against this cold silence. This alienated condition must be countered by aesthetics in order to reach ‘freedom through beauty’27 – a formula that encapsulates Schiller’s political and aesthetic thinking in a nutshell.

Bread-winning had become the only motivation of the people. Working life dominated over anything else to the extent that only a genius would have the strength to withdraw from such a utilitarian regime. Schiller writes:


But a mediocre talent will consume in the office assigned him the whole meagre sum of his powers, and a man has to have a mind above the ordinary if, without detriment to his calling, he is still to have time for the chosen pursuits of his leisure. Moreover, it is rarely a recommendation in the eyes of the State if a man’s powers exceed the tasks he is set, or if the higher needs of the man of parts constitute a rival to the duties of his office. So jealously does the State insist on being the sole proprietor of its servants that it will more easily bring itself (and who can blame it?) to share its man with the Cytherean, than with the Uranian, Venus.28


While the love of the flesh, embodied by Venus Cytherea, would be accepted by the state as a leisure activity, the love of the spirit, embodied by Venus Urania, had to be strongly repressed as an inappropriate competitor with trade and crafts.

Schiller identifies a deep crisis within the Enlightenment project towards the end of the eighteenth century. The deliberations about a better future for both individuals and communities had been revolving around questions of education, knowledge, and emancipation. Religion had lost its grip on peoples’ lives, but neither the political environment nor the social lives of people had in any way improved. The question remained: how would it be possible to put the ethical, social, and political ideas of the Enlightenment into practice so that they could guarantee people a peaceful and free life in a governing state?

The French Revolution had been successful in violently overthrowing a repressive regime, and yet, Schiller was sceptical about the potential development of a solid republican spirit and a harmonious state in France. His lack of sympathy for the French Revolution and other forms of forceful upheaval did not, however, make him a reactionary. He was a radical republican, and his insistent call for an aesthetic education resonated strongly with older republican traditions. In his Letters, Schiller presents the concept of an aesthetic education as the basis of moral education, in the sense of the classical concept of virtue. It is virtue in men that is the precondition for forming republican citizens, and in this way, aesthetic education relates to the political idea of republicanism. Seemingly flawed by its insistence on education instead of political action,29 his approach gains political momentum when one considers both the moment of change (the revolution) and a long-term implementation of republican rule.

He rejects the violent actions of the lower classes trying to achieve political and social change through revolution, but he is even more repelled by the degenerate noble classes who, despite their refined education, appear careless and cold toward the misery of the poor in an unjust society.30 This shows his reformist stance on social and political change. There is an explicitly liberal aspect in his idea that the reform should not be enforced by the ruling classes but rather develop from below by means of education. Schiller obviously did not trust the state as a procurator for such education. In his eyes, the state had been the main source of corrupting holistic ideas of the political community, specifically through the modern division of labour31 and, consequently, could not become a partner in his project towards the aesthetic condition. Indeed, the absolutist idea of the ‘good citizen’ was fundamentally determined by an economic regime, which caused absolutist rulers to focus on squeezing even more economic value out of their subjects. We can assume that Schiller’s own experiences at the Stuttgart Hohe Karlsschule,32 established and sponsored by the Duke of Württemberg, had been influential in forming his position. The extremely repressive and utilitarian educational schemes at Karlsschule were justified by their ultimate goal to create high-performing and obedient subjects for the duchy.

So, how could one escape the repressive conditions of the absolutist regime while at the same time not giving way to violence and upheaval? How could one bring about change to make the state a better and more harmonious community to grant its members a good life? Appalled by the growing violence of the French Revolution and unable to believe that the prevailing political and social circumstance could initiate reform, Schiller wanted to save the republican ideal by introducing aesthetic education as the correct means to create a sustainable foundation for a stable and harmonious society. He wanted to use art to initiate a process of education that, when successful, could impact the sphere of politics. He did not want to use science or any practical skill that could imply collusion with the mercantile regime, nor even with the church that the Enlightenment had discounted as an educator. He saw that aesthetic education must precede any political education in order to allow the aesthetically refined individual to improve the political situation.33

Schiller has been criticized for turning to aesthetic education rather than to direct political action, a reproach that he himself foresaw when asking in Letter II whether the deliberations on aesthetics may be an untimely undertaking given the tumultuous nature of the present times.34 This was, naturally, only a rhetorical question. To read his Letters apolitically is to miss the point he is making about realizing republican ideals, as Frederick Beiser confirms:


Schiller’s broader context shows that his decision to discuss aesthetics was not an escape from the political. Rather, that decision is based on a principle that one can regard only as political: that virtue is the only possible foundation for a republic. It derived from Schiller’s allegiance to the republican tradition, which had always stressed the importance of education for the state. Schiller’s distinctive contribution to that tradition is his insistence on the pre-eminent importance of aesthetic education.35


In his essay Ueber Anmuth und Würde (On Grace and Dignity, 1793), Schiller describes the ‘beautiful soul’ as a harmonious synthesis of emotion and reason, which leads him in his Letters to develop the theme of aesthetic education. As Beiser writes, Schiller’s ‘beautiful soul’


is freed from constraints of both sensibility and reason. It is free from the constraints of sensibility because its character is educated and strong enough to counter the temptations of the senses; but it is also free from the constraints of reason because it has so internalized and identified with moral principle, that it does its duty with pleasure and from inclination. This sense of lightness or ease, the central characteristics of the beautiful soul, is play.36


An education towards the ‘beautiful soul’ promises to lead to a harmonious state of freedom that makes despotic rule unnecessary. A republican state will then emerge naturally and facilitate sustainable development carried out by the beautiful souls of its citizens. In this way, Schiller proposes an educational solution to the problem of social and political change – replacing violent upheaval with the gradual education of human beings towards a better future.

And yet one must ask what exactly Schiller means by ‘aesthetic education’. In his Letters, he describes the educational impact of the arts on the human soul. From Letter XI on, however, he changes the thrust of his argumentation and identifies ‘the aesthetic’ as the harmonization of what he calls the ‘sensuous’ and the ‘formal drives’ of human beings. He thus proposes an anthropological concept of the aesthetic character which results from the interplay of both drives. The sensuous drive relates to the material reality and feelings that submit an individual to their specific historical position and context, whereas the formal drive relates to the unlimited abstraction of moral laws. Each drive has a limiting and freeing impact on the other, negotiating the physical realities and sensual reception with abstract ideas and reason. Only when these negotiations are in balance can a human being enter into the state of aesthetic man and then achieve freedom through beauty.

The role of the arts is to initiate and foster the interplay of these two drives towards a harmonious aesthetic state of mind, as Schiller states in Letter XXII:


This lofty equanimity and freedom of the spirit, combined with power and vigour, is the mood in which a genuine work of art should release us, and there is no more certain touchstone of true aesthetic excellence. If, after enjoyment of this kind, we find ourselves disposed to prefer some one particular mode of feeling or action, but unfitted or disinclined for another, this may serve as infallible proof that we have not had a purely aesthetic experience – whether the cause lies in the object or in our own response or, as is almost always the case, in both at once.37


But the responsibility of such efficient aesthetic education does not lie with the art works alone, as Schiller remarks at the end of this letter. A failing ‘aestheticizing’ can also be caused by the recipient’s lack of form or sensitivity. This begs the question of how such ill-disposed recipients could really enter into a process of learning to allow art works to reach them. Schiller set up a paradox when he situated the aesthetic education within the process of art reception while also requiring an educated recipient with acquired capacities to be receptive to sensual and formal experiences of the arts. Is it the aesthetic experience of the arts that helps shape and build the ‘beautiful soul’? Or do I need to be a ‘beautiful soul’ already in order to be open to aesthetic experience when I encounter art, or experience a theatre performance? If a beautiful soul is the precondition for an aesthetic experience, then Schiller follows a somewhat elitist concept requiring both a perfect work of art and a perfectly educated recipient.38 If, on the other hand, the aim is to educate someone towards becoming a ‘beautiful soul’, then the process of education is the focal point and not the state of the recipient’s mind or soul before that education.

Schiller’s ideas and philosophical concepts were far too complex to influence the middle classes directly. Yet, his thinking was widely popularized in Germany39 through editions of his writings, in mainstream journal debates, and through Schiller societies.40 And so the idea that theatre was able to contribute to the moral and political education of the people became a universal theme. This was fully embraced by the theatre amateurs of the middle classes who saw their theatre practice as part of an education towards moral and political citizens. They also proposed a solution to Schiller’s educational paradox: they expanded the scope and understanding of aesthetic education from the moment of theatre performance to include all the discursive forms (social gatherings, conferences) that developed their aesthetic sense through discussions about aesthetic topics, and their embodied aesthetic knowledge through performative practices of role-play, theatre design, and mise-en-scène. It was all about becoming and being ‘beautiful souls’ through aesthetic experience in the theatre and in cultural and social activities alongside performances.

In Letter XXVII, the final text of the series, Schiller develops the utopian vision of the aesthetic state in which its members have become true aesthetic and free citizens: ‘To bestow freedom by means of freedom is the fundamental law of this kingdom.’41 It is the aesthetic state alone that can create a whole society overcoming competing egoism, over-rationalization, and division because it is based on the thinking and will of its individuals that have naturalized the aesthetic condition through aesthetic education. The members of this state have developed a common taste that ‘alone brings harmony into society, because it fosters harmony in the individual’.42

At this point, Schiller moves on from the individual task of aesthetic education and brings it to the level of sociability: ‘Though it may be his needs which drive man into society, and reason which implants within him the principles of social behaviour, beauty alone can confer upon him a social character.’43 As Jürgen Habermas has noted, finding the right balance between ‘dissociation’ and ‘massification’ requires a specific notion of social communication:


Schiller defines the right balance between these existentially threatening extremes of ‘dissociation’ [the troglodyte] and the massification [the nomad] with a romantic image: the aesthetically harmonized society should create a structure of communication, ‘where in his own hut, he discourses silently with himself and, from the moment he steps out of it, with all the rest of his kind.’44


Habermas brings in his own ‘Theory of Communicative Action’45 that focuses on the practical and critical meaning of communicative practice for social life in modern society. From his perspective, Schiller’s aesthetic utopia does not aim towards an aestheticization of living conditions but rather towards a revolution of inter-subjective communication.46

Acquiring aesthetic taste through communication invokes Immanuel Kant’s critique of aesthetic judgement. Hence, Schiller comes full circle when he refers to his initial announcement that bases his deliberation on Kantian principles.47 At the same time, he also relates it to the wider debate on ‘sociability’ (Geselligkeit) which questions how individuals were able to build a communal circle or a social community above and beyond the hitherto prevailing estate-based social divides. In the next section, I will investigate the ‘good citizen’ not from a utilitarian or an aesthetic perspective but from the ‘doing’ of the ‘sociable’ (gesellige) citizen as a political and utopian practice.


The sociable citizen – Geselligkeit and communitas

In his seminal book Theatre and Citizenship (2011), David Wiles argues for a republican and communitarian model of citizenship. He reminds us of the distinction between a ‘national’ and a ‘republican citizenship’, claiming that the former ‘has only a thin technical meaning, relating to the holding of a passport’, while the latter ‘carries a thicker moral meaning, invoking obligations towards fellow owners of the public thing, the res publica’.48 And this ‘republican model’ defines the citizen as ‘a bounded individual self’ integrating aspects of ‘a permeable social self’.49 Wiles draws on the Aristotelian republican tradition, and even though Schiller does not reference it explicitly, we recognize his ‘troglodyte’ coming out of the cave as a ‘bounded individual self’ that goes out into the world activating his ‘permeable social self’. The space between the individual and social selves is to be inhabited by friendship.50

Taking into account this social dimension of citizenship, Wiles argues for a communitarian perspective on theatre:


Aristotle sees living together as essential to the good life and thus a moral duty, and he contends that the goal of koinonia or ‘community’ involves not only working together but also syntheorein, ‘co-spectatorship’ as in a festival. Aristotle’s active concept of co-perception, which stems from his sense that selfhood is not bounded by the individual, offers a useful foundation for a more communitarian account of theatre spectatorship.51


Such ‘communitarian account of theatre spectatorship’ leads to the idea of sociability widely practiced and theorized in Europe.52 In Germany, it became a much-used and practiced concept under the name of Geselligkeit around 1800, in a period of transition when social bonding could no longer rely solely on traditional social stratification. New social circles had to be found, communication shared, and feelings of belonging and togetherness created. In the larger German residencies where reorganization of society as part of the urban development was particularly pressing, practices of Geselligkeit were found in literary salons, masonic lodges, and in bourgeois cultural, social, and educational societies. Amateur theatre organized in associations or societies was also very much part of this sociable cosmos53 characteristic of late Enlightenment Germany.

In 1801, Carl Gottlob Küttner praised the social activities of Geselligkeit among the middle classes in Berlin:


I cannot leave Berlin without mentioning that it is a very pleasurable place for foreigners to stay. A foreigner’s social contacts (‘Umgang’) are not limited to the higher classes of society. I know very well that this is the case more or less in all larger cities; however, I have a feeling that Berlin is particularly characterized by its middle classes, and that one finds among these, relatively, more truly good society than in Vienna or many other larger cities.54


Küttner uses the word ‘society’ (Gesellschaft) in two different senses here. The first refers to the separation into different classes, or the social strata, and the second to ‘good society’, which is a result of successful ‘sociability’ (Geselligkeit). The first denotes a social unit, while the second is a social practice that fostered bonding and friendship between participants.

This latter meaning is related to the etymological origins of the word. In Old High German, the word Geselle denoted a comrade, a friend, specifically a person with whom one shared a space, the Saal, a dormitory or hall. The Geselle became a person one spends time with, or even experienced temporal friendship.55 From the twelfth century onward, Geselle commonly referred to a young journeyman who was still dependent on a guild master, not yet allowed to open his own business. After their apprenticeship, these Gesellen would traditionally take to the road, living for a year or more on the generosity of people they met and being compensated for their work by board and lodging. Their traditional costume indicated their profession and made it easier for them to recognize their own on the road. For example, a carpenter would wear a black hat, black bell-bottom trousers, a black vest with a double button row and a white shirt, and carry a knotted wood stick.56 As Geselligkeit is the practice between such Gesellen, it describes a ‘doing’ that fosters a social relationship between similarly minded people based on benevolence and friendship. Latterly, and particularly in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, Geselligkeit cut its bonds with the crafts and was no longer determined by the profession of its participants. Any open-minded person was invited to join gesellige gatherings, and, regardless of status or profession, could access such Geselligkeit. This openness and versatility made it a very important concept in times of social change, when community building required new forms and practices of communication and gathering.

And this is what lay at the heart of the activities of the amateur theatre in Berlin, and in the Urania theatre society. Member Karl Dielitz wrote a prologue for the opening of the 1826 theatre season referring to such practices and their ‘warming’ effects. The first verse reads:

The urban dweller returns to the social circle
From the temple of nature,
Where, charmed in many ways,
He strolled through flowery meadows.
Because very soon it will be covered with snow and ice,
Soon all traces of beauty disappearing.
He returns into the arms of the muses,
To be warmed by the arts.57


In literary terms, these verses are quite clumsy, yet they spell out the main principles of Enlightenment aesthetics and aesthetic education. As the third verse describes, the beauties of nature and of art ‘charm’, ‘warm’, and raise the human spirit to fly above ‘earthly necessities’. The difference between these two modes of experiencing beauty is that nature is perceived individually, whereas the field of art requires the ‘return to the social circle’ (‘geselliger Kreis’) to release its ‘warming’ effects.

Differing from Immanuel Kant’s analysis of the ‘unsocial sociability’ (ungesellige Geselligkeit) of men with all its philosophical implications, Friedrich Schleiermacher described Geselligkeit as a performative practice in his 1799 treatise ‘Versuch einer Theorie des geselligen Betragens’ (‘Attempt on a Theory of Sociable Behaviour’).58 His treatise illustrates how communicative discourses are able to establish identity through unifying and differentiating processes. He investigates how communication, as a unifying factor, can harmonize a group or can be lifted to another level through external and heterogeneous impulses. The sociable communication has a mutual effect on all participants, rewarding each member with a certain group identity while retaining an individual status.59 Geselligkeit needs to be established through a careful choice of shared (to be communicable) yet not too familiar issues (to be interesting), and it needs to be kept alive through constant and repeated performance of social and cultural activity.60 According to Schleiermacher, attending a theatre performance or lecture does not belong to gesellige activities because these events only provide for a ‘One-to-Many communication’.61 Today, we have a more complex idea of the communicative setting of theatre performance. But even in Schleiermacher’s terms, theatre associations provided Geselligkeit through the active involvement of the members as they organized, performed, and communicated, as well as through the mutual impact of their social events, such as theatre, dinners, balls, conferences, or meetings, on all people present.62

Schleiermacher originally published his treatise anonymously in two parts in the journal Berlinischen Archiv der Zeit und seines Geschmacks in January and February 1799. Just eight months later, another anonymous article ‘Ueber Privattheater’ was published in the very same journal. Its anonymous author drew a direct line to Geselligkeit in the Schleiermacherian sense and afforded amateur theatre a central role in this sociable practice:


Man only learns in the social contact with human beings to sense the value of life – only here, he picks the flower of modesty and joy, and becomes convinced that there still is virtue in the world. In vain, we search a circle where sociability is more at home as in the private theatre. Here, where we come together and talk about the most interesting matters of life, namely about culture and morality, where beautiful feelings are roused, and sensuality finds free range – here every age and sex will find its happy hour.63


The anonymous author claims that discursive and sensual forms of sociability lead to a ‘happy hour’ for all. Culture and morality are the central agency through which society will be helped to find its own meaning. This is the practical realization of performative Geselligkeit as identified by Schleiermacher and poetically invoked by the Dilietz prologue. In the last verse, Dilietz emphasizes the educative function of theatre:

It shall also rule in Urania’s temple,
The noble art, with creative hand:
In the enchanted mirror it shall depict
Life’s seriousness and nothingness;
It shall show how gods judge fairly
How virtue found reward, and crime was punished
It shall remind and teach us, strengthen and move us
It shall lead us cheerfully to wisdom.64


He believes that theatre raises the quality of life through teaching and empowering. Serious matters and trivialities of life are revealed in the theatrical mirror. The ‘cheerful’ way to wisdom, though, must lead from theatre to sociability: to the dinners, to the ball, to the aesthetic debates in conferences and gatherings. As Schleiermacher argues, only then can the mutual impact of participants on each other unfold to its full effect.

In both Schiller’s aesthetic state and Schleiermacher’s Geselligkeit, there is a significant element of utopia. While Schiller uses broad strokes to paint a picture of an aestheticization of human mankind, Schleiermacher explored the finer details of human social relations. Yet, in both visions, we can see the image of a future bourgeois identity, the citizen investing in a better life than today’s subjects. A life, that is free from repression and constraint, and able to bring out the peaceful and creative best in humankind. Behind such a social and political utopia, there is no ideological blueprint privileging a political programme, but it relates rather to an experience of freedom. Although not explicitly relating her comments to the Enlightenment discourse on aesthetics, Jill Dolan’s proposal of experiencing an affective communitas in the theatre echoes such thinking. She describes these experiences as ‘utopian performatives’,


small but profound moments in which performance calls the attention of the audience in a way that lifts everyone slightly above the present, into a hopeful feeling of what the world might be like if every moment of our lives were as emotionally voluminous, generous, aesthetically striking, and intersubjectively intense.65


She argues that the feeling of community is important in such intense moments, referring to Victor Turner’s concept of communitas as an emphasized feeling of togetherness in the course of a performance or of a ritual. And she states that the utopian performative is an act that has a real effect on the outside world: ‘Utopian performatives, in their doings, make palpable an affective vision of how the world might be better.’66

Are there aspects of a political community inherent in such an affective utopian community? One could argue with Dolan that a performative efficacy in the affective experience relates to the politics of the vision of a better life. The strong emphasis on the affective aspect of community, however, risks arguing against individuality as a utopian goal. Philosophers such as Roberto Esposito67 and Jean-Luc Nancy68 have pointed to this problem and stated that in such cases the community would essentially become apolitical. This unifying and massified utopia would turn into a repressive ideology, as seen in a fascist Volksgemeinschaft based on racial principles. In such cases, the political negotiations between communitas and immunitas (Esposito) as oppositional poles of community building and individual dissociation from the social circle of communal giving69 become neutralized. ’Dissensus’ (Jacques Rancière) as the precondition of the political would thus be disabled.

In Dolan’s concept of ‘utopian performatives’, the community is established momentarily through the doing of all those who are present in the theatre. It does not describe a static entity. Dolan speaks of ‘moments’ and uses the phrase ‘utopian performatives’ in the plural form. These are momentous, repetitious events of a utopian community, where the negotiation of differences as a communal practice is inherent. The ‘other’, the individual self, the not-communal therefore becomes part of this practice. From this perspective, community is never complete and finalized but remains essentially undetermined as a utopian concept. Its precarity consists in the dependence on the actual ‘doing’ of its members. Nevertheless, this ‘doing’ has concrete and measurable effects: the ‘doing’ of the community generates experiences that will have an impact on political realities.

The key moment of aesthetic education is the experience of beauty. Even though Schiller did not have access to a language that expresses the efficacy of ‘doing’ in terms of ‘performativity’, we realise that his concept of aesthetic education initiating the emancipative social and political transformation through aesthetic experience might very well resonate with Dolan’s ‘utopian performatives’ which allow for the affective experience of new social and political realities and that might contribute to the materializing of a future ‘better life’. Maybe ‘utopian performatives’ are, indeed, a postmodern version of Schiller’s ‘beauty’? It therefore appears necessary to investigate how such utopian practices of beautiful moments relate to the political and social concept of citizenship.


Performing citizenship

Citizenship defines the membership of a natural person of a state or nation that entails certain rights and obligations to the respective state or nation. I have demonstrated above that the Prussian law (ALR) did not allow for full political civic rights, and yet, it gave formal civic rights to the subjects of the Prussian state, particularly regarding economic liberalism. In this context, it is misleading to apply a democratic notion of citizenship to the practices of Urania and other Prussian- and Berlin-based amateur theatres. However, the amateur theatres in Berlin typically obliged their members to adhere to a constitution or statutes that spelled out decision-making processes, on democratic terms, and the general voting right of all members. For example, the 1811 constitution of the theatre society Concordia70 had a representative scheme with a board of twelve members who had to be voted in every six months. The specific roles of the board members (director, treasurer, etc.) were drawn by lot. They also defined the position of an independent ‘Curator’, a kind of ombudsman, who was responsible for easing conflicts that could not be resolved by the constitutional law. Every month, a general assembly of all members discussed issues that were then developed further in the weekly meetings of the board members. How could civic practices such as democratic voting and decision-making be squared with a political reality that specifically denied such rights and practices?

In recent political discourse,71 the concept of citizenship is being expanded beyond a formally applied legal citizenship, involving holding a passport, to a citizenship based on a cultural, political, and social practice that manifests citizenship through the establishment of a citizen identity. Engin F. Isin points to the performative aspects of such an expanded notion of citizenship:


First, that there is a recognition that citizenship that exists on paper is an expression of inert or passive rights, yet citizenship rights (and responsibilities) are brought into being only when performed. It is not only that rights that have been won through long and hard social struggles (such as freedom of speech or social insurance) would disappear if not performed, but also that such struggles require performing rights that may not exist (for example, sexual rights, animal rights, or ecological rights). Second, since citizenship is brought into being by performing it, non-citizens can also perform citizenship. The political subjects – individual or collective – of citizenship are not given in advance, they too are brought into being performatively.72


The performative doing is required to realize civic rights. Through the emphasis on such performance, a new perspective on citizenship is offered that places it in an open sphere of potential membership and allows for a utopian ‘not-yet’ instead of a strict division between being and not being a citizen.

Such performative aspects of citizenship play a role in forms of participatory theatre and applied theatre today. In socio-cultural theatre workshops with for example young people, migrants or elderly persons, civic rights are articulated, discussed, and embodied, even if formal acknowledgement of such rights is lacking. Sybille Peters and Paula Hildebrandt have described such performative realization of civic rights somewhat brazenly as ‘fake it til you make it.’73 This points to a prospective utopian dimension of theatre and citizenship: to act performatively as if already in the future in order to make life better in the now.

For the analysis of historical amateur theatricals in Germany and particularly Berlin, this prospective and performative realizing of citizenship is relevant because although around 1800 political citizenship had not yet been awarded formally, it was practiced in protected frameworks. The constitution of the Urania theatre association from 179774 audaciously articulates principles of equal voting, free speech, and certainty of law in the context of the oppressive political situation under late absolutist Prussian rule. The theatre amateurs had been inspired by both content and language of the declaration of human rights of the French national assembly of 1789. Their own political situation did not allow for democratic and republican rule outside of the safe space of their amateur theatre; therefore, they subscribed to a utopian ‘doing’ of citizenship. And, operating in the field of theatre art, they refined their aesthetic and social senses, educating themselves towards a ‘beautiful soul’ and, from there, towards civic freedom.

The role of amateur theatre in the shaping and mainstreaming of the modern citizen should not be underestimated. A quote from the dramatist and theatre practitioner Ludwig Tieck from his novel Der junge Tischlermeister (1836) confirms this view: ‘Such private theatre, more than any revolution, makes all estates and men equals’,75 and free to develop their own citizen identity.




2Educating the citizen/actor

In a chronicle of the Urania, printed in honour of its one hundredth anniversary in 1842, the reigning president, Oscar Sauerwald, described the role that education in amateur theatre had played in the political shifts of the end of the eighteenth century:


In the capital on the other side of the Rhine (i.e. Paris), the realisation of the massive transformation of ideas were brought before the French people in the form of a political revolution with all its horrors and terrifying events. At the time in our dear fatherland there was also far-reaching change, although happening in another sector and along completely different and more orderly lines. It was a period when, tired of the rich exterior and inwardly valueless, superficial foreign fashions, the people began to aspire for true education (wahre Bildung).1


With an overt anti-French undertext, Sauerwald contextualizes Urania’s educational purpose, setting it within the German reform discourse that offered an alternative concept to radical and violent striving for political change through revolution. Building on the educational discourse from the mid-eighteenth century, including the Schillerian position, education through theatre became the main tool to develop ‘new man’ and ‘new society’ within the framework of a ‘new’ German nation. Around 1800, amateur theatricals adopted these educational ideals and recast themselves as an educational opportunity towards both the well-being of society and the nation’s wealth.


‘Menschen-Bildung’

Before the Enlightenment, life in society as a non-aristocrat was highly regulated and disciplined by the state. It was also carefully controlled by the church authorities who made it known that a precondition for being acknowledged as an esteemed member of society was the fulfilment of religious duty.2 Hilde Haider-Pregler states that ‘breaking away from such authority in favour of a profane moral doctrine based on natural law, yet not identical with a total rejection of religious beliefs, was essential to the bourgeois movement.’3 Hence, literati, philosophers, and artists turned to drama and theatre as a means to establish and increase such new morals.

Theatre practice of the time, however, could not live up to such expectations of morality when actors were known for their immorality, and the performances, rather than preaching morality, were known for appealing to the sensual appetites of the audience. Despite such obstacles, theatre was highly esteemed, particularly for its ability to communicate widely with illiterate audiences. The philosopher Christian Wolff (1679–1754) emphasized the potential of the theatre because of the deep visual and aural impression theatricals made, and he argued for the staging of exempla (examples)4 of moral behaviour that could help establish a moral compass for the audience.5

Yet, to fulfil its role as one of the nation’s moral schools, theatre still needed to be reformed. From 1727 onwards, literary scholar and editor of the famous moral weekly Die vernünftigen Tadlerinnen (The Reasonable Female Critics), Johann Christoph Gottsched (1700–1766) collaborated with Caroline Neuber (1697–1760), known as ‘Die Neuberin’, and her travelling theatre troupe to develop a reformed German national theatre. This collaboration culminated in 1737 with the symbolic ‘expulsion of the Harlequin’, who was a primary figure in the coarse and often provocative impromptu burlesque performances in the tradition of Commedia dell’Arte. In spite of being widely known, this ‘expulsion’ did not have any long-term effects, though, because staging Harlequin guaranteed an income for travelling troupes, whereas staging Gottsched’s moral dramatic teachings would run the risk of boring the audience.

Gotthold Ephraim Lessing’s re-reading of Aristotle’s concept of katharsis6 helped shift the focus away from Gottsched’s perception of exemplary moral models on stage towards the aesthetic experience of the audience, who were to engage emotionally with the tragic fate of the dramatis personae.7 In his Hamburg Dramaturgy, Lessing proposes a new translation of Aristotle’s cathartic affects:


For it is certainly not Aristotle who classified the tragic passions as compassion and terror, a notion that has been justifiably criticized. He was misunderstood and mistranslated. He speaks of compassion and fear, not of compassion and terror; and his fear is absolutely not the fear that another’s impending misfortune awakens in us for the other person, but rather it is the fear for ourselves that stems from our similarity with the suffering person. It is the fear that the misfortunes we see hanging over that person could befall us ourselves; it is the fear that we ourselves could become the pitied object. In short: this fear is compassion directed at ourselves.8


By translating ‘éleos’ and ‘phóbos’ as ‘compassion’ and ‘fear’ instead of ‘compassion’ and ‘terror’, Lessing gives karthasis a pedagogical twist: the experience of ‘terror’ implies an immediate physical reaction and psychological cleansing, whereas the experience of ‘fear’ brings with it a moral lesson from which to learn for the future. This means it is the aesthetic experience that initiates the process of learning, and not the cognitive understanding of the exemplum. The desire to create a theatre that would have such pedagogical and meaningful effects led Lessing to want to write a drama that would engage the self-awareness and world experience of human beings. The formalized poetic rules of French Classicism, and the form and content of tragedy, were no longer appropriate for his theatre.9

Lessing was offering a new approach to theatre and to aesthetic experience that corresponded very well with the Enlightenment idea of improving life and human beings through education. In the German discourse, the philosophical foundation of such pedagogical Enlightenment thinking10 was massively influenced by Immanuel Kant. G. Felicitas Munzel points to the historical tradition of education in Europe, relating it back to the quest for a comprehensive system of instruction in Antiquity (enkyklios paideia, ‘the cycle of the arts and sciences’) that developed two different ideas of such educational ‘wholeness’. The first saw that ‘the whole of the elements needed to cultivate the mind’, while the second considered ‘the whole as an open-ended compendium of knowledge’.11 The first is close to the notion of German Bildung as a formation of character, and the second relates to the French encyclopaedic approach to knowledge as an acquisition of expertise. Indeed, the primary objective of the French editors, Jean le Rond d’Alembert and Denis Diderot, of the famous Encyclopédie ou Dictionnaire raisonné des sciences, des arts et des métiers (1751–72), was to make important knowledge available to individuals who had hitherto lacked access to such information. This was therefore to democratize knowledge, which formed a whole because of its completeness and interdisciplinarity; yet, the French editors did not promote a notion of education in the sense of Bildung and its holistic formation/development of a moral and wise character. This caused the German discourse on pedagogy to turn for inspiration to Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s reform ideas12 rather than to those of the French encyclopaedists.

In Emile ou de l’éducation (1762),13 Rousseau rejected the normative educational scheme behind ‘encyclopaedic knowledge’ in favour of a moral education. His idea of different stages of human development from early childhood to adolescence requiring different learning approaches was widely accepted in Germany. Rousseau had an impact on both the concrete practice of education and on the more general thinking about pedagogy. His enlightenment concepts and ideas on education saw the person who was learning as someone who is able to develop, and so when relating Rousseau’s concept of the youth as a phase of education, it was natural for German enlightenment pedagogues to focus specifically on the education of young people.


Educating the young

Developing the character of young people during the Enlightenment was motivated by the outcome of educational ideas. Investing in education was like laying a wager on a better future. Investing in educating and in being educated offered the prospects of a better life, a better society, and better human beings, demonstrating again the utopian in Enlightenment thinking. It was a natural and logical consequence of these ideas to focus on young people when engaging in the moral education of the nation.

Johann Bernhard Basedow (1724–1790) opened a reform school based on these new pedagogical ideas, the so-called Philantropium (1774–93), which turned into a model for enlightened teaching. Here, the young were educated in the expectation of their development and, yet, regardless of their social status. Although offering a liberal educational approach, these teaching concepts also had the potential to legitimize more oppressive ideas within their definition of the young as the ‘not-yet developed’ and in need of strict control and strong guidance. It was a small step from this formula of the ‘not-yet’ to a political discourse on the immaturity of people,14 who were not yet mature enough, and in need of education, a category that embraced not only the young but also the lower classes and women. This legitimized the exclusion of the ‘not yet educated’ from social and political participation, thus denying them any kind of individual agency.

Maybe due to such patronizing undercurrents of these otherwise generally benevolent pedagogical ideas, young people developed a distinct idea of being ‘the young’. They saw themselves as being separated from normative society and yet wanted to distinguish themselves through specific cultural and popular practices and be identified as the bearers of a better future. These elements typify the basis for the emergence of a youth movement. It was particularly young people – young craftsmen (Gesellen), students, daughters and sons of merchants, literates, public servants – in urban spaces who both initiated and were the main practitioners of amateur theatre around 1800. Should we then consider amateur theatre as a ‘youth movement’?

At the outset, Urania began in 1792 with a group of young craftsmen, music students, and servants. There is archival evidence of more attempts by young people all over the country to initiate amateur theatricals.15 Greeted by some as a meaningful leisure activity for the young and rejected by others as a dangerous practice of public representation that generated vanity and immoral behaviour, amateur theatre was clearly popular among young people and sometimes created conflict between the generations. For example, in a letter dated 26 October 1801, young Sander explained to the board of Urania:


I have frequently fought against orthodox opinions about playing theatre in my family, and I have used all thinkable means to explain. But an incident that happened at lunchtime today between me and some older members of the family forced me to finally give in, if I am not to live in continued conflict with these people.16


Sander cannot convince his family that playing theatre was an appropriate leisure activity for a decent man. He highlights the fact that it is the ‘older members of the family’ and hence a generational conflict that lay behind his forced withdrawal from acting in Urania. And yet, he is not ready to give up on performing fully and, in the very same letter, he makes a proposal: why not offer him some roles including singing, so he can pretend to go to choir rehearsals instead of performing theatre: ‘That I will suffer most from this withdrawal goes without saying. Maybe I can pretend to sing in a concert pulling the wool over these old people’s eyes, in order to keep the freedom to perform in operettas at least.’17 Sander was ready to deceive his family, just to be able to continue doing what he loved. And he did. Theatre bills and reports from after the incident show that he never gave up on performing in Urania.18 During the time of the French occupation of Berlin, he became one of the most active members in the theatre society and created even stronger ties with the society when he married the daughter of its musical director.19

Around 1800, it was quite common for young people from the middle classes to be among the founding members of amateur theatre societies. Besides Urania, which was founded by a group of young men from the middle classes,20 other Berlin-based theatre societies, including Thalia (in 1796) and Minerva (in 1797), were established by young journeymen (Gesellen).21 As early as 1786, Heinrich August Ottokar Reichard’s Theatre Calendar reports on amateur theatres in Vienna, established in local inns and performed by students together with young craftsmen (Handwerksgesellen) and women of ‘dubious reputation’.22 Students were also the drivers of amateur activities in Erding, Bavaria. They established an amateur stage in their home town when returning to their families over summer.23 Another typical founding moment followed an initiative of young theatre afficionados from the educated classes who won over the older generation to support them. This was the case of the amateur society in Bremen (Liebhabertheater Bremen, 1791–2), presided over by Adolph Freiherr Knigge, the Hannoverian governor in Bremen, who was also father to one of the young actresses and a well-known literary and critical author.24

Young people from different classes and backgrounds felt an urge to engage in amateur theatre, and their parents were often in favour of such leisure activities as they promised some educational benefits in contrast to other revelry that involved drinking and dancing. Besides an aesthetic experience, the theatre societies offered them social education through meeting people from different sectors of society. Some of these encounters led to marriage and thus laid the foundation for their own future social life.25

A closer look into the Urania files shows that its young members also tested the boundaries of the order and structure of their theatre societies.26 For example, in December 1803, a young man by the name of Meier had worn his boots at a ball after the regular Sunday performance, contrary to the rule that ‘on performance days, dancing in boots is not permitted’. As he had broken Urania’s law, he was summoned to appear at the next conference to explain his behaviour and to receive moral correction. But instead, he claimed, with spirit, that his business would not allow him to come in person, particularly for such a small issue. He sent a letter admitting that he had worn boots but argued that he had not broken the law because he came onto the dance floor after midnight, that is, on Monday morning and not on a performance day.27 There is no evidence of any further sanctioning of young Meier in the archive, but what we see here is an attempt to make him understand the inappropriateness of his action in the presence of all members who attended the biweekly conference and to invite him to defend his behaviour.

The theatre amateurs were in general very positive about their young members when focussing on the educational development on the stage and in the social circle. For example, when they allowed a group of theatre debutants to continue performing over the summer when the season had already ended.28 Any effort or attempt to educate or improve socially or theatrically was generously supported. The theatre society therefore lived up to its reputation as an educational resource for the middle classes and for the young.


The educative offers of amateur theatre

The public discourse on amateur theatre focused on its educational benefits in general and emphasized the particular social benefits for its members. The advocates of amateur theatre strongly underscored the educational benefits of attending theatre performances and proposed that there were even greater educational benefits in ‘doing theatre’ within the context of private theatricals. The opponents of amateur theatre, however, strongly denied such educational potential, especially when the theatre society was led by less educated people from less distinguished classes.

One of the earliest treatises on amateur theatre was published anonymously in 1796: Manual for Amateurs of Private Theatre (Taschenbuch für Liebhaber des Privattheaters). The author was the young Johann Friedrich Rochlitz (1769–1842), a novelist and dramatist, who drew on his experience of a private theatre society in Leipzig to make a case for developing the quality of private theatricals, arguing for its educational potential for young people. He points out that keeping the young away from such theatre societies would in any case lead to a growing desire for ‘such forbidden fruits’ and that serious attempts ‘to secretly reach them at least sometimes’ resulted in uncontrolled ‘consumption’ and hence damaging to the health.29 Instead, he advises parents to take advantage of the educational benefits of the theatre, both by reading plays and performing in them and making them available to the young, unless one can provide them with something similarly effective:


[A]‌re you able to give your child, your mentee, all the comfort and finesse of social company, the moral education and everything else that this reading and that society can provide them with under the condition of a decent organisation; are you able to give them as much insight into human nature as is necessary to avoid becoming the plaything of any sophisticated fraudster, and all such things that we unavoidably encounter in this world, except behind closed doors and barred prison cells; in one word: can you surely give your child etc. all these benefits that they can achieve without any risk to encounter evil – Yes! Then let your son, your daughter, your pupil, your niece etc. never perform any play, nor read a drama, never let them take Miller’s, Herme’s, Robertson’s novels in their hands, and – if you are to be consistent: never allow them to attend any balls or dancing lessons, nor our coffee parties or evening circles etc. etc.!30


What kind of educational benefits did Rochlitz think theatre offered? First of all, he names social skills without which ‘one easily could be embarrassed in society or at least appear “deadly boring” to the social circles.’31 Performing familiarized oneself with the habits of higher society, without which one could never become successful, however talented and good-natured a person is.32 Rochlitz echoes here the growing awareness of social shifts and social mobility that made it more difficult for individuals to understand the normative undercurrents of new social groupings.

Enlightenment thinker Adolph Freiherr Knigge (1752–1796) treated the subject in his Practical Philosophy of Social Life: Or the Art of Conversing with Men (Über den Umgang mit Menschen, 1788) when discussing the growing need to orientate oneself on the grounds of new social strata. Knigge famously advises that acquiring a certain esprit de conduite (spirit of behaviour) will lead to social success and happiness.33 When not naturally gifted with an esprit de conduit, one needs to gain ‘a general knowledge about human beings, a certain versatility, sociability, flexibility, tolerance, at times self-denial, control over strong passions, vigilance over one-self and balanced cheerfulness’ in order to succeed in this art.34

This esprit de conduite is based on both rhetorical and physical skills, that is on elements of elaborated language, sophisticated discourse, and graceful movements that form one’s social persona. Rochlitz also emphasizes these skills in his treatise, recommending that one can acquire correct grammar and articulation through the knowledge of certain dramas and plays and train oneself in the art of declamation and thereby develop a feeling for nuanced pronunciation, style, and timing. ‘And our common understanding tells us that we should not belittle these achievements. Why does one not like to listen to someone who is a bad narrator? Why do jokes, bon mots, even the wittiest ideas, in the mouth of some people turn to water and sleeping pills?’35 The answer is, of course, because of a lack of rhetorical skills and declamation.

Both declamation and physical expression are required. At this time, physical expression was discussed in terms of ‘mimics’ (Mimik),36 directing the actor to a well-balanced correspondence between emotional impulse (inner motion) and the laws of beauty (external knowledge). The starting point is training and exercise: ‘The trainee actor must not only get a general knowledge of the rules of beauty – in the same way as someone from fine society must get educated, if not wanting to be an object of ridicule – he must also practice them mechanically, i.e. with his body.’37 From this training, the right emotion emerges, turning the expression into a true, natural, and beautiful performance. Once more, Rochlitz shows how the education of the actor influences the development of social skills that are particularly useful when dealing with ‘fine society’.

Performing could also help to overcome shyness and general inhibition. Being on stage, facing an audience, was considered an effective training to develop a certain ‘directness’ or even ‘cheekiness’ or ‘boldness’ and natural behaviour in the presence of other people – an attitude that normally ‘only men of the world own in a way that is applauded, or even envied. And often when superficially imitated leads to uncivilized, coarse, and brash behaviour.’38 Performing regularly then will lead to a certain naturalness, a finely tuned attitude in the dramatic role and in the social role of the performer and citizen, and thus provide them with the right esprit de conduite.

To educate oneself in social skills involves striving to imitate the envied classes of the higher bourgeoisie and the nobility, while being at the same time a pragmatic strategy to prepare for a new society where intersocial communication in the business world or in the social realm becomes more probable and more frequent. There also is an underlying political claim, namely that one must leave the limitations of traditional stratification behind and acquire a freedom of choice in regard to social and professional life. In other words, the concept of agency lies behind and motivates this kind of education.

Rochlitz’s idealized concept of a holistic education through performing corresponded to a positive discourse on the potential educational benefits of theatre and amateur theatre.39 It also subscribed to the Enlightenment utopia of improving people through education as a means of improving society at large. The anonymous author of ‘Würdigung einiger Einflüsse auf die Characterbildung der Berlinischen Jugend’ (‘Evaluation of some impact on the character building of the young people in Berlin’), published in 1801 in National-Zeitung für Wissenschaft, Kunst und Gewerbe, was strongly opposed to such ideas because he generally questioned the educational potential of theatre at large. Evaluating the influence of amateur theatre on the young people of Berlin, having observed their growing interest in amateur theatre, he wants parents to take their children away from such a useless, even dangerous activity.40

Following Rousseau’s rejection of the educational potential of theatre,41 the author argues that the representational setting of theatre was not able to impact society in reality. The author states that the emotions aroused during a theatre performance were shown to be false and shallow, and the morals experienced and felt in theatre would not have any impact on social behaviour. This, he writes, could be proven by the example of the Roman emperor Nero who showed empathy in the theatre while behaving extremely cruelly in real life.42 Whether or not this depicts the historical Nero accurately, the author had made a valid point about the representational nature of theatre. Theatre could only impact reality on an educational level if it transformed into reality itself, and this was certainly not possible.

If a young person was not able to recognize this theatrical representation and hence confuses fiction and reality, the sure consequence, according to the author, would be failed character building. Such a young man would ‘adapt to the fictitious pains of the superhuman heroes, he becomes familiar with them, and steps into real life with such excited and pampered feelings, and with such claims for greatness and moral stature, although he will find everything totally different. He will not encounter such heroes, nor will he be exposed to such pains.’43 Such a poor specimen would be haunted by their theatrical dreams when finally entering the public life of a businessman. He would be uselessly prepared when being thrown into making a business that is based on hard work, diligence, and dry seriousness.44

The author also strongly rejects the possibility of acquiring life-changing social skills and an esprit de conduite through theatre and actor training. He particularly denounces theatre and performing as it can foster vanity, pretension, and conceit in immature people through the public appearance on the stage. And to the parent praising theatre for training social skills and manners, and wishing it to provide knowledge of the world and of human beings, he responds:


If I am not mistaken, does this point to all the imagined morality that theatre should provide for. This is what the father wants to see developed in his son and what so easily should be achieved, without considering that these kind of social skills and manners – (that by the way, are nothing but polished adaptation to conventional trivialities of social conversation), if ever they were achieved – would simultaneously lose all naturalness. A mannered boy, in that sense, is an untimely plant without any smell or taste45


Such social skills appeared phoney and artificial to him. Their resulting lack of authenticity seems to be grounded in the problem of a social group claiming it is possible to acquire social skills that hitherto have been the privilege of the upper classes, who were born into such social norms and habits and displayed a natural talent for esprit de conduit. Even though class prejudice is not explicit in the text, one understands that the author refuses to accept the idea of social mobility in times of a shifting society. The author denounces the amateur theatres as a harbour for ambitious members of lower and middle classes, who due to a lack of education and knowledge will have a damaging influence on the young people when they are given leading positions in the theatre organization. Their status ranged ‘between an office clerk and a lackey’ who were destined to continue in the footsteps of their forefathers.46 Any kind of upward social mobility is denied to these classes, and so it is in vain that educational benefits and purposes are sought in the amateur theatre or elsewhere.

This class prejudice regarding leadership of organizations and societies was quite common at the time. Rochlitz also asked for morally and aesthetically educated performers and spectators to bring the educational potential of amateur theatre to full fruition as the precondition for establishing a valuable theatre society. But in direct opposition to the discourse in the National-Zeitung, Rochlitz demonstrates an openness to all social groups as far as development and education are concerned. He would never propose that the social classes and professions should stay the same, nor that to strive for knowledge and skills was inappropriate, as does the anonymous author of ‘Ueber die hiesigen Privattheater’ at the end of his text: ‘ne sutor ultra crepidam’ (‘Cobbler, stick to your last!’).47 Interestingly, the very same saying also appears in a report written by the director of the Munich court theatre to the Bavarian Ministry of Inner Affairs. Dated 30 November 1814, the Munich director criticizes the growing interest of civil servants and middle classes in performing in amateur theatre productions and consequently neglecting their professional duties.48 So the class prejudice appears here in a double meaning: first, it is inappropriate to strive for the knowledge and skills hitherto inaccessible to the middle classes; and second, it can harm the national wealth to allow for such unfitting education and resulting upward social mobility.

Yet untroubled by such concern and prejudice, the amateur theatres continued to develop their own ideas and schemes of civic and theatrical education.


How does amateur theatre educate (towards citizenship)?

The archival sources of the daily practices of Urania give valuable insights into their educational ideas and practices, and into their self-understanding of how ‘to be educated’ by theatre. In order to build moral character, they set up a set of strict rules of social behaviour to be adhered to within their theatre society. In the early period of the association, theatre bills and flyers helped communicate social rules to the members and their guests. These included indications as how to behave in the theatre; for example, it was an obligation to give up one’s seat to a lady who arrives late.49 The oldest surviving printed bills from 1798 and 1800 provide a reminder that since tickets were handed out to friends for free ‘we hold the right to demand from the spectating audience a behaviour that will avoid any kind of disturbance during the performance.’50

Inappropriate actions were addressed as part of the biweekly conferences, where subsequent conflicts were defused and often solved. Taking measures to control deviant behaviour established a moral compass and provided a social and moral education for the young people.

In 1835, there was a young actress who was no longer allowed to perform on the amateur stage. The reason given was that she had introduced a foreign lady to the ball after the theatre performance without registering her name. The master of ceremonies on duty repeatedly asked her to give the name of her guest, but she refused to do so. As a result, she was both not allowed to continue performing and denied access to the social gatherings. Not recording members of the audience on the so-called foreigners’ list (Fremden-Liste) was a serious fault that posed an existential threat to a theatre society, as they were generally not allowed to admit spectators freely. Their performances were licensed on the condition that they kept them private (only members and registered ‘foreigners’) while free ticket sales were prohibited. Police authorities kept an eagle eye on theatre societies to ensure they obeyed these rules, and they were entitled to intervene and control the ‘foreigners’ list’ at any time.

The father of the young lady in question tried to make a case for her by sending a letter to the steering committee, dated 21 September 1835.51 He emphasized his hopes that Urania would provide his daughter with an appropriate actor’s training and education, and he requested that the society continue supporting her, given that the members had applauded her earlier educational progress. The case was discussed at length in the society’s conference, but finally, both the theatre director Mr Lami and the president Mr Siegling declared that as she had been fully aware of the regulations, her repeated rejection of the request to name her guest was an incurable fault, and so they voted against giving her further roles.52

This small incident exemplifies the moral and social education of the theatre amateurs by showing how the theatre society as a group created opportunities for social gatherings such as balls, and dinners, while designing rules of behaviour to govern them. These social gatherings and their etiquette differ from the traditional leisure activities of middle classes. Both the event itself and the check on moral codes demonstrate the growing awareness of belonging to a different stratum of society, of becoming accustomed to different events, and to the expected new behaviour. The clashes resulting from such settings are then reflected and integrated into the social discourse of the theatre amateurs’ conferences. The overall aim of this social and moral education is to create a citizen with the refined skills of an actor, able to both adapt to the social context and deploy skilful rhetoric. But the middle-class amateur theatricals were also monitored by the police, and any infringements could cost them their reputation and even their permission to perform.

Some of the established rules and modes of sanction in the case of legal infringements appear quite strict, and yet, this framework of regulations seems to have given the members of the amateur theatre society a certain security while their bourgeois citizen identity was being shaped, particularly at a time when traditional norms and habits had lost their validity.

Nonetheless, the theatre amateurs allowed for negotiation and discussion of cases. A single infringement never led to a sanction. There was always leeway for communication, negotiation, or probation. These conflicts over the appropriate behaviour of young people give the impression that tensions were building up between the emancipative promise of theatre practice, the potential claim for agency and social mobility, and the legitimization of acting on stage, even though Urania had always demonstrated its goodwill and aspired to good moral behaviour before a critical society and attentive state authorities.

In tandem with such social education, we see that Urania engaged in educating and training young people to become professional actors. Their educational methods, too, were designed to establish a corrective mode through the feedback loop of a practice with public and internal criticism.

German theatre critics and practitioners of the time discussed at length different methods of training actors, even though this predated the establishment of any formal institutional education for actors. Young debutants became members of a theatre company and either learned on the job or took private lessons with older actors to prepare for a professional career. Towards the end of the eighteenth century, there was a growing interest in educating actors to give the actor the status of a learned person – both in regard to moral and academic education.

In 1753, a member of the Schönemann company, Konrad Ekhof, established an acting academy with other actors while they were employed at the court of Mecklenburg-Schwerin.53 The idea of the academy was to engage the actors in biweekly meetings where aesthetic, dramaturgical, and acting topics were to be discussed. But financial constraints and a general disapproval of actors who wished to keep their own acting styles forced the academy to close after only thirteen months.

Ekhof eventually settled down in Gotha after a career with the most distinguished German touring troupes (Schönemann, Ackermann, Seyler), an involvement in the reform project of the Hamburg Entreprise,54 and a two-year appointment at the court of Weimar. It was in Gotha in 1775 that he founded the first German court theatre with a permanent ensemble, sponsored by the ruling duke Ernst II. Even though Ekhof died just three years later, he had contributed to the establishment of a modern institution: his actors had a permanent contract and benefited from a pension fund. After the tentative reforms of the Schwerin academy and the Hamburg Entreprise, Ekhof finally had the opportunity to fully materialize his idea of theatre and acting in Gotha. He introduced strict production rules for the actors (punctuality at rehearsal, appropriate preparations, and aesthetic norms) and required them to study theatre history and acting theory, for example, Riccoboni’s treatise was compulsory reading. His theatre productions were a success with both audiences and the theatre critics, and the Gotha theatre became an influential model for reformed theatres, such as the Weimar court theatre under the directorship of Goethe55 (1791–1817) and the Mannheim National Theatre under Heribert von Dalberg (1778–1803).

The acting theory of Johann Jakob Engel,56 published in his Ideen zu einer Mimik (1785/6), became highly influential in the development of actors’ training. The idea and concept of developing the ‘learned actor’ (der ‘studierte’ Schauspieler) was popularized through widely distributed publications, such as Heinrich August Ottokar Reichard’s theatre calendar (1775–1800)57 and August Wilhelm Iffland’s theatre almanac (1807–11),58 which reached theatre afficionados as well as amateurs from the middle classes.

In Urania, there was a set of rules for those on ‘probation’, the system of debutant casting, and other ‘laws for actors’ outlining correct forms of behaviour during the rehearsal process, during disciplinary hearings, and sanctions.59 Although there was no developed ‘method’ for training actors, three clear lines were pursued when educating young actors: (1) the actors of the Royal Theatre in Berlin were the models, and young actors were advised to attend their performances often; (2) August Wilhelm Iffland was raised up as the pre-eminent example of a worthy actor, acting teacher, theatre director, dramatist, and theatre critic; (3) a feedback system was developed that helped the young actors become better and more learned performers.

In the conference protocols of Urania, one can find repeated debates and deliberations on the topic of feedback and criticism of the young debutants. Who should be allowed to criticize? What form of criticism would be appropriate (written, oral, in public, in private)? What is the position of the persons being criticized and criticizing? How much criticism should be aired in public?60

In 1815, the young actress Emilie Willmann articulated her concerns about public criticism in a letter to Urania.61 She had recently been contracted by the Royal Theatre and was about to make her debut on the public stage. In her letter, she thanked the members of Urania for their kind and supporting criticism which she acknowledged had helped develop her acting skills. She raised her fears about receiving public criticism from a demanding theatre audience and from critical theatre journals, and she requested that the members of Urania might attend her public debut in order to give her some public support. They fully agreed to her request and promised to attend.62

Wilhelm Hebenstreit, who was a forceful opponent of any kind of amateur theatre, stated in 1843 that there was no kind of educational benefit in amateur theatre because productive feedback and open criticism did not amount to an education:


The performance of these [private stages] appears just as the result of courtesy, as a voluntary service. For that reason, the mediocre ones will be called good, the passable called excellent. This is even more certain because they are lacking competent judges, or if such persons are present, they cannot and will not judge publicly on the quality of the performances.63


He argued that the amateurs themselves only had their own feelings to rely on when judging; the audience members were invited guests and so not entitled to judge; and the amateur performances were a ‘private matter’ and so could not become the object of public judgement or criticism.64

The problem of public criticism also troubled the leadership of Urania when they had to deal with the infamous theatre critic Moritz Saphir who planned to report on their performances in his widely read newspaper Der Berliner Courir in 1826. The theatre amateurs wanted to avoid such reviews at all costs because ‘it is against the philosophy of our society to bring their performances and any other of our activities to the public attention’.65 And so, they turned to the police department for advice as to how to keep Saphir out of their performances. The president of the society also worried about a growing habit of the members to applaud their actors. He believed that this kind of public acknowledgement and approbation should not come from family members or close relations to the performers but from the audience of invited guests and ‘foreigners’.66

It appears that Urania was almost as concerned about the educational effects of criticism as Hebenstreit, who openly opposed the amateur theatres. They reflected on the right of public criticism and its educational effects and benefits on the vulnerable who were the object of such criticism. If the journalist is not allowed to write a critical review, and the members are not allowed to express their satisfaction with applause, who then should be entitled to judge, and in what capacity? And, how can criticism become a productive way of developing the skills of their actors?

The most important critic was the theatre director.67 He gave the actors feedback during rehearsals and took care of disciplinary measures where needed (for example, concerning punctuality, presence at rehearsals and performances, moral behaviour, etc.). In Urania, the director’s tasks had a clear educational purpose, which was expressed in the 1824 ‘rules for the performing cast’ formulated by director Lami.68 He defined the conditions of access to the amateur stage: the ‘dilettanti’ intending to perform had to submit a ‘certificate of their moral behaviour’ issued by their fathers or custodians. Only after that were the candidates admitted to audition with the whole theatre society present to evaluate their performance:


For the auditions, that precede the opening of the winter season, the candidate proposes a role or at least a scene. Thereafter his performance will be judged by the society, and the director will then decide how to employ the candidate according to his skills and capacities. The candidate is obliged to reject no role, how unimportant it may be.69


Often, it was the potential rather than the actual skills of the debutants that were commended. It was recorded in one of the conferences that the audition showed rather mediocre results but that there was hope that with the director’s help something could develop.70 The theatre society remained critical of their actors’ performances, and contrary to what Hebenstreit had stated, they kept a discriminating eye on their development. Everyone had to submit to the corrections, advice, and teaching of the director:


each of the actors has to accept his [the director’s] advice during the rehearsals. And it is up to him to demand to repeat or even repeat a third time the scenes that do not run smoothly yet. Only then the turn out will be a complete success to which each and everyone needs to contribute. If someone – against all expectations – will oppose to such gentle critique, he will not be fined but considered a trouble-maker and therefore not further employed.71


Because criticism would contribute to the education and development of the actors, they had to readily submit to such discipline.

In Urania, the members also wanted to express their opinions on the performance of actors, but the director reminded them that they should not be part of the rehearsal because it was his task, and there was a danger that members could ‘make young actors and actresses confused and anxious’.72 Adopting his authority as sole theatre pedagogue, the director fulfilled his task to educate and demonstrated an awareness of the vulnerable aspects of the educating process.

Their biweekly performances took place on a Sunday, and the day afterwards, there was a Monday conference at which all members were invited to speak. These conferences were also a place for criticism; it was the president who shared his impressions first, followed then by a lively discussion of the members present. In 1826, the steering board of the society decided to give several members the opportunity to write reviews on the performances but only for internal use. These so-called Relationen (an old German term for ‘news’, ‘reports’, ‘reviews’) were supposed to be presented and discussed in the biweekly conferences and were meant to help develop the acting skills of the performers. The project came to a halt, though, after only five such Relationen73 had been submitted because the actors and actresses protested against the detailed and individual critique they received. To avoid conflict, the written criticism was replaced by direct and diplomatic conversations that seem to have served the purpose more appropriately. It appeared productive ‘when individual members uttered the other night their constructive criticism on the performances in gentle words during a harmless conversation.’74

The amateur actors were aware of their own critical skills and were aware of the effects such criticism could engender. Contrary to Hebenstreit’s judgement on amateurs, they were indeed capable of using criticism for educational ends.

The surviving archival theatre reviews (Relationen) of performances on 31 December 1826, 28 January 1827, and 11 February 1827 afford unique insights into the evaluation criteria of acting, into the feedback culture involved in the education of the actors, and into the aesthetic choices and style of amateur performance. What seemed important to the in-house-critics? How did they articulate their criticism along educational principles? All the reviews reveal the purpose of their critics in one way or the other. They turn their attention kindly to any kind of flaw in the performance in order to improve the acting techniques. They expected the ‘best results for the future, when each and every role, including the most minor ones, became the object of such evaluation’.75 The educational purpose of such criticism was emphasized and – with intimations of humour – they asked the actors to accept their well-meaning hints: ‘Ladies and Gents, please accept the reviews as they are, we promise to you that we will improve in the future, if you will give us a similar promise in return. Until then, we’d like to tell you that in general you have offered us great enjoyment.’76

A ‘rounding’ (Rundung) of character was considered one of the most important pillars of a successful performance. This could only be achieved by ‘studying’ (Studium) the character’s dramaturgical dispositions, that is, by achieving a deeper understanding of the narration in the play as a whole and the motivations and psychological features of each individual character. The term Studium (study) appears frequently in dramaturgical writings that require the actor to fully grasp the dramatic character they intend to impersonate. At the time, it was common for actors only to have the lines of their specific character, and so they came to rehearsals without a full understanding of the interaction between the characters. This meant they could only respond by language cue. At the end of the eighteenth century, the German theatre reformers tried to do away with such particularism by introducing extended reading rehearsals and by demanding that the actors study the context of their roles.

Although Urania did not go as far as Iffland who asked for written dramaturgical analyses from young actors,77 they did look at each individual dramatic character and assess whether its performance had been well proportioned, ‘rounded up’ and fully developed. If a young actress wanted to become a professional, she was required to work hard to penetrate the deeper dramaturgical meaning of her role. She was advised to ‘be more ambitious in studying her role, … if she wants to achieve her ultimate goal’.78 The author hints here at her presumed ambition to be employed by the Royal Theatre. When aiming high for a professional career, he added, this young actress should avoid any artificial style and rather invest in ‘studying’: ‘If she had studied the role a bit more thoroughly, we would not have seen the young lady overshadowing a simple maiden.’79 She had obviously not got fully into the character (maiden) but rather acted and behaved as herself (young lady) on stage.

‘Studying vs. artificial style’ (Studium vs. Manier) is the formula that Iffland used to argue for a well-rounded acting performance. He styled himself as a ‘learned’ and ‘studying’ actor when giving detailed analyses of characters performed by his acting colleagues80; when developing a model for performing the ‘minor’ and ambiguous role of the duchess of Friedland (Schiller, Wallenstein)81; or when proposing methods for actors’ training that work against throwing debutants on stage without any further ‘studying’, a practice that forced them to use their instincts, and because of a lack of knowledge, or a certain degree of laziness, this led inevitably to certain stylistic habits (Manier) that caused a deficit in performance versatility.82

The choice of costume also needed some careful reflection to support the ‘rounding’ of the character. Young actors had to develop some taste here, and they were held responsible for any mismatch or wrong implications of a costume. An example in the Urania reviews mentions a noble character on stage who had been provided with a hunting knife and ribbon that were of lesser quality than the accessories of his servant.83 The young actors were responsible to ‘study’ such detailed differences as they reflected on the social status and appearance of their stage characters. Such meticulous care was also particular to the small space of the Urania theatre, where the audience could clearly see, identify, and evaluate such details. This intimate theatre space both demanded discipline and helped the debutants to ‘fill’ the space with their vocal projection, to appropriate it to their needs, and feel more at ease on stage. The costume was not the only aspect that had to be perfectly adapted to the stage character; the body language, position, and attitude were also very important. Fidgeting fingers on a sleeve, or a costume too large for the actor, were minor items on the list84 when compared to the overall body posture and movement – standing, walking, the claim that the ‘feet should always be kept in a dance position.’85 The debutants were excused for any slight stiffness86 at the beginning, but training and rehearsal must soon lead to corporeal versatility that was also the basis of becoming a fully respected citizen in social circles beyond the theatre.


Educated to be a citizen-actor, an actor-citizen

The Enlightenment discourse on moral education brought theatre practice into focus as a tool for dissemination and teaching. But it proved a controversial medium, as it was not able to live up to the moral standards of the Enlightened teachers such as Gottsched in its outreach to the illiterate and uneducated. For this reason, men of letters, called for a theatre reform that modelled the theatre as both an institution and as a practice, after the needs and desires of the educational schemes of the Enlightenment. But it proved difficult to regenerate established theatre practices, for example, the Harlequin was banished from the stage and re-emerged the next day. It was not until the second half of the eighteenth century that Lessing and others developed a new approach to achieve the educational potential of theatre: they focused on the affective impact, on a common effort of new dramaturgies, and on new drama and new institutions to help mainstream the idea of a ‘bourgeois theatre’ with the clear objective of moral education.

Amateur theatre became a mass phenomenon in the last third of the eighteenth century and turned out to be a great alternative model for the theatre, moving from its popularity in noble circles, to be adopted more and more by the middle classes as it worked out its educational potential. Even though all theatre forms were still met by harsh criticism because of the ‘deceitful’ and ‘illusory’ aspects of theatre representation, a belief that theatre practice could develop one’s moral character and social skills took root and became mainstream. Theatre amateurs fully embraced its educational potential and when becoming a member, they hoped to develop their acting skills for a potential professional career and to their esprit de conduite in order to become a full member of a newly emerging bourgeois society.

A closer look into Urania’s educational practices, actors’ training, critical feedback, social skills, and their implementation and embodiment of social regulations, shows it to have been a theatre society that engaged in educating their young members and that celebrated their education as a core value of their activities. At transitional moments, members clearly articulated that a main motive for joining was an aspiration to be educated, and when they left, they thanked the society for all their efforts in regard to education. For example, a certain Mr Zimmermann, for some unknown reason, had to leave the society in 1796 and wrote: ‘even though I had always passionately loved the theatre, and would have become an actor if solely for the pleasure of it and the education’.87

Some of their acting members did indeed use the education and acting training as a springboard into a professional career. As education in Urania comprised the goals of becoming both a ‘good citizen’ and a ‘good actor’, these members arrived as trained citizen-actors when they were employed by a public theatre, such as in Berlin, Königsberg, Breslau, or Hamburg. Urania thus helped to improve both the social status of actors and the level of education within the acting profession.

Other members used their theatrical and social versatility and their rhetorical capacities, skills they acquired in Urania, to become distinguished members of the bourgeois society and engage in the politics of public life. At this point, we should return to young Sander who in 1803 was ready to trick his parents in order to continue his acting in Urania. Not only did he meet and later marry the beautiful daughter of Mr Fuchs, the musical director of Urania, he became a recognized businessman and owner of a distillery, making a solid income. So, contrary to the dire warnings of his family, his love for theatre gave him access to a solid and respectable bourgeois career and family life.

Furthermore, he was later elected to the city council of Berlin, thus becoming actively involved in local politics.88 A representative communal administration was introduced during the French rule in Berlin (1807–9). This was the first level of partial democratic rule in Prussia, and Sander took the opportunity to exercise his active citizen rights to become part of it. Thus, one could conclude that he adapted the advantages he gained from theatre education – including developing an eloquence to speak, a confidence to move and act in public, and the acquisition of a certain social versatility – to become an actor-citizen. Thus, illustrating that the major aims of the founders of Urania had been realized, as president Sonnenberg formulated it forty years later: ‘not only to enjoy themselves with amateur theatricals, but also to educate men and women in the art of theatre, so they can walk onto the big stage of life with a confident stride’.89 




3Enlightened dramaturgies

Amateur theatricals became mainstream partly because of the work of several dramatists, who wrote plays on popular themes that appealed to a broad audience and that required realistic casting, scenography, props, and costumes. They wrote bourgeois dramas and light comedies about everyday issues and ordinary people caught up in emotional, economic, or similar commonplace conflicts. And they created dramatic plots and scenarios that suited the confines of theatre amateurs with few changes of scenery and their smaller casts. In this chapter, I will focus on three authors who were particular favourites with the theatre amateurs: August von Kotzebue (1761–1819), an amateur theatre practitioner and editor of drama anthologies; August Wilhelm Iffland (1759–1814), a skilled actor who was a role model for amateur performers and a firm believer in amateur theatre as a training ground for professionals; and Adolph Müllner (1774–1829), an amateur theatre practitioner and instructor of amateur actors. Although all three were hugely popular dramatists and well-known public personae, their plays disappeared from the repertoire towards the end of the nineteenth century. Based on the total number of performances of their plays on German stages, one can see that they had a greater impact on making Enlightenment ideas and values mainstream in the theatre than any play by Schiller or Goethe of the period. It is a little-known fact in theatre history that all three authors afforded amateur theatricals a specific place in their output. To redress this lacuna, I will now explore why their plays, theatre practice, and educational engagement appealed particularly to amateur theatre practitioners.


August von Kotzebue – Education, entertainment, and emotions1

August von Kotzebue was the most popular playwright in European theatre around the year 1800. Over 200 plays were published in his name, during his lifetime and after his death. Even though the literati criticized his work severely, all German theatres (including Goethe’s in Weimar) welcomed his plays because they were a recipe for full houses and guaranteed a substantial income. For example, between 1779 and 1870, there were 1,870 Kotzebue performances on the programme at the National and Court Theatre in Mannheim, one of the most prestigious German stages of the time. Next most popular was Friedrich Schiller with 486 performances, and in third place was August Wilhelm Iffland with 463.2 Kotzebue’s plays dominated the German theatre to such an extent that in 1800 August Wilhelm Schlegel stated that ‘the German theatre and Kotzebue are one and the same’.3 It has been said that Kotzebue was also responsible for the widespread interest in German literature in Europe, largely due to the many translations of his works (into English, French, Italian, Swedish, Danish, Russian …) through which he became famous in Scandinavia, Western and Eastern Europe, and the United States (Figure 3).
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While his plays were still omnipresent on German stages, Kotzebue became involved in a public controversy with the German nationalist and student movement, which led to his assassination in 1819 in Mannheim by the radical nationalist student Karl Ludwig Sand. Outraged by a nationalist political discourse that identified Kotzebue as a main target, Sand justified the murder with the semi-religious zeal of a mission. He considered himself the saviour of the German nation by stabbing its ‘archenemy’. State authorities of the German Confederation (Deutscher Bund) reacted to this politically motivated murder by introducing repressive legislation and censorship of political activities and student movements, aiming to prevent reactive political upheaval (Karlsbader Beschlüsse).4 Kotzebue thus became a famous figure in political history, forever associated with German censorship history, while gradually disappearing into oblivion as a dramatic author.


Educating the citizen towards a moral sense

In his plays, Kotzebue favoured common moral sense over shallow convention and norm. He portrayed his protagonists as openly critical to all kinds of accepted traditional moral and social habits, and as such, he followed Kant’s concept of Enlightenment as an emancipation from self-induced mental immaturity.5 This can be demonstrated by one of his earliest successful plays, Menschenhaß und Reue (Misanthropy and Remorse), staged for the first time in 1788 in Kotzebue’s amateur theatre in Reval (the capital of the Russian Governorate in Estonia, today known as Tallinn). Shortly afterwards, it became a hit in the leading theatres across Germany (Berlin in 1789, Mannheim in 1789).6

The main character of the play, Eulalia, has been unfaithful to her husband. Deeply regretting her marital infidelity, she chooses to lead a retiring and sorrowful life away from her children and family. In the end, the couple are reunited and the family returns to their former happiness, the play thus demonstrating that love and caring are more important than norms and conventions. Kotzebue’s suggestion that the wife’s betrayal should be forgiven, however, contravened bourgeois family values of the time.7

This play is one of Kotzebue’s most important works.8 Its detailed stage directions, authentic characters, dialogue, and plot gave it an extraordinary stage quality that instantly appealed to theatre directors. The topic had great social relevance and was morally provocative and was therefore enormously attractive for audiences. Nonetheless, Kotzebue’s critics spoke of his weak moral character because his play contravened conservative bourgeois morals as it promoted adultery on stage. Kotzebue was following a humanist moral agenda that associated Enlightenment thinking with the sentimental education of the individual, rather than a strict idea of bourgeois conventions. At the same time, his ending resonated with Christian values, based as it was on forgiveness and love.

In another successful play, Die deutschen Kleinstädter (The German Small-Towner, premiered 1802 in Vienna), Kotzebue turns his attention to certain bourgeois morals that had become shallow rules and regulations and were limiting the lives of the protagonists to commercial interests and to slavish belief in rank and title. Set in the little town of ‘Krähwinkel’, the target of his sharp-tongued satire were its inhabitants whose lives epitomized the strict rules of the bourgeoisie. They constantly refer to each other with absurd titles instead of names, for example, grandmother Staar invites her friends over to tea by calling them ‘Mrs Upper Master of Raft and Fishery’, ‘Mrs Municipal Financial Acquisition Accountant’, and ‘Mrs Lower Tax Collector’.9 The titles give each person unquestioned authority, regardless of individual deeds, merits, or achievements. Mayor Staar wants his daughter Sabine to marry the most respectable ‘Building, Mining and Road Building Substitute Inspector’, Mr Sperling, whose career aspirations are to become ‘Field Mangel Commission Assessor’.10 Sabine, who is a smart young lady with critical insights into the Krähwinklian bourgeois conventions, finds a way to avoid the marriage and succeeds in wedding her true love, the intelligent and well-educated city-dweller Olmers.

Kotzebue’s plots reveal how bourgeois morals, that had originally countered the degenerate habits of nobility, had now turned into something ridiculous that distinguished good bourgeois citizens from ‘abnormal individuals’.

Time and again the protagonists of his plays fail to obey, or consciously contravene bourgeois norms in order to follow a higher order of rationality and/or true feelings. Kotzebue staged conflicts between classes and people that went against traditional hierarchies. He portrayed the conflict between the individual and society, discussing the tension between societal duties and personal emotions and desires.11 Kotzebue’s idea of the enlightened bourgeois as an educated and rational citizen fed his criticism of the ruling bourgeoisie. His audience was moved by the emotional consequences of the conflicts and sympathized with his controversial protagonists. His critics upheld as showing how profoundly Kotzebue was able to undermine and damage the morality of bourgeois society with his cheap theatricals and coups de théâtre. As the contemporary German philosopher, Friedrich Schleiermacher, wrote to his fiancée: ‘[Kotzebue] indeed is a malicious guy. He does not have the least idea of true morality … and one is truly embarrassed and angry when moved by particular moments. This happens even to me from time to time since I am such an honest man.’12 Schleiermacher is angry about his own emotional response to Kotzebue’s affective dramaturgical traps because, against his will, they made him lose his firm grip on morality. Manipulating the audiences’ feelings in this way was Kotzebue’s major crime, according to his critics, and yet it was key to the success of his plays.


Kotzebue’s amateur theatricals

Kotzebue had been involved in amateur theatre from his youth. He joined the student theatre as an actor as soon as he arrived in Jena in 1777, when he moved with his family from Weimar.13 After his studies in Duisburg (1778–9), he rejoined the Jena student theatre where he performed and began to write plays for the students.14 His career as performer and playwright truly began in the context of amateur theatricals.

Kotzebue’s Almanach dramatischer Spiele zur geselligen Unterhaltung auf dem Lande (Almanac of Dramatic Play for Sociable Entertainment on the Countryside),15 for which he was also editor, quickly became an important source for amateur drama. In the foreword of the first edition, he writes that the aspiration of the Almanach was to provide ‘easy-to-perform’ theatre texts to turn family life into a ‘performance culture’ because it was difficult for smaller families and social circles to establish a proper private theatre:


Why don’t I give the public a number of smaller pieces or scenes in instalments? Some of them touching, some of them funny or farcical? Plays that require only four or five actors and a few folding screens? Plays that one can distribute, learn by heart and perform within two days? Plays that partly could also be performed by children on their parents’ birthdays when a private tutor writes a fitting prologue or epilogue relating the play to the celebrations?16


The Almanach was published from 1802 to 1820,17 fuelling amateur activities and further adding to Kotzebue’s fame and popularity.18 He was a constant presence in the public and private spheres of bourgeois theatre culture and on the amateur stages. Even Adolph Knigge, who was one of his greatest critics,19 opened his theatre society with Kotzebue’s Indian Exiles (15 January 1791). In Berlin around 1800, Kotzebue’s plays, together with those by Iffland, dominated the repertoire of amateur theatres, for example at the Melpomene (1796–1800), Thalia (ca. 1796–1945), Minerva (1797 until after 1800), Apollo (1798 until ca. 1800), Polhymnia (1800), Harmonie (1800–7), and Concordia (1807 until after 1834).20 Of a total of sixty-nine performances in the Weißenfels amateur theatre performed between 1810 and 1819, twenty-five were plays by Kotzebue.21

It is not surprising, then, to find that Kotzebue’s plays held a central position in Urania.22 When the Urania steering committee decided to put on a charity performance for the benefit of war veterans after the ‘battle of the nations’ in Leipzig (16–19 October 1813), they turned to Kotzebue’s Almanach for a suitable dramatic text: ‘Regarding the planned charity performance for patriotic purposes, it was decided to wait for a decision on the repertoire until Kotzebue’s recently published Almanach had been examined to see if it contained something suitable for our stage.’23

His Almanach was read and appreciated by all classes and strata of society; the plays published there were performed in private circles, on amateur, and on professional stages.24 Kotzebue once again proved his versatility, and his objection to clear-cut aesthetic rules and norms was successfully transmitted. Education through theatrical plays was one of his major goals. He made no distinction between amateur and professional theatre practice, whereas those adherents to the idealist aesthetics drew a clear line between amateur culture and true art.

When Kotzebue moved to Reval (the Estonian capital Tallinn today) in 1783 to become a judge at the supreme court of appeal,25 he immediately got involved in local cultural activities. Throughout the entire history of Reval, Danish, German, and Swedish powers had argued over who should rule the city and the region. When Reval came under Russian rule in 1710, the Russian Tsar Peter I reinstated the privileges of the German nobility, and the upper administration remained dominated by a German elite. The result was that when Kotzebue moved, there was a huge German-speaking community, mainly representative of the upper and middle classes.26

Kotzebue became one of the founders of the private theatre in Reval (since 1784),27 aiming to help develop cultural life there. He soon became a leading light, performing and directing, as well as serving as the in-house playwright. After the first performance in a private setting, Kotzebue sought to establish a solid amateur theatre, publishing a mission statement in a public newspaper to explain his motivation and to attract interest:


Because this city is too small to maintain a professional theatre company of its own, it has long been a wish of the friends of the theatre to establish a theatre society that provided pleasurable entertainment during long winter evenings and whose purpose be at the same time the education of the heart and the mind.28


It also announced that the theatre society would donate the entire income from ticket sales to charitable ventures.29

Most of Kotzebue’s later successful plays were premiered in Reval and staged for the first time by amateurs, for example, Menschenhaß und Reue (Misanthropy and Remorse) and Die Indianer in England (The Indian Exiles), both of which were premiered in 1788 in Reval and first published in 1790. And so, besides providing the Reval city dwellers with theatre performance and improving the life conditions of poor people, its amateur theatre also helped Kotzebue try out his dramatic writings in performance.

The Reval amateur theatre left its mark on Estonian theatre history and is considered today to have encouraged the establishment of theatre institutions across the whole country.30 After the closure of the amateur theatre, Kotzebue was the theatre director of the first professional municipal theatre in Reval from 1812 to 1813, and so, he is also known as the doyen of Estonian professional theatre.

Around 1800, Kotzebue’s plays were frequently staged at the Royal theatre in Berlin under the directorship of August Wilhelm Iffland. Like Kotzebue, Iffland’s plays were also popular at the time and yet today are forgotten. Iffland’s reputation in theatre history, though, is primarily because of his outstanding acting career. He became the star actor of the early nineteenth century in Germany due to his exceptional dramaturgical approach to role playing and to his skilful acting.


August Wilhelm Iffland – An acting model for amateurs

Iffland’s long-standing career as an actor, dramatist, and later theatre director of the Royal Theatre in Berlin made him a central figure in early nineteenth-century theatre in Germany. Raised in an educated upper-middle-class family, he secretly fled from his home in 1777 to avoid his father’s plans to force him to study theology. Instead, he joined Konrad Ekhof’s theatre company at the court of Gotha, where he became part of Ekhof’s reform project to educate the actor, intending to improve the quality of acting and the social status of the actor. After moving to the national theatre in Mannheim, Iffland became famous because of his psychological and realistic acting style. At the world premiere of Friedrich Schiller’s Die Räuber (The Robbers) in Mannheim in 1782, he ingeniously impersonated the evil and complexly distorted character of Franz Moor, and from that point on, he developed into a leading character actor. Acknowledged by Schiller and Goethe as an ‘artist of acting’,31 he contributed to the growing reputation of acting as an artform which led him to being known as an artist himself. Iffland performed on all the major stages in Germany, and during his directorship in Berlin, he went on extended tours to Vienna in 1801 and 1808. His fame then naturally spread throughout all German-speaking nations (Figure 4).
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From 1781, Iffland also turned his hand to publishing treatises on acting and dramaturgy,32 and these were well received, adding acting teacher to his reputation as a model actor. His Almanach fürs Theater (Almanac for the Theatre), published from 1807 to 1812, was particularly influential, reaching audiences in Berlin and across Germany. After his death in 1815, several editions33 of selected papers were republished, which further popularized his theoretical and dramaturgical concepts on acting and performance. His writings were intended for the ‘dilettanti’34 and amateur theatre practitioners, as well as for professional actors. The Berlin-based theatre amateurs in particular celebrated Iffland as their acting model and, because of his writings and practice, as their teacher.

Iffland was undoubtedly one of the most popular dramatic authors in Germany around 1800, second only to Kotzebue. He was known for discussing the morals of middle-class bourgeois families in his bourgeois dramas and comedies, and most significantly for shaping the figure of the Hausvater (father of the house) as the patriarch who ruled kindly over his family. He was portrayed either as a moral example on how to govern family affairs (drama) or as a comic figure of fun who needed to be contradicted or tricked by the other family members (comedy) in order to find happiness.

In 1796, he became the director of the Royal Theatre in Berlin and remained in this position until his death in 1815. During his directorship, the Royal Theatre became the leading German stage because of its high standards of acting and performance and because of Iffland’s successful financial negotiations with the king that established the theatre as an institution.  Performing the leading roles in the repertoire of the Royal theatre, including in his own plays, added to its popularity and success, as Iffland was both the administrative and artistic director. And in this latter role, he also served as a dramaturg, engaging in long conversations with playwrights who shared their manuscripts with him and adopted his proposals for revisions. Among these was August von Kotzebue.35

As a theatre director in Berlin, he maintained an ambivalent relation towards the city’s amateur theatres. On one hand, he was actively involved with them from recruiting young amateur debutants for his theatre, to lending manuscripts, costumes, and props, and yet he saw amateur theatres as competitors, and he therefore did his best to limit the number of their performances.


Between sentimental drama and ‘learning play’

Unlike Kotzebue, Iffland did not intentionally foster amateur theatricals through his dramatic works and writings. However, because he was a popular author for the professional stage, theatre amateurs naturally fully embraced his plays. Similarly, he never performed on amateur stages, and yet, he had been involved in the amateur theatricals of the nobility during his time at the Mannheim National Theatre. The prince of Leiningen had established his residency in the nearby Dürkheim Castle and, in 1780, built a theatre that was open to the public with no entrance fee. As Iffland was known to be one of the main actors of the Mannheim stage, Leiningen asked him to organize and direct performances at the Dürkheim Castle Theatre. Iffland premiered one of his most popular plays – Die Jäger (The Hunters) – here in 1783 with the crown prince of Leiningen performing one of the leading roles.36 In due course, this play was to enter the standard repertoire, frequently performed by theatre amateurs.37

Iffland’s dramatic works are often misjudged as harmless entertainment, portraying the inner workings and relationships of a family that require the leading male (Hausvater) to exert patriarchal decision-making and action. This tradition goes back to Denis Diderot’s Le père de famille (The Family Father, 1758), a play that became very popular on German stages and was translated into German as Der Hausvater.38 German dramatists took up the family theme and wrote numerous plays centring around the patriarch. One of the most popular was Otto Heinrich von Gemmingen’s Der deutsche Hausvater oder Die Familie (The German Household Father or The Family, 1780) that was a popular point of reference for bourgeois drama and influenced Iffland.

As Klaus Gerlach rightly states, Iffland discusses social and political matters in his plays by representing their impact on family life.39 The family setting was chosen to illustrate how the family related to the surrounding social and political context and in this way showing how political events exerted pressure on the family.40 As Iffland himself writes in a letter to his sister Louise: ‘Each household is the picture of the state on a small scale.’41 What is happening inside the family mirrors state affairs,42 with the father standing for the sovereign whose government is closely scrutinized by the audience. Heidi Schlipphacke points out that by this time, Diderot had already used the ‘natural’ nuclear family as an allegory of the modern nation.43 Yet there was a significant difference between French and German drama in that ‘in contrast to the French imagined ideal state, the concept of a German nation could not necessarily be imagined as an organic body’, lacking the political reality of a unified nation.44

In 1790, Iffland published the play Figaro in Deutschland (Figaro in Germany),45 a comedy with Beaumarchais’ original stage figure as the main character.46 Here, Iffland portrays a ridiculously Francophile German baroness whose lust for power and money makes her a zealous intriguer. Using his unquestioned position and influence as a French ambassador, Figaro cleverly quashes her plans and turns the tables in favour of the love couple and the poor farmers, made possible because the baroness is not aware that he is now the ambassador of the French Republic, and not of the French court. In compensation, the baroness is finally allowed to build her own little French village on the desired property while being totally unaware that this village is to be based on the principles of the French Republic and not modelled on her beloved Ancien Régime.

In his short biography of Iffland (1879), Maximilian Röttinger emphasized the political aspects of the play:


As a parody of the ridiculous copying of the French court, that all German princes followed, as a satire of the German particularism … it is one of the most important comedies of the time. The piece is a painful outcry of the plundered and oppressed subjects of small German princes, it equals such literature that we find in France at the time when the great revolution began.47


In the play, Iffland’s sympathies are clearly with the new political order. He became much more critical of the French Revolution later, during the first coalition war 1795–6, when he witnessed the streams of political refugees and the repressive French occupation in Mannheim.

The themes of the play, even though they are disguised as a comedy, were timely, powerful, and relevant to the audience. It therefore seems paradoxical that Iffland dedicates the play to amateur theatricals, as shown in both the frontispiece (‘Für Gesellschaftsbühnen’) and the preface, where Iffland writes the following: ‘By the way, I do not recommend the piece to the [professional] directors, because it is too long. The audience of a theatre society is more patient, and I would like to propose it to them because it does not require any set changes.’48

Accordingly, the comedy was performed in 1799 in a private theatre at Heidecksburg castle in Rudolstadt. Prince Ludwig Friedrich II von Schwarz-Rudolstadt performed Count Baptiste,49 one of the old and naïve relatives whom the baroness tries to trick. Given Röttinger’s evaluation of the piece, it is quite astonishing that the prince took part in a play that satirized ‘small German princes’.50

Why did Iffland recommend this play to amateurs and why did they choose to perform it? In his edition of Iffland’s Figaro in Deutschland, 1790, Die Kokarden, 1791, and Das Erbtheil des Vaters, 1800, Gerlach compares these revolution plays to the Brechtian Lehrstück (learning play)51 because the revolution is presented as an example from which the German princes in particular could learn.52 Brecht initially wrote his ‘learning plays’ for amateurs, even though later they were mainly performed by professionals. They were intended to become part of an agenda for political education: performing theatre, and the experience of the political dilemma posed in the drama was key to Brecht’s didactics. It remains unclear whether Iffland had envisioned such ‘amateur learning’ when he recommended this play to theatre societies. But by doing so, the play circulated mainly in private circles, under the radar from the police authorities, and hence circumventing censorship. As Röttinger put it, the play was an ‘outcry of the plundered and oppressed’.53

In addition to the value of his plays, Iffland’s work as an actor was of immense value to the theatre amateurs because his acting provided a model and techniques for a ‘natural’ performance.


The ‘studying’ actor

The acting ideal of the ‘natural’ actor emerged in the mid-eighteenth century in Germany, gradually overshadowing earlier modes of acting that had mostly followed the French declamatory acting style. Even though highly influenced by late-eighteenth-century English and French acting concepts, the German idea of ‘natural acting’ adopted an anti-French and nationalist German attitude to mark the opposition between ‘French decadence’ and ‘German authenticity’.54

Gotthold Ephraim Lessing was the central promoter of ‘natural acting’55 through his dramatic and theoretical writings as well as in his translations of acting treatises by Riccoboni, St. Albine, and Diderot.56 Furthermore, he introduced bourgeois tragedy to the German stage, and this too required a ‘natural’ acting style. It enabled the audience to identify with the action on stage through both the familiar dramatic figure and the ‘natural’ performance. Choosing to write dialogue in prose instead of copying French alexandrines eased the path to the popularization of bourgeois drama and light comedy. It is no exaggeration to say that the dramatic success of writers like Kotzebue, Iffland, and Müllner, who created dialogue and characters that a bourgeois audience could easily identify with, would not have happened without Lessing and his contemporaries.

In his Hamburg Dramaturgy, Lessing also gave detailed critique of the actors’ performance – specifically emphasizing the role model of Konrad Ekhof, the main actor at the Hamburg Enterprise, for a ‘natural acting style’. Before arriving in Hamburg, Ekhof had had an illustrious acting career and had become one of Germany’s most famous actors representing the modern concept of a ‘learnt’ actor. As early as 1753, at the opening session of the theatre academy in Schwerin, Ekhof had expressed his conviction about the importance of ‘natural’ acting: ‘The art of acting is: to imitate nature through art, and to approach it so closely that the resemblance has to be taken for the truth, or to represent past events so naturally as if they just had happened.’57

He stood by this concept of ‘natural acting’ until his final years at the court theatre in Gotha, at which point Iffland joined the company. Iffland became acquainted with Ekhof’s aesthetic and educational programme for actors and with his realistic acting style. This early influence moulded his later acting career and development. After Ekhof’s death, Iffland and the main actors from the Gotha company were employed at the Mannheim National Theatre, led by Heribert von Dalberg, who further developed Ekhof’s idea of the ‘studied’ actor. He called his main actors to weekly sessions of the theatre committee where they discussed aesthetic and organizational matters of theatre practice and production.58 In addition to critical discussions or recent performances and reflecting on the planned repertoire, Dalberg required his actors to respond in writing to dramaturgical questions.59 Iffland was a member of the theatre committee and he was one of the actors who regularly engaged in essay writing, which in addition to his education at Gotha, helped him develop and refine his ‘natural’ acting practice and his conceptual approach, not least in formulating the ‘fourth wall’ and what constitutes a ‘perfect composition’.

From the protocols of the theatre committee and essays by the actors, one can see that Dalberg was in favour of ‘natural’ acting. The very first ‘dramaturgical question’ he asked the theatre committee was: ‘What is nature and what are its limitations in theatrical performance?’ To which Iffland responded with the following definition:


Nature as such would then be: If a thing appears in a way that the perceiving man feels: Nothing is too much, nothing too less, nothing is lacking. Nature and perfection are synonymous.

Acting is a painting of man, of his passions and actions. Through the human being that he impersonates, an actor turns this painting into a living thing. Nature on stage therefore is the representation of man (Menschendarstellung).60


Iffland equates nature with perfection and requires the actor to strive for that perfection when representing man on stage. Just as Diderot considered the ‘natural’ theatrical tableau to be an organic unity, Iffland claimed that the actor’s performance should be guided by completeness.

His term Menschendarstellung originally meant figuration (representation of man) in the visual arts. It is unclear whether Iffland was the first to use this notion in its transferred sense in the field of theatre. The concept Menschendarstellung stayed with him throughout his acting life, although when using the term, Iffland did not rate the visual or the image as a leading concept for the composition of performance, but rather used it to give the professional actor an artistic status just like other professionals in the visual arts. That is, an actor should be known as an artist in the same way as a painter or a sculptor.

To distinguish the traditional French acting style based on the art of declamation from his Menschendarstellung, Iffland contrasts ‘nature’ with ‘art’. ‘Art’ in this context means skillfulness and trained artistry that, according to Iffland, lacks the authenticity of ‘natural’ Menschendarstellung. This highlights a struggle over the deeper meaning of theatrical performance: What is the theatre’s core principle? Do we want a display of the performing arts, or do we want to see the ‘true’ representation of a character whose actions and feelings we can identify with? Where does beauty lie in this? Is it in the formal aesthetic quality of the composition, the resonances of declamation and singing? Or is it the touching point that makes us recognize our own emotional and ethical struggles? In his concept of ‘natural acting’ in the representation of humans (Menschendarstellung), Iffland clearly opts for the second.61

This is a recurring concept in Iffland’s later writings, particularly in his four-part essay that was published in his Almanac for the Theatre (in the volumes 1808, 1809, 1811, and 1810). Here, instead of arguing once more for Menschendarstellung, he gives a concise concept of ‘natural’ acting in language and structure that is easily accessible to all. The title of the essay is ‘Über die Bildung der Künstler zur Menschen-Darstellung auf der Bühne’ (‘On the education of the artist towards the representation of man on the stage’), which strongly implies that the actor is already an artist, but that he needs to be educated towards the ‘true’, and ‘natural’, representation of his roles.

How does Iffland avoid confusing his own passions and feelings when reproducing an authentic expression of such emotions? And how does he intend to reach the perfection that is required to give a true representation of nature? He sees acting as an artform that requires talent, creativity, and genius, but which is also based on the acquisition of scientific knowledge, the education of taste, and the training of one’s physical capabilities. The training programme contains exercises in speech, articulation, and timing62 in order to achieve a ‘mobility of the tongue’63 and in logic and emotional accentuation.64 The actor should become versatile in different roles and help overcome being typecast.65 This can be achieved by making a careful study of human behaviour and by developing an enhanced sensitivity towards one’s own environment.66 Observing the performances of other actors can also help form the young actor’s ideas of artistic standards.67 Reflecting on one’s own past emotional states and sentiments can help build the gestural repertoire of a character, but the actor should not be carried away by his own emotions on stage. An idea of decency or morality lies behind such emotional restraint and is also foundational to Iffland’s idea of an ‘indirect’ representation of emotions, such as pain, violence, that ought never be shown directly on stage.

The versatile ‘studying’ actor is therefore favoured over the ‘sentimental’ actor whose ultimate goal is to move an audience to tears through an excessive display of his own emotions. On these points Iffland proposes Anstand (decency) as a key principle for both the stage and society:


Since then we have increasingly felt the urge to strive for the character, to stand firm, to rest in ourselves. When we all converge at this point now, then someone, who wants to appear moved and intends to move others, is not a welcomed appearance. He soon is in our way, be it in life, or on stage.

We demand something we can hold on to.68


Continued self-reflection and self-containment of the character (on stage and in life) lies at the heart of the ‘studied’ actor. Nor does it end after the performance. Iffland considers this the right moment for an extended study of achievements and flaws:


During a reading that immediately follows the representation, one can notice exactly those moments, that have been performed without energy, fragmented and falsely. The reasons for such failures stand clearly before us, and with this new knowledge of the shortcomings that have hindered us, we can acquire a secure position to execute them less often and finally let go of them.69


The important message here is that it can be learnt if one has ambition and the will to exercise continuous reflection and with study and a humble acceptance of the imperfections that need to be improved.

Due to this underlying educational purpose, and to Iffland’s accessible language and the constant illustration of abstract concepts with examples from his own acting practice, the reader understands and realizes what it takes to become a good actor. The accessible writings in the theatre almanac appealed to the theatre amateurs far more than the complex and voluminous acting treatises of the time. The amateurs used Iffland’s language and concepts to describe their own attempts on acting in terms of ‘study of character’, ‘mobility of tongue’, and ‘harmony of gestures’, as we have seen in Urania’s feedback to young debutants.

Two essays in Iffland’s Almanac (one directly, one indirectly) link specifically to amateur theatre. The first, ‘Ueber den Hang, Schauspieler zu werden’ (‘On the Fashion to Become an Actor’), 1808, is a reflection on the ‘theatromania’ of the time and of the enormous desire of young people to enter the profession, either directly or via a career in amateur theatre. To explain the trend, he points to the assumed ‘freedom’ of the profession:


The fashionable striving to become an actor is explained in general by the freedom with which this profession can be carried out.

The study of this art is not bound to any specific location, and in a certain regard, not to any specific time. This profession is immediately exercised in public; no pressing limitations hinder the flight of fantasy; and the advancement of the talent, of the industry, of the education is normally noticed earlier than in any other art, and acknowledged loudly.70


Iffland points to different levels of ‘freedom’ here. One is concerned with the free exercise of the profession, a topic that relates to the gradual liberation of professions at the time. In 1811, three years after the publication of the article, Prussia formally abandoned the guild system that had imposed strict rules and norms as to who, when, where, and how one was allowed to work in a certain profession. To consider performance as a serious profession was a completely opposite model and, as Iffland spells out, offered a direct and fast road to public success. Acting also promises unhindered creative openness, a potential escape from an otherwise dull and rationalized professional life.

Even though Iffland is speaking here about the professional artist, it could very well explain the motives of the ‘theatromania’ of the amateurs. Joining a theatre society promised easy access to performing and – in the longer term – preparation for a potential professional career. The freedom of theatre also appealed to the amateurs on a creative, social, and possibly, on a political level too.

But as Iffland does not hesitate to add, this all might turn out to be an illusion: The profession of the actor, as free as it might appear from the outside, only leads to success through industrious study, active education of taste, and ambitious physical training.71 To make things plain, there would be no freedom without hard work and continued striving.

In the second article, ‘Bemerkungen über Liebhabertheater im Allgemeinen’,72 Iffland makes some generally positive remarks about the amateur theatre73 and ascribes to it a specific function in the preparation and education of the actor. He proposes the ‘good will’ and ‘humour’ of the amateur as a model for the experienced and maybe ‘weary’ professional actor74 and explains why the working conditions of amateur theatre can be an excellent way to prepare the young actor for the professional stage. The amateur theatre can afford substantial time for rehearsal75 in opposition to the professional with its repertoire system. Memorizing the text also always creates problems, with rushed production times causing the sloppy details and unclear entrances frequently found in performances at the time. Whereas the amateur stage could invest in working on these small details and as a result often gives perfectly rounded performances.76

In addition to extended rehearsals, the amateur theatre also provides young actors with a perfectly proportioned space in which to train their voices. Debutants often exhaust their voices when trying to fill a professional theatre space of up to two thousand seats. Iffland sees the actor’s voice as ‘a totally different organ than the usual one’ and only after years of training the actor will cease feeling strange when speaking in such a foreign voice.77 The actors of the amateur theatre have the advantage that they ‘can securely modulate at their own will, because they do not need to change their normal tone’.78 Building the voice from normal to small-scale and then to large-scale volume is achieved by continuous training. To use the amateur stage to train this technique therefore seems logical. For these reasons, some professional actors saw the amateur stage as a better environment in which to help their children towards an acting career.79

Iffland was an iconic figure in the eyes of the theatre amateurs. He provided them with dramatic texts, he was a role a model for performance, and he wrote a manual for acting while also emphasizing the advantages of amateur over the professional theatre. The Berlin-based amateurs celebrated him as their model, supporter, and teacher. Even though Iffland’s reciprocation did not extend to all Berlin amateur theatres,80 he held Urania in the fondest regard and maintained the closest relationship with them.

Iffland did not involve himself in amateur theatre practice to the same extent as August von Kotzebue, nor did he engage directly in instructing theatre amateurs as a director or acting tutor like Adolph Müllner in his amateur theatre at Weißenfels. It was Müllner who developed the performance skills of his Weißenfels theatre amateurs and showed his educational ambitions in his writings on amateur theatre practice.


Adolph Müllner – Teaching amateur actors

Adolph Müllner was a German dramatist and man of letters. He began his career as a lawyer in Weißenfels, a small town near Leipzig (ca. 5,000 inhabitants at the time), where in 1810 he initiated the opening of the Weißenfels amateur theatre society (Weißenfelser Liebhabertheatergesellschaft),81 bringing together a group of social clubs that had occasionally performed.82

Müllner was inspired by the performances in 1809 of the Weimar court theatre ensemble in the summer theatre at Lauchstädt.83 Fascinated by Goethe’s productive work with the actors to perform collectively as an ‘aesthetic whole’, he became convinced that only coherent training and rehearsal could lead to a satisfying theatre performance. To achieve such an aim, he became the main driving force of the Weissenfels amateur theatricals: he was its principal actor, and he directed their performances. As Müllner became increasingly engaged in writing novels and drama, he decided in 1815 to give up his work as a lawyer and concentrate fully on his literary career. When the Weißenfels amateur theatre closed down in 1819, Müllner seems to have lost interest in dramatic writing and theatre practice and turned his attentions to journalism. From 1820 to 1825, he was main editor of the renowned Literaturblatt, a literary supplement to Cotta’s Morgenblatt für gebildete Stände – the leading German literary and entertaining daily of the first half of the nineteenth century.84 He was famous as an author of dramatic and journalistic writings during his lifetime, but his fame dwindled soon after his death in 1829 (Figure 5).
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From fatal to popular tragedy

Müllner published his first novel in 1799 and followed it with some French style comedies in verse. He then staged his own plays during his nine years with the Weißenfels amateur theatre: with ten plays performed there, he became the second most performed author after Kotzebue, who held the record with twenty-five. Unlike Kotzebue, Müllner wrote in verse, which suggests that the Weißenfels theatre performed more verse dramas than other bourgeois drama societies. Although versified texts might have been an obstacle for amateurs performing his plays, Müllner used it as a teaching opportunity to help the Weißenfels amateurs learn good declamation and enunciation.

Müllner also edited an Almanach für Privatbühnen (Almanac for Private Stages), a collection of one-act plays deemed to be easily staged. This was similar to Kotzebue’s earlier Almanach, but by adding his own elaborate treatise on amateur theatre practice in the 1817 edition, Müllner transformed his Almanach into an anthology of easy pieces and a manual for amateur theatricals. In the second volume, the dramatic texts are followed by a collection of minor texts (Miscellen) on private theatricals. The final ten-pages is an excerpt from a new book (Anleitung zur Einrichtung kleiner Theater ohne große Kosten) on how to establish a private stage on a small budget. It is unclear whether Müllner was the author of this new book as the announcement is signed by the publisher Georg Joachim Göschen.85 The excerpt gave theatre amateurs important information on stage sets and spatial arrangements, which shows how dramatic text interacted with the practicalities of staging amateur theatricals. By the time the 1819 Almanach was published, the Weißenfels amateur theatre had closed. Müllner therefore dedicates this last volume ‘to my playmates on the private stage in Weißenfels’.86 He opens the volume with a poem celebrating the past nine years of amateur theatricals, and at this point, both his amateur theatricals and the Almanach ended.

One of Müllner’s most successful plays was the ‘fate drama’ Der Wahn (The Madness, 1816/18). This was based on Der 29. Februar (The twenty-ninth of February), an earlier work from 1812, that was written in the style of a ‘fate tragedy’ (Schicksalsdrama), a form introduced by Zacharias Werner in 1809 in his massively popular play Der vierundzwanzigste Februar (The twenty-fourth of February).87 There is a close resemblance between this and Müllner’s Der Wahn. It is not only the titles that are similar; the parallels lie in the suspense dramaturgy, and in their remote settings and sensual stage effects – Müllner is set in a forester’s lodge, while Werner’s is set in a remote mountain cabin. Although this sounds like amateur plagiarism, it should be remembered that this kind of imitation or ‘inspiration’ was common practice among dramatic authors of the time.

What was new about the popular, though short-lived genre of ‘fate drama’ or ‘fate tragedy’? Classical tragedy had already undergone a modicum of ‘democratization’ with ‘bourgeois tragedy’, in which the main protagonists came from the upper echelons of the bourgeoisie, that is, from the upper middle classes and wealthy, educated groups (e.g., Lessing’s Emilia Galotti or Miss Sara Sampson). In ‘fate tragedy’, the characters were taken from the lower echelons, moving even farther away from the noble classes. The feature is unsophisticated people who experience a tragic downfall through fatal events and entanglements – a forester, a mountaineer, a farmer, and a soldier. This enabled the middle-class audience to identify with what they saw on stage and to empathize emotionally with the characters, which made such plays appealing for the audiences and performers of amateur theatre groups. Yet the form brought with it certain ethical and moral features that were distasteful to the audience. For example, unmotivated violence, incest, and infanticide crossed the line, as Müllner learnt to his cost.

In the one-act play, The twenty-ninth of February, Müllner tells the story of Walter Horst, a forester, who had unwittingly married his half-sister, Agnes, the illegitimate daughter of his father. Without ever revealing his secret, the father had raised her under his roof as Sophie. Walter and Sophie/Agnes fall in love despite the father’s strong objections, and then they secretly marry. When the father learns about the wedding, he has a heart attack and dies on the titular twenty-ninth of February. This ‘curse’ of the father throws a shadow over the happy couple, who, although ignorant of the history, feel guilty about marrying without the consent of the father. The truth comes to light when a ‘stranger’, uncle Ludwig Horst, comes to visit the couple and their son, Emil, again on a twenty-ninth of February. Recognizing his cardinal sin, Walter loses his mind, and in a fit of insanity, murders his son, the child of incest.

The premiere of The twenty-ninth of February, in Leipzig 1812, caused a public stir because of its themes of incest and infanticide, which, due to the censors’ dislike of such violent topics, also caused Müllner problems when he wanted to stage the drama later in Vienna. In 1815, Nikolaus Heurteur, an actor of the Vienna Burgtheater, changed the last scene, transforming the incest into a misconception and deftly avoiding the child murder.88 This happy ending version was successfully staged eight times under the title of Der Wahn (The Madness) before Müllner heard of its revision. Müllner did not object to the change, but he was keen to keep control over his work. So he created a new version himself, adding ninety verses to his original. This new version was performed on the amateur stage in Weißenfels in 1816,89 and Müllner then published it in the 1818 edition of his Almanach für Privatbühnen using Heurteur’s title Der Wahn. It became extremely popular with professional and amateur companies in this new, palatable version.

The performance in Weißenfels and its publication in the Almanach hint at Müllner’s intention for the piece to circulate within theatre amateur circles. Why would he judge the piece suitable for amateur theatre? The answer requires us to return to the model, Werner’s The twenty-fourth of February. It was first performed, with Zacharias Werner in the main role, in 1809 at Germaine de Staël’s private theatre in Coppet, before becoming a great success in both amateur and professional theatres. Werner proved that a ‘fate tragedy’ in iambic verse was potentially acceptable, and that the ‘test-case’ on a private stage was a good way to establish and then distribute such a play.

Müllner wrote his drama in trochaic verse, which created a more dynamic rhythm than Werner’s iambus metre. But in most other ways, one can see that he adopted Werner’s style and dramaturgy. The location of both pieces is a remote place in the forest where natural forces take their toll. It is winter, and Werner’s protagonists freeze in their mountain cabin as they hear a blizzard raging outside, while Müllner’s sit in their forester’s home as they hear a storm in the trees outside. The characters are all waiting. One character is outside, influenced by nature’s forces and in danger of being harmed. The two mothers (Trude, Sophie/Agnes) sense a foreboding of danger and death but are relieved when the male protagonist (husband Kuntz in Werner, the son Emil in Müllner) reaches the house safely. A tangible tension is created for the theatre audience between the intimate safe haven of the family home within and the wild and dangerous nature outside, and the uncertainty of the waiting. The final catastrophe is initiated by a stranger who comes to the mountain cabin/forester’s home. Family secrets are revealed that drive the fathers (Kuntz, resp. Walter) insane and that lead them to murder their sons. In the case of Kuntz, he does not know it is his son; in the case of Walter, he knows that Emil is the child of his sins when he stabs the child in the chest, but at the last minute, the knife is blocked by a letter in the boy’s jacket pocket.

In both cases, the authors use an uncomplicated stage setting, with no set changes, and in one room, a small cast (Werner: three, Müllner: four), and simple yet highly efficient dramaturgical ways to create tension that affects the audience deeply. Whereas Werner followed the road map directly from ‘fate’ to ‘tragic ending’, Müllner was prepared to adapt his play in response to the audience’s sensibilities. But he did not compromise on its language. The verse drama remained in verse. When reading the text today, one can appreciate how Müllner’s verse drama was, nonetheless, accessible for amateur performers and their audiences. The language has a natural flow, the verse interweaves harmoniously with the meaning, and the dialogue never loses its main objective to drive the dramatic action, even though it sometimes uses metaphorical and lyrical means.


Performer, theatre director, and writer for amateur theatre

Adolph Müllner became the spiritus rector of the theatricals when he established the Weißenfels amateur theatre society. He acted in forty-seven different roles between 1810 and 1819, more in demand as a performer that any of the other thirty-eight actors (twenty female and eighteen male).90 He was seen as a gifted actor who approached theatre performance through dramaturgical studies.91

All his actors came from an educated higher middle-class background, drawn from leading Weißenfels families.92 The audience was drawn from the performers’ families, with some invited visitors from the town and outside, and even some professional actors who travelled from Leipzig and Weimar to see their performances.93

Müllner’s amateur theatre society never established a formal membership, although they had several regular performers. The amateur theatre was associated with other social clubs, which gave their members access to both the performances and to the social activities afterwards, such as dinners, balls, and games.

As theatre director, Müllner had overall responsibility for the performances, but he went beyond this and became a theatre reformer and teacher too. He wanted to achieve well-rounded performances and demanded thorough rehearsal and preparation from his actors. To improve and develop the performances, he communicated with directors from other amateur theatre societies, such as Merseburg, Naumburg, and Leipzig,94 to learn from their experiences.

Müllner used the amateur theatre as a testing ground for his own play texts, and he profited from his position as a director to bring his own vision of the plays to the stage.95 Fourteen of his plays were performed on the Weißenfels amateur stage, three of which were premiered there: Der Angolische Kater (The Angolan Tomcat, 1810), Die Zurückkunft aus Surinam (The Return from Surinam, 1810), and Die kurze Ehe (The Short Marriage, 1812).96 Walter Ullmann notes that apart from many popular one-act plays, comedies, tragedies, and sentimental drama performed at the Weißenfels amateur theatre, there was also a series of ‘suggestive, erotic plays that suited the private character of the amateur theatre, which, had they been performed on the professional stage, would have caused problems with the censor.’97

Despite the great reputation of the Weißenfels amateur theatricals in Germany, their activities came to an end in 1819 when mayor Oelzen decided not to host any further performances in the town hall of Weißenfels,98 extraordinarily as he had been a performer there.


A dedicated teacher of amateur theatre

Among Müllner’s many critical writings on professional theatre, two treatises address amateur theatricals. The first is a chapter in the first volume of his Almanach für Privatbühnen (1817): ‘Ueber das Spiel auf der Privatbühne’ (‘On the Performance on the Private Stage’);99 the second appeared as an independent publication in 1822: Vers und Reim auf der Bühne.100 According to Ullmann, these two writings differ from other writings on amateur theatre as they give a detailed discussion of staging matters for theatre amateurs. Müllner did ‘not give a quick recipe for mimic-declamatory expression, no primitive teaching on ethical accents’.101 Instead, he applied a psychological method by thoroughly investigating the question of the creative process in the art of performing.

Reading the text shows how seriously Müllner took amateur theatricals. He did not fob off the amateur performers with some half-baked, authoritative instructions. His discussion starts with the pleasure that the actor and audience should sense when involved in or attending amateur theatre. Some preconditions must be met if one is to achieve a pleasurable experience when performing. First, the amateur should understand that the imagination must translate into corporeal expression on stage. The actor needs to develop a level of control over his body in order to reproduce the expression of his imagination.102 Second, the actor needs to reflect on his own performance and on his corporeal expression. Since it is constantly necessary to represent a different person (the role) while disregarding his own personality, the actor must develop the capacity ‘to hear and to see himself, and hence to be able to correct any deviation from the image his fantasy is already making.’103 Müllner calls this alienating skill Takt (a sense of tact) that combines sensitivity with self-reflection.104

This kind of ‘tact’ also needs to be applied in the spatial arrangement of the stage. Stepping onto the stage should always involve taking note of the other performers already positioned there, and the spatial configuration of the actors should adapt to the drama’s situational setting and meaning.105 Ego-centric solo actors have no place here. Müllner demands that actors stay in character when not speaking and thus supporting their co-performers, even in silence.106 He writes that the joy of performing lies in a full unfolding of one’s own creativity, and not in being the mere ‘copyist of the author’. The freedom of creating the role according to one’s own imagination107 lies at the heart of the pleasure of acting:


The actor is free to submit the creation of someone else [the dramatist] to his own judgement of taste, and to begin its rebirthing inside of him and through his body with all creative freedom. If this freedom is not in accordance with the condition of the true life of the play, it is nonetheless the condition of the greatest pleasure that performing can give to the actor. It consists mainly in the feeling of a genuinely individual creation.108


Müllner adopts John Brown’s term ‘excitability’ to describe the amateur actor’s approach to tragedy, comedy, and sentimental drama.109 John Brown (1735–1788) was a Scottish doctor who had developed a theory of the excitability of man that builds on the assumption that a healthy physical condition is the result of a balanced state of excitement.110 Excitability is the innate ability of human beings to respond to external stimuli. When reaching a level of overexcitement (sthenia) or underexcitement (asthenia), human beings become sick. Brown’s theory was widely accepted in late-eighteenth-century Germany by medics, philosophers, romantic authors,111 and naturalists.

Müllner applies these ideas to theatrical affect, explaining that the ‘nervousness’ of the actor is what enables him to feel and express emotion on stage. He asks why performing comedy can appear easier for an amateur than performing tragedy and explains that this is because comedy can be performed without any emotional engagement from the actor and so seems less risky: failure in comedy results only in the lack of audience laughter, whereas a failure in tragedy can lead to laughter which can cause considerable hurt to the feelings of the actor and damage his reputation.112 On the other hand, a tragedy or sentimental play can cause tears to flow even when the performance is only half-satisfactory, whereas unsuccessful comedy often meets with strong criticism because it does not involve the audience on an emotional level to the same extent.

According to Müllner, the difference in the audience responses to comedy, tragedy, and the sentimental play lies in the excitability of spectators which affected their physical condition: ‘Laughter is, on a pathological level, a sthenic state, a tension that, as a rule, finally results in a diminished excitability. Crying is an asthenic state, a relaxation that usually automatically expands, until resulting in a state of excitement.’113 This thinking leads to the conclusion that performing sentimental plays was easier for the actor than tragedy:


From this it appears logical that the sentimental is easier [to perform] than the tragic. The former is only a sickness, the latter a sickness and a treatment at the same time. There [in the sentimental], it is only important to achieve the excitement, whereas here [in the tragic], the asthenia also needs to be broken, often through the violent means of terror, and to be transformed into the maximum sthenia man is capable of, in order to then break the chains of his sensual drives. At this point many ‘priests of the stage’ have failed and will fail again.114


Müllner understands that it is up to the performers to create these states of excitement in the audience, or otherwise to fail. Self-reflection, control of body expression, and study of the role also lie behind the success of a performance. Müllner’s reference to Brown’s differentiation between asthenia and sthenia helps the amateur actor to understand what is at stake in performing and how the actor needs to differentiate and respond to the ‘sthenic’ requirements of different dramatic genres. It is obvious to Müllner that the spectators also play a role in the success of the performance experience. He describes the relationship between audience and actors as ‘waves’ of mutual affect that edify the actors. The spectators ‘should be the witnesses of our performances, and they should become the guarantors of our success through their co-pleasure’.115

Despite the difficulties of performing it, tragedy has the greater potential to satisfy the actor: the tragic ‘captivates us by causing the feeling of an infinite moral potential, [the sentimental] makes us feel nothing more than the pleasure of relaxation’.116 Müllner’s insistence on the tragic as a mode of performing for the amateur actors seems surprising when one realizes that in public opinion amateur theatricals were primarily characterized by light comedy, operetta, and sentimental drama.117 This public judgement was based on a twofold prejudice, including an aspect of class prejudice: theatre amateurs ought not perform serious or highly sophisticated dramas such as tragedy because it was an inappropriate genre for ill-educated spectators (assumingly the audience of bourgeois amateur theatre) and for ill-educated performers (assumingly not prepared for elaborated form and content). Müllner, on the other hand, took a quite different stance. He not only advised amateur actors to engage in performing tragedy for their own pleasure, he taught them how to perform the main formal mode of tragedy, verse drama.

Müllner’s book Vers und Reim auf der Bühne. Ein Taschenbüchlein für Schauspielerinnen (Verse and Rhyme on the Stage. A Pocketbook for Actresses, 1822) was designed to be an instructive manual for dilettant actors and actresses. In the preface, Müllner mentions the acting practice of the Weißenfels amateur theatre:


The following treatise was written for amateurs who had entrusted me with the leadership of a private theatre at my place of residence, und who, for nine years …, considered me less a companion in performance, but rather an art teacher. This will explain the tone of the language.118


Müllner writes as a teacher, wishing to explain the principles of verse and metrics specifically to young women who have not had the educational possibilities usually given to men. Interestingly, though, it was the questions of a man that motivated Müllner to write his book: a young actor had asked him to clarify the theatre critics’ paradoxical demand not to ‘chant’ (‘scandiren’) the verse and at the same time not to ‘erode’ (‘rädern’) the metrics.119 As educated men should have learnt the basis of grammar and metrics of verse drama, Müllner supposes that it is mainly the young female performers who need to be instructed.120 He continues to address women throughout the text in a curious mixture of generous ‘mansplaining’121 and yet with a genuine interest in supporting the education of women. At the end of the treatise, he even goes so far as to encourage young women to start writing verse drama to help them fully grasp its poetic potential:


Someone who wants to learn to correctly speak verse and rhyme is best advised to practice writing them themselves. [B]‌ecause, while providing the female amateurs with a theory of verse recital, I wrote at the same time a small ‘easy-to-use’ guideline for women. I wish you good use of it, regardless of your domestic chores.122


Written when female dramatists were a rare exception in the professional theatre, this open invitation to women to encourage their writing skills is amazing. Even if Müllner considered writing to be only an exercise in declamation, he has truly opened Pandora’s box with this open invitation for women to understand verse and its versatility.

In his private theatricals, Müllner preferred metric verse over prose drama as he felt it achieved a poetic performance that went beyond a ‘conversational tone’ (Konversationston).123 But how exactly did he teach metric verse to the young women actresses? He gave them an insight into different forms of verse, their endings, and rhymes and pointed out that the formal rhythmic metre does not always round off with a meaningful pause or the end of a sentence. He wanted to lead the amateur actress to a full understanding of the meaning and versatility of spoken performance. He addressed the main mistakes of declamation: a ‘chanting’ (‘scandiren’) or ‘eroding’ (‘tödten/rädern’) of the verse and a ‘jingling’ (‘klingeln’) or ‘throwing away’ (‘wegwerfen’) of the rhyme. These mean either an over- or under emphasis of the metric forms, whereas Müllner was trying to make a case for a harmony between form and content: ‘Someone who performs the meaning of a speech as a unified whole, clearly and in an easily understandable manner, will, at the same time, allow us to hear its metric form. There is no contradiction here.’124

Müllner’s views are perfectly in line with those of the leading acting theorists who advocated a German ‘natural style’. They believed that declamation should never become an objective in itself but must always serve the deeper meaning of the poetic or dramatic text. Müllner wanted to recommend this ‘natural declamation’ style to the theatre amateurs, and so he used didactic means to explain and illustrate it. He did not start his lessons with a structural analysis of the main verse forms but rather focused on performance, on the practice, and the physical access to a balanced declamation.

He therefore applied the grammar and metrics of dramatic verse to music to help give the women a more easily accessible understanding of physical rhythm and rhyme. He compared the caesurae of verse with dance steps, and the phrasing with melody, to lead them to a direct performative understanding.125 Müllner applies a gendered perspective here when he saw women as being particularly versatile and responsive to any kind of physicality, such as dancing or singing, whereas he considered the mathematical understanding of verse metrics a more ‘manly’ undertaking. Müllner states: ‘if only women would understand arithmetic’,126 he would give them a mathematical formula to explain the difference between ‘tact’ and ‘rhythm’. Interestingly, even though he assumes that women do not have access to training in arithmetic, he nonetheless gives his female readership the mathematical formulae. This seems to be another rhetorical trick: confirming the gender stereotypes while at the same time addressing women as fully capable students of verse declamation in mathematical terms.


Enlightened dramaturgies and amateur theatre

Müllner, Iffland, and Kotzebue all contributed to or were involved in amateur theatricals. Their theatre practice and plays were far more engaged with amateur theatricals than one might assume when studying their plays. Indeed, their careers were fostered by these interactions with amateur theatre, and they were also benefactors from this collaboration. All three came from an educated upper-middle-class background, yet their dramatic work and their conceptual writings reached way beyond these social boundaries while building an important foundation for middle-class theatre experience. Their accessible play texts, the general trust in the amateurs to develop sufficiently good acting skills, and the provision of the proper concepts contributed to a ‘democratization’ of theatre and to aspects of a citizen identity. The generally positive attitudes of these prominent and influential men helped theatre amateurs to legitimize their activities and to foster their self-esteem. Müllner, for one, concluded his treatise with a full commitment to amateur theatricals: He claimed that performing on a private stage was ‘a versatile and encompassing exercise of all capacities of the body, the mind and the soul’.127

In the dramatic works and theatre practice of these authors, we see constant transitions from and entanglements with amateur theatre. However, at this same time, a theoretical discourse was creating a conceptual gulf between theatre as a true artform and a dilettante practice, which was to lead to a widening gap between the professional and non-professional theatre.




4Amateur versus professional – Distinction, cooperation, transition

Marking a clear divide between professional and non-professional theatre practice is a modern phenomenon. Rudolf Stichweh claims that professions were profiled in the transitional period between the estate society of Old Europe and modern society with its functional differentiation.1 The institutionalized transfer of knowledge in the nineteenth century2 through schools and academies, and teaching practical skills, with specialization and marketing, led to the unfolding of a modern compartmentalized society that held professional expertise in high esteem and which made the guild system increasingly obsolete. Modern professionalization gave a group of experts a degree of autonomy in performance control and eased the transition for a new kind of paid labour force based on commonly agreed quality standards.3 The guilds also had their own quality standards and market logistics, but the new modern idea of the profession was linked to free access to education and to free practice of the profession afterwards, released from the restraints of privileged masters or other business limitations. Connected to such professionalization is the idea that a centralized state and general laws set the framework for business life.

Historically speaking, the acting profession was not governed by the guild system in the German estate society. That is, actors did not belong to any guild, nor did they have a regulated training, nor were they part of an institutional hierarchy defined by the acquisition of skills or certificates, from ‘apprentice’ to ‘master’. Their status depended upon the approval of the audience, their colleagues, and wealthy patrons. For this reason, there was no clear demarcation of the transition between non-professional and professional actors around 1800.

One would assume, then, that actors would have a vested interest in the professionalization of their performance as a way to improve their overall status, but it was not until the end of the nineteenth century, with the founding of the German Reich in 1871, that the necessary institutional frameworks were developed, and state academies for acting, national unions and pension funds were established.4

As shown in Chapter 3, around 1800, a discourse arose about the artistic skills and expertise of actors was integral to a general theatre reform with moral education as its driving force. Questions of talent were weighed against ambition and industry to try to establish the criteria of a professional actor.

At one radical end of this discourse, we find the idealist position represented by Friedrich Schiller and Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, which insisted upon a clear differentiation between the mastery and artistry of the genius and the ‘botching up’ of the arts dilettanti. Schiller and Goethe saw the theatre as being on the brink of developing into a true art, and that any blurring of lines could jeopardize their goal of bringing theatre into the canon of the ‘fine arts’ to emancipate it from its questionable history as a place for popular entertainment.

It is striking that although their theoretical discourse made a clear distinction between professional and dilettante theatre practitioners, they did not insist on any such structural division. As I will demonstrate in the second part of this chapter, the theatre amateurs were somewhat involved in professional practices, either because they aspired to a professional career themselves or because they collaborated with the local professional theatre institutions. Amateur theatre also played an important role in the development of professional theatre, whether by establishing the concept of bourgeois theatre or by helping the population to develop a taste for performance, which was a precondition for the successful establishment of local theatre institutions. All of which suggests that the theatre amateurs did far more for the development of the concept of ‘the art of theatre’ than any radical idealist.

Contemporary thinking on professional and non-professional theatre today has, however, adopted many aspects of the idealist division that suited modern concepts of professionalization. Today, we believe in acting excellence that is proven by the acquisition of certificates; we trust in theatre institutions to provide us with professional productions; and we have forgotten about the transitional practices between professional and non-professional theatres that are still active. A return to the historical discourses and practices that shaped our views is therefore timely and necessary for a critical revision.


Defending the arts – Idealist rejections of the dilettanti

In the 1790s, Johann Wolfgang von Goethe and Friedrich Schiller discussed the need for ‘aesthetic rules’ for theatre and art and the ‘threat of dilettantism’. To clarify their position in this ‘war on half-measures’,5 they drafted a document, ‘On Dilettantism’, that included a tabular ‘Dilettantism Scheme’ (‘Dilettantismus-Schema’) and some fragments of text that they intended to publish.6 The text was never finished, though, nor was it published during their lifetimes. In the draft, they evaluated dilettantism in drawing, dance, music, architecture, gardening, poetry, as well as in acting, which they considered to be one of the worst expressions of dilettantism. In their attempt to distinguish between professional and amateur arts, they got caught up in a toxic historical discourse that was to shape a new, and mainly negative, notion of ‘the dilettante’ at a time when the arts were only just claiming autonomy from religious authority and noble patronage.7 The ‘true’, autonomous artist who sought approval through his artistic excellence was set in opposition to the dilettante as a ‘botcher’ or ‘bodger’ (‘Pfuscher’) and ‘bungler’ (‘Stümper’).

Before the breakdown of the stratified estate society, the practices of noble dilettanti had been appreciated as they represented an aesthetic attitude of the higher classes, as Georg Stanitzek states.8 The dilettanti put into practice an educational ideal by engaging with the arts, for example, with visual arts, literature, and so created a social distinction. But the artistic results of such dilettanti practice rarely stood up to critical judgement, even though the dilettante practitioner was thought to be a skilful, learned, and aesthetically minded ‘connoisseur’ of the arts. Their social status prevented them from being called out.

In the late eighteenth century, there was a remarkable social shift in the dilettante and amateur art practices of the middle classes that made these amateurs more prone to emerging criticism. Literati and learned artists worked to differentiate between the ‘master’ of art – the creative genius who had reached the highest level of arts education and able to produce relevant works of art – and the ‘dilettante’ of art – who could not produce anything of original artistic value, and so used other’s works as the basis of their own, quasi plagiarism. Karl Philipp Moritz introduced the idea of a ‘false creative drive’ (‘falscher Bildungstrieb’), a drive that could lead one to believe that with a heightened aesthetic sensibility one would be able both to understand artworks and to create them oneself.9 This distinction between a ‘truly artistic’ and a ‘false’ creative drive helped to differentiate a ‘master’ from a ‘dilettante.’ Schiller and Goethe picked up on this critique and accused the dilettanti of permanently overestimating and misjudging their own artistic capacities:


Since the dilettante receives his calling to create only from the effects of the artworks on himself, he confuses these effects with the objective causes and motives und hence tries to turn the state of sensitivity in which he is, into a productive and practical action, as if one could attempt to create the flower itself from its scent.10


Why would a dilettante be prone to such confusion? Firstly, his creative calling was not due to his genius apprehension of beauty and the world, and secondly, he was not able to refine his artistic skill continually and so develop a true artistic mastery, because the main feature of the botcher was his incorrigibility.11 He could therefore never be able to rise above his dilettante status and never become a master. The false creative drive and incorrigibility combined to make the dilettante a ‘bodger’.

The words ‘botcher’ or ‘bodger’ were used in the field of arts and crafts12 within the increasingly decaying guild system that was regularly contested and questioned by craftsmen excluded from the guilds. By the late eighteenth century, the guild system became repressive because it gave a few established families the power to decide who could work as a craftsman in a specific local community. The ‘masters of the art’ rarely allowed their apprentices to climb the career ladder, which meant that very many skilled craftsmen and young journeymen were unable to start their own business. These craftsmen were driven to work on their crafts in secret. Rather than referring to bad workmanship or skills, as the modern language usage would assume, the word ‘bodger’ refers to a social problem and a policy of exclusion. The guild masters and their adjuncts publicly denounced the practices of free craftsmanship as illegal and cheap botchery. The ‘botcher’ or ‘bodger’ thus became an enemy of the guild-regulated craftsmen because he could steal work opportunities of the authorized workers, and possibly also fail in his craft. In the 1733 entry of Zedler’s universal encyclopaedia, the ‘botcher’ is categorised with the ‘bungler’ and ‘troublemaker’:


‘Hares on the run’, ‘botcher’, ‘bungler’ and ‘troublemaker’ are called those craftsmen who have not become a master according to the regulations and yet practice their craft in secret, exercising downward pressure on prices and hence damaging the rightfully established and registered masters who must pay the citizen taxes.13


These off-the-grid craftsmen worried the guilds; they falsely exercised their crafts and ran like hares when the local master craftsmen hounded them, destroyed their work and their working tools, to prevent them from further botchery.14

In 1786, August von Kotzebue countered the prevailing negative view of the dilettante when he wrote a satire about the discursive link between amateur practice and botchery in an epilogue for his private theatre, The Amateur Theatre before the Parliament (Das Liebhabertheater vor dem Parlament).15 Kotzebue defends amateur theatre and justifies its existence through its social function. Instead of portraying discussions by the literati on the value or damage of amateur theatre, he chose a policeman and a housekeeper, both representatives of order and security, in both the parliament and the theatre:


Policeman: Today, our strict lords must administer justice on the amateur theatre and common sense versus prejudice.

Housekeeper:The amateur theatre? What a strange thing is this?

Policeman: This is not a thing, Peter, these are people that keep botching up other people’s businesses and crafts. And what’s more: they want to get paid for it.

Housekeeper:Oh, when it comes to payment, I agree. Today a botching and bungling is more profitable than arts and crafts, as long as the botchers know how to flatter.

Policeman: You are right, Peter. But these amateurs pretend that they will not keep the money but give it to the poor.16


The reputed botch-up of amateur theatre in fact made an important contribution to society. To perform for charitable causes, rather than for profit, was common practice for the amateur theatre in Kotzebue’s time, but this kind of ‘use’ to society was not noted or commended in the Schiller-Goethean ‘Dilettantism Scheme’.

They emphasized the strict divide between dilettante/botcher and true artist/master in their work on the idealist concept of the autonomy of arts, and as they tried to identify quality standards of high art. They argue that such a strict divide was particularly necessary ‘in the fields where art has not yet established valid aesthetic rules’,17 where the influence of dilettantism would be damaging and outrageous, particularly when it came to the art of acting. They saw an urgent need to formulate clear aesthetic rules and norms for the theatre because the dramatic arts would not become a true art form unless it adhered strictly to these rules. This requirement ensured that only a true artist would be able to fulfil the ‘extreme rigour on the formal level’,18 presumably a demand that could not be met by any amateur theatre society.

Contrary to the ‘incorrigible’ dilettante, the ambitious master-of-art would exercise discipline to refine and develop his artistry. The concept of Studium was coined to express this process.19 In Schiller-Goethean terms, the true artist was prepared to apply himself to serious and strenuous study in order to bridge the gap between aesthetic sensibility and creative drive, whereas the dilettante was not.20

But there is an inherent problem with this demand for serious study: it conflicts with the idea of natural genius. How could study differentiate between the true artist and the dilettante, if genius was a natural gift?21 This contradiction can be resolved if one assumes that this strenuous study goes hand in hand with a natural gift for discipline and ambition. The dilettante, the ‘incorrigible botcher’, was assumed not to have this natural gift.


Dilettant study – For and against Schiller

Around 1800, the study of acting techniques was an important element in the educational practices of theatre dilettanti. The training methods devised by Iffland and Müllner, as discussed in Chapter 3, lead to artistic skills without making any differentiation between ‘master’ and ‘dilettante’. In Urania, ‘study’ was a qualitative category aimed to improve acting skills, to facilitate the evaluation of performances, and as a criterium to judge the young actors, as it was in the 1826/7 reviews.

The encouragement to ‘study’ and to develop artistic skills was because the amateur/the dilettante was potentially on the path to becoming a professional artist. In fact, some theatre societies became known as hubs for developing professional acting careers. Urania was one such, and it took pride in being a place of excellence for training the professional actor. Between 1842 and 1892, 28 of their 126 amateur actors, and 12 out of their 70 amateur actresses became professionals, which is a significant track record.22

To draw attention to the abilities of their debutants, the leadership of Urania created showcase performances to which they invited the directors of the Royal Theatre in Berlin.23 Schiller and Goethe had not anticipated this kind of fruitful collaboration between amateur and professional theatres, and yet, it was a common practice. It was, moreover, the only way to become a trained actor at the time due to the lack of public drama schools, academies, or conservatoires. How would Schiller and Goethe’s demand for serious and strenuous study of the arts be realized in the field of theatre? The reality was that the young actor, having been accepted by a professional theatre, studied and learned on the job.

The dilettanti/theatre amateurs were not intimidated by professional artists and ‘genuis’. They fully embraced artists such as Iffland and idolized Schiller as the authority on theatre practice. As seen in Chapter 3, Schiller’s vision of the theatre as an artistic medium with educational potential and social relevance perfectly matched the goal of amateur theatre: to educate the actor-citizen and citizen-actor. But whereas Schiller related the educational efficacy of aesthetic experience to an idealist aesthetic, the amateurs mostly turned to popular drama. And yet there seems to have been no problem to combine their popular preferences with a great admiration of Schiller, with his outstanding reputation as an educator, and as writer of poems and plays that were considered masterpieces, even though rarely performed by amateurs.

In his novel Das Liebhaber-Theater (The Amateur Theatre, 1823) Carl Franz van der Velde gives a rich and humorous picture of the social and cultural practices in a theatre society in the small town of Krautberg. After their successful performance of Kotzebue’s The Knitting Needles (Die Stricknadeln), the amateurs gather for a dinner party,24 at which there is a conversation about literary works. It transpires that most of the amateurs at the party prefer Schiller to Goethe, while Herr von Brauß, ‘owner of two feudal estates’, tries to make a case for Goethe. A young theatre debutant, a trainee lawyer who is secretly in love with the host’s daughter Aphanasia, then arrives, and is asked to give his opinion on the matter. He argues fervently in favour of Schiller, citing his energetic artistic drive and pure truthfulness over and above the morally dubious Goethe. Things take a happy turn as the company of theatre amateurs sing Schiller’s Ode to Joy, accompanied by Aphanasia on the piano. Schiller is undoubtedly their hero. The young man has not only defeated von Brauße on literary grounds but will even overcome the father’s resistance by winning the young lady’s heart.

Although presented here as a satirical exaggeration, Schiller was in reality very important for the theatre amateurs. In Urania, he was considered the ‘founding father’ of modern theatre, and one of their most performed classic playwrights. Writing in the 1842 jubilee brochure, the society’s president gives an idea of Schiller’s impact on the foundation of Urania (1792) by referring to the famous treatise ‘The Theatre Considered a Moral Institution’ (1784):


He [Schiller] had portrayed the stage as the common channel – through which the light of wisdom streams down from the more intellectual part of the people and from there spreads in gentler rays throughout the whole state – he had shown how only here the greats of the world hear what they never or rarely hear – truth – and see what they never or rarely see – the human being. This enthusiasm for dramatic art and for the stage, found resonance throughout Germany and also found representatives here, in the Prussian capital, made its way into the young, ambitious circles of bourgeois society and thus brought about the beginnings of our association, which wants the pursuit of artistic enjoyment, of charmingly instructive entertainment to be seen as the bond that should hold us members together.25


Schiller’s concept of theatre as an educating institution is presented here as the core idea of amateur theatre activities. It is thanks to him, and to some extent to Lessing who prepared the way for the re-conceptualizing of theatre, that a theatre society such as Urania came into being.

The veneration of Schiller and the ambition to realize a theatre practice modelled on his educational ideas was felt throughout Germany.26 Theatre amateurs did not pick up on Schiller’s hostility towards amateur theatricals as expressed in his writings on dilettantism. One reason for this could be that the ‘Dilettantism Scheme’ was not published during Schiller and Goethe’s lifetimes, as they were hesitant about making public their views on creating a sharp division between ‘botcher’ and ‘master’. It might also be due to their own roles in amateur theatre practice at court and in society. They were in an ambivalent position, both fostering amateur theatre practice, even welcoming it as a meaningful entertainment, while at the same time being appalled by its low aesthetic quality.

The division between dilettante and theatre professional remained a theoretical one. As Heinrich Bosse sees it, the relationship between the professional (the public) and the non-professional (the private) theatre was characterized by many more productive interactions than strict divisions.27 A closer look at the collaborations between the Royal Theatre and the many amateur theatres in Berlin confirms the manifold interactions and the mutually beneficial influences they had on one another, and how this interrelatedness helped form the new concept of bourgeois theatre and new ideas about cultural practices and citizenship. The recurring public view that amateur actors hated and despised professionals28 was more of a divisive smear campaign than the working reality.

Even though, Schiller and Goethe’s claim for a strict divide was not put into practice at the time of Urania, their idealist concepts had an increasingly powerful influence on artistic practice later. During the nineteenth century, idealist concepts of art and theatre made a clear distinction between professional and non-professional theatre practice. Today, the divide is total and complete. Collaborations between professionals and amateurs, between ‘masters’ and ‘botchers’ are rare. Even though in Germany, there is a growing movement of so-called Bürgerbühnen (Citizen Stages) or the use of lay actors in certain theatre aesthetics to redress this divide, such as in Rimini Protokoll’s Experten des Alltags (‘Experts of Daily Live’), these activities are either framed with concepts of applied theatre or celebrated as a radical artistic gesture. And therefore, they do not fully overcome the strict division between amateur and professional.


Between competition and cooperation – Theatre institutions and the amateurs

Iffland was generous towards the many amateur theatres in Berlin. Theatre amateurs often turned to the Royal Theatre to borrow extra costumes, props, and even manuscripts for their performances, and as its director, Iffland responded quickly and positively to their requests. Theatre amateurs were frequently inspired by the Royal Theatre for their choice of plays, and their similar repertoires made such exchanges easy and possible.

Urania,29 Melpomene, and Minerva often approached Iffland too, ‘[f]‌irmly trusting on Your Honor’s known tendency to positively respond to potential demands, and on the care and love with which you always have cultivated the plant of the art of theatre in order to bring it to full fruition’.30 And unless he needed props, costumes, and people for his own purpose, Iffland never refused them.

Under the directorship of his successor, Count Brühl (1815–1828), though, borrowing costumes from the Royal Theatre became more complicated, although by this time, there were more professional costume rentals in the city to which the theatre amateurs could turn.31 Brühl nonetheless continued to allow members of his theatre company, and particularly the young debutants of the opera choir, to perform in the amateur theatres when they were not involved in performances at the Royal Theatre.32

This generally benevolent attitude of the theatre directors met a limit, though, when economic interests prevailed. In times of crisis, for example, when the Royal Theatre faced the possibility of making a substantial loss, directors Iffland, Brühl,33 and Friedrich Wilhelm von Redern,34 who ran the theatre from 1828 to 1842, tried to prevent the competition from amateur theatres. One such moment happened in 1802 after the opening of the new Royal Theatre, when Iffland was under pressure to fill an auditorium that had expanded from the one thousand seats in the French Comedy (Französisches Komödienhaus) to 2000 seats in the new theatre building. The theatre society Minerva had rented the theatre space formerly owned by the Countess Lichtenau for three months. It was a splendidly decorated private theatre35 hosting up to four hundred spectators. The society invited Iffland to attend their performance of Lessing’s Emilia Galotti there, with an actress from the Royal Theatre, Philippine Bessel, in the role of Countess Orsina.36 Iffland, however, considered these performances as a serious economic challenge to his own theatre, and so he intervened to prevent amateur societies from renting similar larger theatres. He wrote to the king in February 1803, pleading his case:


on the one hand, a director is obliged to balance the much higher cost of the new and bigger theatre institution, and on the other amateur theatres are constantly growing and opening their performances in attractive spaces with boxes, and therefore daily drawing more and more spectators away from attending the Royal Theatre.37


Iffland described the amateur theatres here as a serious threat to the Royal Theatre’s economy and, unusually for him, used anti-amateur language to argue his case. He speculated about the negative morals of amateur theatre and said that he suspected Minerva of publicly selling tickets, as the huge cost of the rental could not have been covered by the membership fees.

Minerva was not the only amateur theatre company to expand at this time. Within ten years, Urania’s amateur theatricals had developed from a private circle performing in a living room to a small yet fully equipped, nicely decorated theatre venue hosting up to 320 spectators, in which they performed a regular repertoire that often mirrored that of the Royal Theatre. Even though the audience had to be invited, it was not too difficult to get access to their guest list and attend their performances without purchasing a membership. So there seems to be grounds for Iffland’s concern about the theatrical competition in Berlin.

After some deliberation with the police department, the king finally passed an order to prohibit amateur societies from renting public venues for their performances. This was a blow to all amateur theatricals in the city. It was a clear political measure against the middle classes who did not own large properties with suitable performance spaces and were thus forced to rent. In the instructions to the police department the Royal Secretary stated that His Majesty found it necessary ‘to prevent the negative consequences for the morals when young people of the lower classes dedicate themselves carelessly to theatrical performances and hence leaving aside the main purpose of their bourgeois working life, whilst nothing was gained for the arts’.38

Iffland had opened a can of worms. The complete prohibition of amateur theatricals had not been his intention. He was clearly embarrassed by a series of letters from theatre amateurs who held him responsible for the new restrictions. In his response to the owner of a tobacco store, he claimed that


it had never been in my hands to prohibit the amateur theatres that regularly performed over the year, nor can I re-establish them. As a director I had to protest against the use of the theatre of the countess Lichtenau. This and the constant molestation of His Majesty, to my knowledge, have led to the prohibition of amateur theatres. I am not entitled to intervene into anything that the honourable police department has undertaken in this matter.39


Iffland was very uncomfortable at being a perceived opponent of amateur theatre, and he wanted to distance himself from the new restrictions. But it was soon clear that his letter to the king would lead to the closure of the amateur theatre associations Minerva, Melpomene, Ressource zur Harmonie, and Polyhymnia.

The only amateur theatre exempt from the general prohibition was Urania. Two of their founding members – Mr Hahn and Mr Gay – had been servants at the court of Prince Ferdinand von Preußen (1730–1813), brother of King Friedrich II (1712–1786), and importantly, Ferdinand’s wife, Anna Elisabeth Luise von Preußen (1738–1820), had supported Urania since the 1790s,40 even writing letters to the king on Urania’s behalf. Fortunately, Urania was able to argue from an earlier decree, issued in 1796, that had explicitly permitted their performances. This earlier decree overruled the 1803 prohibition, and Urania became the only amateur theatre still active in Berlin until Concordia gained permission from the French government to perform in 1807.41

Urania’s veneration for Iffland remained constant as they had escaped the new prohibition. Iffland, in his turn, continued to attend their amateur theatre performances and recruited versatile young performers for his theatre. In October 1808, they welcomed Iffland to their theatre venue in celebration of his safe return after a long and successful solo tour to Vienna. They had prepared this celebration together with the actors of the Royal Theatre who had also missed their director during his absence. The relevance of Iffland’s return needs to be understood in the context of the French occupation of Berlin. In 1806, shortly before the entry of the French troops, the Prussian court and king had left the city and gone into exile in Königsberg. Berlin inhabitants felt abandoned by the fatherly figure of their king. Morale was low, and the French authorities firmly controlled and limited the previously flourishing cultural life. As the Royal Theatre had been known in former times as the pride of the city it came under scrutiny. The Royal Theatre had to introduce a new repertoire that would please the French rulers, while at the same time trying to maintain for the Prussian people its former role as a symbol of cultural grandeur. When Iffland went on a three-month theatre tour to Vienna, there were some concerns that he might never come back. And so, when he returned to Berlin, it boosted the morale of the citizens, it was cause for celebration, and brought hope for a new cultural revival.

The opera Fanchon, das Leyermädchen was performed by children of the actors from the Royal Theatre as part of the welcome celebration. The opera was followed by a poetry reading by the famous actress Friederike Bethmann-Unzelmann, who hailed Iffland’s return as a symbol of a brighter future. As she pronounced the final words, ‘flower arrangements were lowered from the sofitts to hang over Iffland’s bust in a pedestal in the background. In the centre of the flower wreath, floating over the bust, the following transparent writing appeared: “our warm welcome”.’42 Hosting such a celebration further strengthened the ties between Urania and the Royal Theatre.


Career options – Transitions between professional and non-professional

Theatre developments in Germany were generally slower than in England and France, and this was true also for formal training for actors. In 1922, there was still not a single formal training academy for actors.43 Theatre historian Fritz Assmann lists several short-lived attempts to educate actors, including Eckhof’s academy, and Goethe’s ‘Rules for Actors’. One of his most interesting examples is a proposal by the man of letters Buddelmeyer (aka Adalbert Cohnfeld) who wrote to the Prusssian state in 1844 with a proposal to set up a theatre academy. Buddelmeyer gives a detailed description of a curriculum with a justification of the methodology of his actors’ training, including the creation of an amateur theatre association providing a ‘studio stage’ for the young debutants.44 In Assmann’s 1922 assessment of the history of acting training, he does not mention amateur theatre at all when talking about Buddelmeyer’s proposal. Yet, Buddelmeyer no doubt thought of Urania when he envisioned the amateur stage as part of his academic curriculum. He was well aware of Urania’s activities and had been in contact with its steering committee in 1849 when he asked to rent their theatre for some summer performances.45 Buddelmeyer had seen that Urania functioned as a springboard for a professional acting career, and so including an amateur theatre in his overall concept promised success, not least on economic terms when organized as a private enterprise.

The case of two young actors – Wilhelmine Maaß, later acclaimed actress on Goethe’s Weimarian stage, and a certain Mr von Kratzenstein – show how the Royal Theatre and Urania were important in the development of their professional careers. Von Kratzenstein was a young man who wanted to become a professional actor. He approached Iffland in 1799 to ask for an introduction to Urania’s stage, where he wanted to demonstrate his acting skills before an audience in Berlin.46 The sparce archival sources do not give any more information about his background or further activities, and so most probably he was not able to pursue a professional career. But his attempt to involve Iffland was successful. Six weeks after he approached Iffland, von Kratzenstein was allowed to perform at Urania as a guest actor in the role of Ferdinand in Schiller’s Kabale und Liebe (Intrigue and Love). He invited Iffland to the show,47 and thereby achieved his ultimate goal to perform on the Urania stage before Iffland.

Wilhelmine Maaß, who had played one of the children in Urania’s very first performance of Menschenhaß und Reue (Misanthropy and Remorse) in 1792, also asked Iffland to help her get a performance opportunity on the amateur stage. In contrast to von Kratzenstein, she knew Urania well, and at the time of her enquiry, she had a contract with the Weimar court theatre and a planned debut there under Goethe’s watchful eyes. On the brink of becoming a professional actress, she was concerned about audience expectations in Weimar. She had received the music and libretto of Adolphe and Clara (Adolph und Klara, text Marsollier des Vivetières/Kotzebue, music Dalleyrac) from the Royal court theatre but needed permission from the rights-holder Iffland to use it in a ‘test performance’ of the operetta on the Urania stage. She wrote a letter to Iffland in 1802 stating that ‘without this test I would not dare to debut in the singing role in Weimar, and my fortune would be hindered’.48 To prevent a young artist from developing their acting or singing career was out of question, so Iffland gave permission and the ‘test performance’ on Urania’s stage was scheduled for 7 February 1802 as part of their regular repertoire.49

Wilhelmine Maaß clearly saw Urania as a springboard for her professional career. She had received acting training and sung on their amateur stage, and so it was appropriate to use this environment as a protected space in preparation for her professional debut in Weimar. Many other young actors and actresses chose a similar route. This pathway into an acting career seemed more suitable than joining a travelling troupe or making a professional debut directly on one of the major stages. Amateur theatricals provided a socially acceptable and safe way into a professional acting career, particularly for young women.50

Historical documents indicate that there was a regular exchange of actors and singers between the amateur and professional theatres, whether in casting for a specific performance, by graduating to a professional career from the amateur stage, or by performing on the amateur stage at the end of a professional career, which included actresses whose active professional life ended due to marriage, or older actors who had retired but wanted to continue performing. An anonymous article ‘Ueber Privattheater’ (1799) recommended that retired actors should become instructors on the amateur stage, as a way of giving the amateurs the benefits of their expertise while receiving a small income.51

There was a similar shift from amateur to professional theatre at the institutional level. Amateur theatres often filled a gap in a cultural landscape, blossoming in regions and local areas where there was no professional theatre.52 They had the flexibility to provide performances that were more challenging, more educational, and more accessible than those being offered by professionals. Often amateur theatricals popped up in small-town and rural settings, as well as in regions not included in the routes of the touring theatre troupes.53

An outstanding example of the institutionalization of theatre through amateur theatre practices is August von Kotzebue’s German theatre society in Reval, as described in Chapter 4. The amateurs gave the population of Reval a taste for going to performances regularly, which fed a desire to establish a theatre in the city. After the closure of the amateur society, several travelling theatre troupes stayed in Reval for one or more seasons, and in 1809 the city finally established its own theatre. Drawing on the Reval case, Kristel Pappel described the process of theatre institutionalization as a four-step scheme: (1) an amateur theatre awakens an interest in attending performances, (2) a successful travelling theatre troupe builds on this prepared ground, and stays for a whole season, (3) a theatre society or shareholder company is then established to further employ such theatre company, (4) the institutionalization is fully realized when a theatre is built in the city.54 This institutional transition from amateur to professional theatre can be seen in many other cases, the most prominent being Adolph Knigge’s amateur theatre in Bremen55 and the craftmen’s theatricals in Kaufbeuren.56


Crossing the lines

Earlier forms of private theatricals, whether the elite theatre practices within noble circles or religious plays in rural Southern regions in Germany, had little interaction with professional theatre practice when compared to the ‘new’ amateur theatre of the middle classes. Although professional actors might have been invited to perform in or to organize noble private theatricals, the nobility would not usually have used these amateur practices as a springboard to a professional career. Also, the strict divide between private theatricals (with an educational purpose) and court theatre (with its representative purpose) did not allow for amateur-professional interactions. Amateur theatricals in villages or small towns were not within reach of institutionalized professional theatres, and the travelling private theatre troupes were not interested in associating with the local amateurs.

When interest in amateur theatre among the middle classes in the urban centres in Germany was at its height, towards the end of the eighteenth century, professional theatre institutions, mainly court theatres, also became more accessible to bourgeois audiences. The shaping of bourgeois cultural practices clearly fostered the interaction and collaboration between the bourgeois theatre amateur and the bourgeois theatre professional. These developments were noticed by those who were motivated by a desire to establish a dividing line between amateur and professional theatre. The distinctions between the dilettante and the genius, the botcher and the master of the arts were grounded in class prejudice, and in the ideal to make theatre into an arts institution. All this must be considered when one answers questions such as: Who is this artform provided for? Who are the agents and practitioners? And who are the consumers of theatre art? Heinrich Bosse suggests that the idealist discourse against dilettantism and the Halbheiten (halfbakedness) of theatre art was part of a tendency to divide the roles of actor and spectator, to provoke a stricter division between the producer and the consumer of art.57 The amateur theatre clearly posed a problem for such commercial aims, as it botched up and blurred the lines between these roles.

Amateur practices also helped shape the bourgeois theatre into the primary model for professional theatre institutions. Theatre societies played a leading role in popularizing theatre practice and, even more importantly, in establishing the regular attendance of theatre performance as a cultural practice across Germany. But this influence remained fairly invisible, even though it was occasionally articulated. For example, the magistrate of Berlin stated that the amateur theatres would help the Royal Theatre gain a wider audience, because they ‘arouse and maintain the interest and inclination of the audience for theatrical pleasures in a higher degree and more generally [than the professional Royal Theatre]’.58

The late-eighteenth-century rejection of dilettantism weighed particularly heavily on the canonization of dramatic literature and also had a strong impact on theatre history. The drama repertoire was evaluated by the standards of the genius master narrative that led to a wide de-canonization of popular bourgeois drama59 – a dramatic genre that had dominated the amateur stages. This contributed to the further historiographical marginalizing of amateur theatre as a practice considered irrelevant to the emergence of theatre art in terms of the literary canon. These literary standards reduced the contribution of the late eighteenth and early-nineteenth-century theatre to the works of Lessing, Schiller, and Goethe. Schiller and Goethe had thus created evaluation criteria from which they were to profit most.

The privileging of the drama as an aesthetic qualifier led to a one-sided, blinkered theatre historiography. Until now, amateur theatre history has been largely disregarded by scholars due to its ‘non-professional’ label. The discursive writings of Goethe and Schiller on the de-canonization of literary history pushed amateur theatre to the margins in the nineteenth century, to the point of being completely invisible to theatre historians, and only just in focus for ethnographers associated with folk traditions. I would like to invite readers to cross these dividing lines, to re-evaluate the theatre practice that played such an important part in the theatre history of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, and that hugely contributed to the making of bourgeois theatre the theatre model we still follow today.

In the following chapters, my focus will be on Urania, a remarkable example of a non-professional theatre that impacted the social, cultural, and civic life of its members and which contributed to the development of professional bourgeois theatre.




5The ‘Uranian Republic’

The urban development of Berlin in the early nineteenth century goes hand in hand with the cultural activities of Urania. From 1800 to 1850, Berlin developed from being a relatively large residential town into a modern city.1 By the mid-nineteenth century, the population had increased to over 400,000 from 170,000 inhabitants in 1800, of which about 2% were Jewish.2 The majority were new to the city and had to be integrated socially, economically, and culturally.

The French occupation (1806–13) forced the municipal government and administration to speed up their modernization timetable, which in turn impacted the political concept of citizenship in Prussia. Berlin’s antiquated state administration and social hierarchies were particularly noticeable when the French took over, after the total defeat of the Prussians in 1806/7. The Prussian government did all in its power to blot out evidence of the old estate society and replace it with structures in line with the modern idea of national citizenship. This had a powerful impact on social groups whose members had previously been excluded from any civil or political rights. A major change came for the Jewish population in 1812 with the so-called Jewish Edict which gave them the status of Prussian citizens. This was only partial citizenship, though, as there were still restrictions for Jews, such as limited access to public service, to the higher ranks of the military, and to teaching positions at the university. Nevertheless, the Jewish population welcomed the developments.

The city gradually prospered, with the growth of commerce and culture largely, thanks to the efforts of the emerging bourgeois classes. This was despite, or perhaps because of the absence of the Prussian court, which did not return from its self-imposed exile until 1809. The newly founded university in Berlin3 opened in 1810 and over the years attracted intellectuals, researchers, and students from all parts of the country. This enriched beyond measure the city’s public discourse and its political and cultural life.4 By 1832, it had grown into the largest German university, with 1,732 enrolled students.

In this cultural and social landscape, amateur theatres became increasingly popular. As described in Chapter 2, Urania might have been inspired by the Dresden Societaetstheater, one of the earliest amateur theatres with its own constitution. Its membership was drawn from court officials, merchants, scholars, and literati, that is, prominent Dresden citizens who interacted with the nobility. Urania, on the other hand, favoured the institutional form of an association or club (Verein) and a non-hierarchical self-organization based on formal membership and statutes. Such membership entailed rights and duties. As shown by a membership contract from 1809, membership of Urania gave access to theatrical and social activities and required that members adhere to the organization’s constitutional laws. It obliged the undersigned ‘in general to abide by the laws that had been found appropriate and had been issued by all of the association, and in particular to fulfil the necessary duties from the moment of entry to the association’.5 Members had to abide by the regulations and values of the association, pay the one-off entry fee and the monthly membership fees, and respect the six-month period of notice.

The membership of amateur theatre associations in Berlin was largely made up of craftspeople, traders running small businesses, and other middle-class citizens. This suggests that the old tradition of the craftsmen stages, for example in Biberach (1686–1858)6 and Kaufbeuren (1570–1803),7 may have been a more important model than the amateur theatres of the nobility. As Uta Motschmann states,


similar to these the members of the Berlin based private theatre societies came from bourgeois and petty-bourgeois circles, joined by servants, journeymen and partly also by minors. These petty bourgeois associations were unique in their kind and number around 1800.8


Motschmann understood that these ‘petty bourgeois associations’ were particularly widespread in Berlin, but from a historiographical perspective, this is because we know a lot more about Berlin-based amateur theatre today than in any other region due to the diligent record keeping of Prussian authorities. The police and administrative files show that there were up to ten amateur theatre associations active in Berlin from 1792 to 1807.9 They were an integral part of the city’s cultural landscape in which there were also very many gesellige associations and social circles: around 160 between 1786 and 1815.10

But there are indications that bourgeois amateur theatricals also frequently popped up in other residencies and rural regions, whether hairdressers in the town of F. who were praised when performing comedy but failed with tragedy;11 the taylors in Rostock whose audience consisted of friends and colleagues and the ‘beauties of their circles’;12 the journeymen joined by students in Vienna who were drawn to professional acting careers;13 the simple people of Schellenberg who were suspected of moving from pleasure to provocation;14 the ship’s boys and fishermen on the river Danube who used the winter season for performance to keep them busy;15 or workers at the local saltworks in Traunstein who performed during winter without any damaging effect on morals and wealth, but had to stop because a young salt worker’s wife did not want her husband to be involved with other actresses any longer.16

The fragmentary and arbitrary nature of such information found in police reports, journal correspondence, and articles about the value or damage of amateur theatre speaks of a vast universe of middle-class amateur theatres that has yet to be discovered, and the challenges in discovering and accessing these sources. As these activities were often quite short-lived, the archival sources are rare or even non-existent: historians or archivists saw little value in keeping documents that dealt with the amateur pursuits of marginalized people.

Amongst the relatively well-covered histories of amateur theatres in Berlin, Urania is a unique case, because of the survival of quantities of administrative materials originally kept by the theatre amateurs themselves. These afford a unique opportunity to investigate their proceedings and practices, to understand the dynamics and atmospheres, and the historical turns of fate experienced by the association.

One can trace the history over 150 years, from its humble beginnings to the golden years in the nineteenth century, through a slow disintegration in the twentieth century, until its final dissolution in 1944 as a fallout of the Second World War.17


The amateur theatre association Urania

The theatre association Urania was founded in 1792 by eight young men whose professional jobs were as sales assistants, craftsmen, theatre and music students, and attendants. They set up a performance of Kotzebue’s Menschenhaß und Reue (Misanthropy and Remorse)18 (Figure 6) in which they all acted with actresses who were not members. The initial rule that all members performed was dropped in 1794 to boost audience numbers, albeit within police regulations. The membership was then divided into performing members and full members who could bring their families to the performances and social events. Members  could still give tickets to friends, provided they were registered in advance on the Fremden-Liste (foreigners’ list). This made Urania’s theatre a semi-permeable private space that reached out to a wider public. The private-public nature of Urania’s theatre performances, balls, and dinners was a sensitive issue that sometimes caused conflict with the police authorities, for example, when the theatre amateurs were suspected of having publicly sold tickets in local inns.19 This happened, for example, in 1794 when rumours reached the association that some of their members had hinted to the police about public sales. The membership wanted to get rid of those members whose actions potentially caused a police ban, and so they decided to revoke the formal agreement between the members.20 Once proven innocent, though, they renewed their contract for the following year.21
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The division of membership into acting and participating members had a huge impact on the growth of the association. By 1802, around fifty members gathered regularly in the newly opened Urania theatre facilities,22 now hosting up to 320 spectators. Membership figures of between fifty and sixty-five remained relatively stable until the end of the nineteenth century, varying only in times of political crisis, such as in 1848 and 1871. The original founding members had belonged to the lower and middle classes, but over the course of time, the theatre association was increasingly dominated by wealthy merchants, established master craftsmen with their own businesses, and the educated bourgeoisie such as teachers and civil servants. Membership fees increased in line with the rising annual rent for the premises, the growing costs of the theatre, and the social events.

These developments are illustrated by the experience of the carpenter Gonnacker. He had been a successful craftsman and belonged to the founding group of theatre performers; in a letter to Urania he writes that in the early years it consisted ‘mainly of employed craftsmen and servants’.23 In 1792/3, he had generously offered materials and his working hours to build the first small movable wooden stage and, in 1803, he invested more time and money in the larger theatre that was in use until 1834.24 By 1823, he had grown old and poverty-stricken, unable to cover his basic living costs. He was no longer a member of Urania, which he writes was ‘larger and consisted now of bourgeois families,’25 and so he turned to the association for alms, explaining all he had done for Urania in the past. The charitable theatre association agreed to help Gonnacker but found his long-pleading letters embarrassing.26 Urania had become a society divided between wealthy patrons and impoverished alms-receivers.

When the second Urania theatre opened in 1834 (in use until 1870), its 600–seat auditorium27 made a major contribution to the Berlin cultural landscape, where there were only three large public theatre institutions for a population with a growing desire for theatre entertainment: the Royal Opera (1742, ca. 1,800 seats), the National Theatre (1776, ca. 1,000 seats, 1802, ca. 2,000 seats) and the Königstädtisches Theater (1822, ca. 1,800 seats). Performances at Urania took place every second Sunday between October and May, and most evening performances were fully sold out (Figure 7). It was not until the theatre association Concordia opened its new premises with 820 seats in 1844 that there was any rival for size.28
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In 1845 the Prussian government issued General Trading Regulations that allowed anyone who passed a background check to open a business, which included opening a theatre. The Prussian king, however, kept his royal privilege to issue theatre licences in Berlin, Potsdam, and Charlottenburg until 1848. After 1850, a growing number of large privately owned theatres were established29 and this substantially expanded the Berlin cultural landscape and resulted in reducing the impact of the city’s amateur theatricals.

My focus for the rest of the book will be the period between 1790 and 1850, when late Enlightenment political and philosophical thinking shaped Urania’s role and ideas of community and citizenship. It gave members opportunities to practice public speaking and performance, to try out forms of democratic decision-making, and to shape and perform the identity of an ‘urban citizen’ with no regard to rank and title. To understand the core activities and practices of the theatre association, I have studied play bills, police files, journals, together with huge volumes of minutes from the biweekly meetings/conferences of the membership. Members of Urania performed on the stage, they decided on the repertoire, they directed and staged, they wrote and performed prologues, epilogues, and speeches referring to actual political and social events, they were part of the audience, and they organized dinners and balls.


Constitutional frames – Unity and order

Organized in the form of an association, amateur theatres established their own laws and regulations and had a measure of autonomous executive power. Quite rightly, the state authorities had some suspicions about these private associations, sensing a risk that people might develop a taste for political agency. As absolutist rule was still the normal condition of political life, Urania’s legislation was radical by comparison, being firmly based on proto-democratic principles. Their 1797 constitution categorically promoted the democratic right to vote, to free speech, and to the finality of the law. The first four paragraphs read:



	§1. All members have equal duties, hence equal rights and equal votes.

	§2. All members have the right to speak out, and to express their judgement on what has been said.

	§3. No member ought to be attacked when defending the order by speaking out against somebody else.

	§4. The law is binding for everyone. Finality of law! Be it defending or sanctioning.30




In later versions of the constitution, the democratic principles are not articulated quite as explicitly, but we should not assume that Urania had given up on its political claims and foundations. On the contrary, the minutes of the members’ conference meetings give the impression that the original democratic principles were fundamental and habitual. There was no longer a need to articulate them explicitly. Later constitutions spell out more detailed solutions for problems and conflicts within their established democratic framework. Another reason might be the changing attitude towards the ideals of the French Revolution. While the first constitution still echoed the phrasing of the Declaration of Human Rights, it became more appropriate to tone this down later.

After twenty years of practising free speech and democratic voting, it was clear to the members that a defined ‘safe space’ was a precondition for their ‘republic’, as the 1827 statutes of Urania articulate: ‘§4. Under no circumstance, are foreign persons allowed access to the weekly meetings, primarily because all issues discussed here should never be made public. Members should strictly obey this rule.’31

The principle of free speech inside the association and absolute silence towards the outside world was an essential element of Urania’s ‘republican’ constitution. Whenever there was a conflict between members, Urania insisted on internal proceedings to reinstall harmony, strongly rejecting any outside interference. Free speech was a right to be exercised solely within the context of the conference meetings. In 1830, someone leaked critical details of a theatre performance to the public and, consequently, the actor in question threatened to cancel his next performance. After numerous communications assuring him that the membership still trusted his artistic skills, he agreed to perform again. On this occasion, the members reaffirmed their trust in ‘republican’ principles:


All agreed that according to the statutes every ‘Uranian citizen’ was obliged to follow the strictest secrecy about what is said and discussed in the conferences. If this obligation is disregarded, it violates the holy right of free speech of every member of the conference. According to our republican institution, no-one can be held responsible, attacked, or accused outside of the space of the association for what has been said or discussed in the conference. Therefore, everyone if free to express oppositional views within the conference. And if, in the unlikely event of a personal insult, the member in question can claim that the speaker is made aware of the statute.32


This isolation from the outside world made perfect sense when the ‘Uranian Republic’ needed protection from the authoritative interventions of late-absolutist rule. But total isolation and secrecy as a precondition of a trustful and open communication can easily evolve into a power strategy. In 1829, a member spread rumours about the moral weaknesses of a person who had applied for membership.33 When asked to explain his reasons for these moral suspicions, he argued that his right to freedom of speech ‘like in a republic’34 meant that conference members had to remain silent on all issues discussed, and so he saw no reason to justify his suspicions because the person in question would never hear about them. He satisfied the conference with a half-hearted declaration that his suspicions did not affect the candidate’s bourgeois honour in society outside of the association. The application was then rejected without ever reaching a formal ballot, scoring a full success for the pseudo-republican denouncer.

Presenting a consistent image of ‘Einigkeit und Ordnung’ (‘Unity and Order’) was considered a ‘republican value’, and a means of protecting their members. The formula ‘unity and order’ occurs frequently in sources describing the association or the basic principles of its administration and organization.35 Its meaning, though, is ambiguous. ‘Unity’ can be read to mean the emergence of a homogenous bourgeois societal group, independent from the traditional estate society, yet distinct from the lower classes. It can also be understood to refer to the political vision of a ‘united Germany’: of creating one country, one nation out of a territory that was hitherto divided into many tiny principalities. This vision could be seen across the political spectrum, from the leftist progressive liberal constitutionalism to the right-wing nationalist hatred for the French neighbours, but always motivated by a desire to overcome absolutism. It is no wonder that state authorities kept a sharp eye on any political expressions of theatre associations.

The notion of ‘order’ also held a double meaning, referring to morality and ethics. Newly formed groups in the evolving society considered themselves independent from traditional habits and customs. They wanted to overcome the burdensome ties of family customs, religious constraints, and professional limitations such as the regulations governing the guilds. They therefore worked hard to create a ‘new order’ that served their need for a social identity. According to both the 1797 and 1827 constitutions, whoever wanted to join the association had to apply in writing and include formal ‘evidence of their independence’. This referred to their economic and social independence and meant that dependant servants, day labourers, and non-emancipated minors (young people, women) were not accepted as full members. Young men and women could become performing members if they brought formal permission from their guardians. In 1827, the constitution also spelled out the moral qualifications required as a precondition for membership. The association had the right, and the obligation, to inquire into the ‘moral character and all other qualifications’ of a potential member before the ballots, and then two members had to act as referees.36

These rules and requirements for membership ensured that Urania became a relatively homogenous social group that supported its identification with the agreed ‘new social order’. The gradual acceptance of this ‘new social order’ can be seen in 1841 in the application letter by one Wilhelm Bode who emphasizes the ‘beautiful harmony’ he had experienced when a guest at Urania’s theatre performances and dinners. He considered himself a good fit for this harmonious group of members when he signed his application letter ‘Wilhelm Bode, bourgeois/citizen and merchant’.37 Bode is not the only such example.

Einigkeit und Ordnung (‘Unity and Order’) did not mean that conflict or dissensus had to be hidden. There were established procedures that enabled the members to work through their conflicts within the framework of its republican and democratic rules. There was a catalogue of penalties for any who breached the Uranian laws, applied before the association’s ‘court hearings’ with the whole conference members making the decisions:


But before any of such determined penalties can come into effect, the case where someone has acted against the laws must be brought before the society, claimant and defendant must be heard, and only after a proper discussion of the facts can a decision followed by sanctions be taken.38


These established ‘court proceedings’ were part of the functioning harmony of the republican community. Unfortunately, they were not offered to women in the association, and as we will see later, not being able to bring your case before the members could lead to an escalation of the problem.

Such democratic liberties and transparencies were in stark contrast to the political reality of Prussian rule. For example, in 1828, only a year after the introduction of Urania’s new statutes, there was a major scandal at the Königstädter Theater concerning the playwright Gotthilf August von Maltitz.39 It had caused a police investigation, and he was consequently convicted and forced to pay a penalty fee of forty thalers. The gravity of the accusations against von Maltitz ought to have carried a penalty of at least 100 thalers, but the police carefully limited the amount in order to circumvent a public court hearing, and prevent having to re-examine the witnesses.40 As a secondary measure, Friedrich Wilhelm III decided by cabinet order to banish him from Prussia.41 By keeping the proceedings secret, the state authorities massaged the law and denied the defendant the opportunity to make his case before an unbiased court.

In Urania, the basis of democratic rule was a ‘republican virtue’ of morality, and a means to strive for the common good, as the 1827 statutes demand:


Any faction building, secret agreements among members to push through or block proposals cannot be tolerated …, on the contrary, every member must always embrace the common good of the society and repress all private interest, and hence everyone is encouraged to differentiate the fact from the person, and get rid of anything that is not in the interests of Urania.42


This clearly echoes the Kantian idea of the ‘good citizen’ as a person whose self-interest is subordinated to the common good.43

The second meaning of ‘order’ relates to a republican commitment to constitutionalism, the finality of law, and a willingness to perform and defend their ‘republican institution’. Referring to paragraphs in the association’s statutes was a common rhetorical practice in any form of communication. Subscribing to Urania’s laws was an important act of establishing and performing the ‘republican order’ and thereby to enact a citizen identity within the framework of the theatre association.

Democratic voting was an essential basis of their organizational structure. Only decisions by majority vote in secret ballots were acceptable to the members. This was also important for the legislative processes that depended entirely upon the majority vote of members present at the conferences.44 All positions within the society were elected by majority at the beginning of the theatre season, including the steering committee, made up of the president, secretary general, accountant, head of administration, theatre director,45 and the honorary posts relating to the day-to-day business of the performances and social gatherings, such as the master of ceremony, dance master, stage master, costume designer, make-up artist, and ushers.46

Just how highly members viewed these democratic proceedings becomes clear from a crisis in 1831 when the elected committee, having been voted in in early autumn, lost its authority towards the end of the year. This caused conflict and consternation: theatre performances were cancelled, and there was general havoc within the administration. A pressing issue was the renewal of the rental contract for the theatre premises. The continuation of the theatre activities depended on the will of the committee to negotiate a new contract.47 On 24 January 1831, the conference decided to sack the leadership and to appoint three new committee members.48 All other elected members remained in office. In the minutes of the meeting, this exercise of absolute administrative power without an election mandate was called ‘dictatory provisional’ rule. The temporary recourse to dictatorship was seen as essential to maintain the ‘unity and order’ amongst members and to ensure that the theatre performances and social gatherings continued without interruption. But it was clear that this could only be a temporary emergency measure until the end of the season. By the beginning of the new season, the situation had stabilized, and they returned to their normal democratic principles.49

In Urania, the phrase ‘unity and order’ speaks to a commitment to democratization and constitutionalism and addresses the urgency to establish a new moral and ethical order within the conceptual framework of the urban citizen identity. The negative side of these progressive bourgeois ideals, however, led to social closure. The insistence on ‘republican rights’ for members went hand in hand with exclusion. The freedom of the members was built on the denial of freedom to others. This was painfully felt by those who were denied access to the ‘Uranian Republic’, that is, women, Jews, and the lower working classes.


The social closures of citizenship

Over the years, Urania developed a common language that became the basis of their ideal of the ‘urban citizen.’ This was shaped through their democratic political structure, and through their Geselligkeit and theatre performances. Equality of man was a principle; rank and title were denounced as empty values: ‘Because in our gatherings it is only the true inner value of man that counts. We have no regard for external privileges of birth or rank; therefore, we have banned all titles and otherwise empty ceremonial ranks.’50 Ironically, though, the members’ identities were increasingly established and profiled in contrast to other societal groups. Access to the theatre association to become an ‘urban citizen’ of the ‘Uranian Republic’ was offered mainly to White Christian men from the more affluent middle classes.

According to Rogers Brubaker, ‘the modern state is not simply a territorial organization but a membership organization.’51 It is the ‘bonding’ by citizen membership that defines the status of a person towards a national state, and not whether a person has permanent residency. The state legitimates its actions by ‘claiming to express the will and further the interests of their citizenry’.52 Hence, the state of which citizens are members is internally inclusive. It allows equal rights to all its members and excludes those outside, turning citizenship into both an instrument and an object of social closure.53

The democratic rights and obligations of the members illustrate the inclusiveness of Urania, particularly as entry into the association granted universal suffrage. Its social closure, however, is apparent when one sees who was allowed to become a member and what distinguished members from non-members. The powerfully exclusive mechanisms of the ‘Uranian Republic’ were based on formal constitutional and political frameworks that stipulated access and membership. These were based on practices of sociability and Geselligkeit that embraced cultural belonging and social exclusion. Modelled on Athenian democracy, Urania had full members who were politically active, and members, such as the ‘performing ladies’ who belonged to the association, but who did not acquire political agency until the end of the nineteenth century. Not all ‘residents’ of Urania, therefore, were considered fully active republican citizens.

Levels of exclusion were also defined by certain forms of activities. Theatre performances were the most open. Members (citizens) could bring family, friends, and registered ‘foreigners’ (non-members) regardless of status,54 religion, or gender. Many participants in the performances – such as musicians, technicians, the prompter, the illuminator (lighting engineer), the caterer – were not members of Urania, but as their work was essential, they were either paid or compensated in kind, for example, with extra tickets.

Less open were the social activities at the heart of Geselligkeit, such as dinners and balls. Members could bring their families and friends, but behaviour was carefully monitored: who sat at the table, who was on the dance floor, and who behaved well. Falling on the wrong side of socially acceptable patterns of behaviour could lead to exclusion from future social events.

The most exclusive were the conference meetings. Only full members enjoyed the rights of open debate, decision-making, and voting. Participation gave political agency. It was a privilege afforded to the White Christian male members, bolstered by the argument to exclude any person not deemed fit to exercise such rights.

I will now discuss how these social closures of citizenship within the activities of Urania raised constant negotiations about inclusivity and exclusivity. The negotiations were primarily concerned with workers from uneducated and lower classes, Jews who were distinguished by religious and cultural practices, and women who had to balance their private and public lives inside and outside the association.


Distancing the lower classes

An association like Urania was a ‘suitable organization to foster and to stabilize bourgeois hegemonic rule’, as Christiane Eisenberg puts it.55 In Urania, there were periods of strict exclusion and periods of relatively liberal openness, which were closely related to the political climate of the time. Initially, the enthusiasm for amateur theatricals around 1800 was characterized by the involvement of the lower classes. In the public discourse, these developments were likened to an infectious disease: ‘this inclination of the lower classes of the local population to theatrical performances is indeed an epidemic evil that will spread more and more, if not countered by serious measures’.56

The political and social changes were also a reflection of the economic development of the bourgeois middle classes, and this impacted the traditional schemes and structures of work and leisure. Theatre became a popular pursuit when more standardized working hours allowed more free time to those from the serving and producing working classes.57 Traditionally, though, creative activities for the lower classes were considered inappropriate and even harmful to the public economy: ‘The authorities should strictly prohibit all servants, hair curlers, tailors, craftsmen of second class to establish private theatricals. Because this beginning deprives the state of useful workers and citizens and populates the stage with idlers and bunglers.’58

Ignoring the fact that it could boost their self-esteem and help educate, amateur theatre was thought to have a detrimental effect on the morals and mentality of the working class, as it involved expenses that greatly exceeded their income.59 Acting was also thought unsuitable and even dangerous due to the living circumstances of the working classes. This judgement on differentiated leisure activities befitting social status underscored and upheld a class divide.

Considering the lower-class status of Urania’s ‘founding fathers’, though, the increasing reluctance to involve such social groups is odd. The growing need to distinguish themselves from such ‘second-class craftsmen’ may have motivated the public discourse against lower-class theatre amateurs. Urania now fully embraced upward social mobility and did not want to look back, as is shown by their dealings with the impoverished Gonnacker. By the middle of the nineteenth century, membership fees were too high for the lower classes. The wealthier middle classes now had hegemonic rule over the theatre association. There was, however, still a certain permeability concerning different class status that depended on factors such as relationships with members, or professional actors, or some respectable people advocating for a person from a lower-class background, or when there was a need for their specific expertise.

In the Urania files, working-class issues are recorded between the lines of letters, protocols, and reports, frequently with reference to questions of membership and performing. Workers’ voices are never recorded in the sources. The same is true for Jewish people. There are many documented negotiations about Jews, but there is not a single record of a discussion with a Jew. These societal groups are largely silent and therefore subject to the judgements and decisions of others. As we will see later, this was slightly different for women, the third group affected by exclusion. They only had access to limited communication channels, but they were able to use some spaces and occasions to make their case.


Excluding Jews from Geselligkeit

The exclusion of Jews was a fact, although it was contested at certain moments in the history of Urania. Once more, their stance reflected the overall social and political developments in Berlin and Prussia. Urania’s general Enlightenment foundation had traits in common with the German Jewish Enlightenment (Haskala) movement that centred on the work of the Berlin-based philosopher Moses Mendelssohn (1729–1786), particularly in the efforts to gain political agency. Mendelssohn strongly identified with Enlightenment thinking and particularly with the idea of Jewish emancipation. For centuries, the Jewish population in Germany had been kept in a precarious status of ‘Jews under special protection’ (‘Schutzjudentum’), meaning that a local authority conferred the right for a suitable and valuable individual to live and work in a town or city.60 But at any moment, this status could be revoked, making the Jews fully dependent upon the mercy of the sovereign. Mendelssohn had lived his whole life in Berlin under these conditions. Legal emancipation and citizenship became their ultimate goal, even if it involved the cost of assimilating Christian cultural values.

The French government in Berlin had reformed Jewish citizenship regulations in 1809. From that time onwards, Jews could purchase municipal civil rights to stay in the city and vote at the municipal level, but it limited their professional activities to specific sectors of commercial trading. In the Jewish Edict of 1812, this status was expanded to include Prussian citizenship, but it still maintained the limits on professional activities, reserving certain professions and political agency for the Christian population.

In Urania, Jews were excluded because of their religious and distinctive cultural traditions, and not based on racial anti-Semitism. In line with the colonial stance prevalent in Prussian politics and public discourse, converted Jews were therefore welcome to the association. And there are surnames on the membership list of this period that echo those of Jewish families in Berlin.61

Jewish issues are not mentioned in the Urania files after 1832. Nonetheless, I assume that exclusion from membership was still valid until the Prussian law of 1847, with its greater civil rights for Jews, or even until 1869, when Prussia finally guaranteed Jews equal civil rights. There is no mention of restrictions for Jewish members in Urania’s 1871 constitution. Urania’s strict exclusion of Jews was not an exception in theatre and leisure societies. To counterbalance the general unwillingness of these circles to accept Jewish members, twenty-two Jewish associations were founded at the time.62

Between 1812 and 1869, Prussian legislation increasingly granted the Jewish population full recognition of citizenship; however, there was still ample space for day-to-day social and cultural discrimination. Whenever possible, local administrators slowed down bureaucratic processes for Jews and hindered them from fully exercising their rights. Additionally, the social and cultural life of the towns and cities had been established on traditions and social strata that were resistant to change, whether in response to Enlightenment discourse or to new legislation. The most effective methods of integration and acceptance were the day-to-day trade and business activities between Jewish and non-Jewish inhabitants.63 Purchasing fabrics and household goods from the local Jewish store on a weekly basis created informal and increasingly open communications between the housewives and their Jewish neighbours, particularly after 1800.

In their analysis of the emancipation process of the Jewish population in Germany, Rainer Erb and Werner Bergmann talk about the ‘darker sides’ of the Enlightenment and the historical resistance against Jewish citizenship, but they also spell out the colonial aspects inherent in progressive concepts in favour of Jewish emancipation.64 The core idea of these concepts – and reading between the lines of Prussian legislation – was to educate and assimilate Jews into a Christian model to help get rid of the social differences between the two groups. Very many Jews in Berlin agreed to this idea, not least the followers of Haskalah thinking. This radical gesture of assimilation resulted in a huge wave of conversions to Christianity from among the Jewish community after 1800, which in turn guaranteed them Prussian citizenship.

These ‘darker sides’ of Jewish emancipation took on different shades in Urania. Access to membership was strictly prohibited for Jews from around 1800 until the second half of the nineteenth century, but there was no evidence of overt anti-Semitism in the choice of repertoire. For example, the overtly anti-Semitic comedy Unser Verkehr by Alexander Sessa was staged by the Royal Theatre in 1815 under the leadership of Count Brühl and was a hit in Berlin and elsewhere in Germany,65 whereas Urania decided not to add it to its regular repertoire, even though they frequently staged plays that had been successful at the Royal Theatre. In 1818, it was performed at Urania as part of a masquerade66 but never repeated. There is no evidence to indicate whether, or not, the performance had been a success with the membership.

In that period, the preference was for the bourgeois dramas and light comedy in the Philo-Semitic humanist tradition of the Enlightenment by August von Kotzebue and August Wilhelm Iffland. Their works are notable for their absence of anti-Semitic elements or figures. On the contrary, Kotzebue’s plays include several Jewish figures, albeit minor characters, who show magnanimity and generosity. For example, in the opening scene of Das Kind der Liebe (The Child of Love, 1791), a poor beggar women (later revealed and fully re-acknowledged as the unknown mother of the protagonist) is passed by unnoticed or insulted by all the characters, except for a Jewish wandering trader – a social class most exposed to anti-Semitism at the time – who shows mercy and saves her life by giving alms. But although neither Kotzebue nor Iffland created a Jewish hero or main character in their plays, Iffland enabled Berlin theatre-goers to see Richard Cumberland’s The Jew in 1798 at the Royal Theatre when he was managing director, only four years after its premiere in London at the Drury Lane Theatre. Iffland himself played the lead role. This, as well as Lessing’s Nathan der Weise67 (premiered 1783 in Berlin), contributed to establishing positive Jewish dramatic characters on the European stage, countering a long history of discriminatory Jewish figures. Urania staged Cumberland’s play in 1832 and 1839, and, except for a short notice reporting that the ‘rehearsals are running smoothly’,68 there was no other comment about the play in the conference. Cumberland’s The Jew was just a regular contribution to the Urania repertoire.

Urania has a more problematic stance towards the Jewish population when it comes to social interaction. In 1799, Johann Gottlieb Rhode expressed in his published travel diaries his disgust at the deep prejudices still ruling social life in Berlin


that one would never expect in such an enlightened city. Even though some of the Jewish households belong to the richest and most elegant of the city, even though in such families, conversations are led in a most educated tone that could serve as a model for all, still they are excluded from the publicly arranged picnics and the balls of the leisure associations. And the least Christian inn keeper’s daughter would wrinkle her nose at the most educated Jewish lady should she meet her on such an occasion.69


This again shows the extent to which Enlightenment thinking and the consequential political norms contradict the real-life discriminatory social practices. Similar contradictions and confusions are also found in the actions and decision-making of Urania.

There was a strict formal exclusion of Jews from Urania membership until 1871, but the records have shown that on several occasions, members brought Jewish friends and family members to the theatre performances, dinners, and balls. Such incidents were a source of controversy and conflict that divided the membership. In 1813, they began to discuss, alongside political and social change, if they should allow Jewish guests to their social events:


It might be necessary to abolish this law [against the Jews], because today one can no longer more be so intolerant against followers of Mosaic belief, and, because some of our members might get into entertaining relations with Jewish families that make it desirable for them to introduce people of the Jewish colony as guests to our locale.70


This refers both to the recently issued Judenedikt of 1812 that was considered timely and more in line with modern thinking and points to the broader social development that created increasing interactions between Jewish and non-Jewish citizens. The mass conversion of Berlin Jews in the 1810s and 1820s opened social circles for former Jewish people and their Jewish family members, and the growing trade and business relations between Jews and non-Jews, particularly in a prospering city like Berlin. It therefore seemed logical to some Uranians to invite their Jewish family members or Jewish business partners to their cultural and social events. On 15 November 1813, the conference participants voted for an amendment of the constitution and to give Jewish guests access to the balls and dinners.

But, alas, this liberal opening only lasted three weeks. In the meantime, there were complaints that one of the Jewish dinner guests ‘whose appearance and behaviour did not fit our circles’71 had caused offence. This immediately gave rise to the formation of an anti-Semitic faction within the membership that succeeded in attracting votes to revoke the amendment due to ‘formal mistakes’. They had voted by a show of hands and not secretly. But the second time this was put to the test, the ballot was secret, and only four out of twenty-three voted in favour of Jewish guests,72 thus re-establishing the strict exclusion and social divide. And yet this too was contested. Five members, who had not been part of the vote, rebelled vociferously against the decision, arguing that it was not fitting for any modern society or for their own social lives, and they gave notice of their intention to resign from Urania:


Our social relations in the external world make it impossible for us to fully subscribe to the laws of Urania that were established fifteen years ago and that according to our views need to be adapted to our current times. Therefore, in order to avoid further conflict, we regard ourselves obliged to withdraw from the membership of this valuable society.73
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By the end of the six-month notice period, however, all but one had withdrawn their resignation and continued as members of Urania. The core principle of ‘unity’ had won over political and social concerns (Figure 8).

Most members were not yet ready to open the circle of Geselligkeit, and this hermetic seal was to remain for years. In the 1828 conferences, one can see that anti-Semitic prejudices prevailed as they discussed complaints about the illegal participation of ‘mosaits’ at the balls.74 Members frequently stated that the presence of Jews created a feeling of unease in their families and even caused them to leave the event.75 In one case, the conference discussed whether two young women were actually still Jews, or if they had already converted, and therefore whether they should be expelled from the ball or not.76 Yet again, the arbiter of whether to welcome members of Jewish families or not was their complete assimilation and conversion.

In 1827, a formal amendment to the constitution confirmed again that Jews (and active military persons) were excluded from membership and from participating in dinners and balls.77 Interestingly, the prohibition of ‘dinners and balls’ was removed when the amendment was reformulated in 1832,78 possibly indicating a shift in attitude towards Jews.

It is also striking to notice how the language to describe a Jewish person changed. In 1813 ‘members of the Jewish colony’ or ‘Jewish families’ were commonly used, whereas fifteen to twenty years later this language was considered increasingly inappropriate and was replaced with terms such as ‘Hebrew’, ‘confessor of Mosait belief’, and ‘follower of the Old Testament’ that were considered less discriminatory at the time. Complaints about the participation of Jews at dinners and balls also disappear from the conference files at this time, leading to the conclusion that Jewish guests were permitted to the social events, even though membership was still out of question. The softened language seems to reflect a less rigid attitude to exclusion and maybe a slightly changed perception of Jewish cultural and social life, even though Jewish citizens remained far from integrated into the theatrical and social ‘Uranian Republic’.

The debates about Jews and social events always mention ‘balls’, ‘dinners’, and ‘entertainment after the performance’, suggesting that performances themselves were not controversial and more open. Filling such a large theatre space as the Strilack-Theater,79 operating between 1834 and 1870, with its 600 seats was, indeed, a challenge, and so audiences of every kind were welcome. Theatre in general was considered an uncontroversial place for meeting people from different social strata, different cultures, and with different beliefs, and Jews were a regular part of the audience at the National Theatre and Royal Opera in Berlin.80 When the first public bourgeois theatre, the Königstädtisches Theater, opened in 1824, two of the seven members of its directorate were Jewish entrepreneurs and financiers: Joseph Mendelssohn (1770–1848), son of the philosopher Moses Mendelssohn, and Jacob Herz Beer (1769–1825), father of both the composer Giacomo Meyerbeer (1791–1864) and the writer Michael Beer (1800–1833). The Jewish wealthy classes had joined the leadership of the cultural landscape, which demonstrates that the theatre had at last become a place of regular encounters between different societal groups in Berlin.


Spaces for women

In 1806, the widow of a deceased member of Urania asked to maintain her late husband’s membership of the society. It was agreed that she could retain the rights to attend performances, dinners, and balls, but she was not allowed to take part in the conference meetings or have voting rights.81 This set a precedent for several subsequent cases.82 In 1816, another widow member, Mrs Jacquier, asked that her young son, who was not a member, could be her representative at the conferences, explaining that she was very keen to be kept updated on all the current debates.83 Her request was supported, and her son attended the conferences until she resigned her membership a year later, in 1817.84 This shows how far the association was prepared to go to avoid having a woman join their conferences and illustrates the extent to which the masculine lay at the heart of Urania. Men made the decisions, set the agendas, and paraded their masculine superiority with symbolic practices such as smoking pipes, celebrating salutes for individual achievements, and by leading controversial discourses. These ‘manly’ liberties had to be protected against any kind of female intervention.

Even though women were welcome as members in other theatre associations, for example, in the Berlin Apollo,85 Urania maintained an exclusive gender pattern throughout its history. When there was an urgent need to increase the membership due to financial issues in 1847, Urania invented a B-membership for women, giving them the right to attend theatre performances, dinners, and balls, but not allowing them to attend the manly domains of meetings or conferences. In 1872, men and widows were allowed to become ordinary members, but again with the proviso that women could not attend the conferences. It was not until 1893 that women were given unrestricted admission.86 But by this time, the biweekly conferences and meetings were solely for an elected committee, while regular members were allowed to attend only the few general conferences. So, having finally achieved access to full membership, women were once more blocked by an exclusive scheme. It goes without saying that a woman was never elected to the committee.

Even though excluded from full membership, once young women were accepted as ‘performing members’ of Urania’s amateur theatricals, they were offered the opportunity to access educational benefits that were otherwise not offered by society at large. This meant they could also count on being fully supported by the membership as they worked to become professional actresses.

The French Revolution generated a strong discourse on both the emancipation of women and civil equality that spread across the European continent. Writings by authors such as Olympe de Gouge (Déclaration des droits de la femme et de la citoyenne, 1791) and Marie Jean André de Condorcet (Sur l’admission des femmes au droit de cité, 1790) made the idea of true emancipation of women thinkable. Their authors claimed equal political and social rights for women, ideas that were met with harsh resistance from the ruling revolutionary powers, and both of them paid for their political provocations with their lives. De Gouges was accused of high treason and consequently guillotined in 1793, and de Condorcet died in prison 1794 under unclear circumstances.

Political visions of the emancipation of women rarely materialized and caused a deep utopian longing with little or no concrete possibility of political agency. The societal reality and living conditions of women were far from the proposed ideas and concepts.87 The Prussian General Land Law (Das Allgemeine Landrecht für die Preußischen Staaten, ALR) of 1794 defined marriage as a reproductive institution befitting one’s social status, making the husband ruler of the household with the power to decide which activities or profession his wife could undertake.88 Outside of Prussia, Napoleon’s 1804 civil Code was the basis of legislation, including in French-occupied German states. According to these rules, women were the possession of men, who had unlimited power over their wives’ actions, their profession, any business ventures, and their public appearances.89 A woman was first ruled by her father and later by her husband, or by another male member of the family if there was no longer a father or husband.

Although one might hope that some marriages and families in the 1800s operated upon a more equal footing, the legal framework clearly branded private life with a rigid structure of gender roles and social relations that left scarcely any leeway for middle-class women wishing to educate themselves or develop a professional life.

The protected framework of amateur theatricals, on the other hand, afforded some freedom to negotiate the political social reality, with their more liberal ideas and concepts of equality and agency. Women and men had an opportunity to try out a more active and more self-determined role within the ‘Uranian Republic’. This was a moment for men to exercise free speech and an equal right to vote, and for women to act out their dream of becoming visible on the semi-public stage, and even of becoming a professional actress. As the acting profession had advanced, and actors were now known to be more than ‘wandering comedians’, most people in liberal urban settings saw acting on an amateur stage as a socially and morally acceptable activity. A significant number of professional actors and actresses had started their training and acting on an amateur stage, and this step was far more socially acceptable than eloping from home to join a private theatre troupe. It opened a career option for young women. Many Urania debutants later appeared on the payrolls of larger court and municipal theatres such as Berlin, Königsberg, Dresden, and Hamburg. When a young woman articulated such a career vision, she was supported wholeheartedly by all members of Urania, and they congratulated themselves whenever a young actor (female or male) landed an acting contract.

The protected framework of the amateur stage with its supportive colleagues and audiences was a great benefit for young actresses. A theatre scandal concerning Friederike Bethmann-Unzelmann and her young daughter Minna in 1809 demonstrates that young debutants could sometimes fall victim to outrageously aggressive men in the public theatre. Minna, a debutante at the Royal Theatre, had rejected the courtship of some young officers, who were provoked by her unwillingness to accept their immoral offers. And so they decided to greet her stage entrance with loud knocking, booing, and shouting. Her mother, the famous actress Friederike Bethmann-Unzelmann, came on stage to protect her daughter, but she too was targeted. The result was that the two women, and not the bullying officers, were sanctioned: the mother was forced to publicly apologize for her disruptive behaviour before the next performance, and her daughter lost her contract at the Royal Theatre.90 Such aggressive behaviour towards actresses was based on traditional assumptions of absolute (sexual) availability of the female body when on stage.

Young actresses were never humiliated in this way in Urania. Decent audience behaviour was strictly observed to the point that any expression of disapproval or pleasure was discussed. Introducing a general prohibition of applause regularly reappeared on the agenda of the conferences.91 In the end, it was the performers themselves who asked that applause should remain a practice as an appropriate acknowledgement of their work.92 The theatre association also refused to allow active military staff to become members, thereby circumventing the often problematic behaviour of young officers.93 With their strict bourgeois morals and discipline, Urania contributed to the education of the audience and to mainstreaming the experience of theatre as a place of quiet and focused attention.94 The difference this sheltered framework made to the performances of a young actress has not yet been fully investigated.

Urania established different levels of access for women – legal, half legal, illegal, tolerated – all of which reflected the Zeitgeist and its continued expressions of exclusivity. In the conference on 3 January 1817, a certain Mr Hansmann brought up the question of ‘whether the society was of the opinion that a woman could potentially become a member of Urania’.95 Without allowing any further discussion, the secretary general of the association responded firmly


that there was no formal regulation in Urania’s laws [concerning the admission of women to the association], but he must state that he would consider it inadmissible, since there were too many mandates and functions in the society. No woman could ever be elected into such positions, and with a limitation of 44 members, it would be disadvantageous for the society if women were to take such places as members. Therefore, he would like to rule out membership for women.96


The argument was convincing. A majority voted that from then on, not even widows would be allowed to become members.97 This regulation was valid until the establishment of B-membership in 1847, which included women, as mentioned above.

The discourse on limiting membership gives an insight into the prevailing view of women. The only fully acceptable women were those who fitted the model of the well-educated and better-off bourgeois woman, who had an air, a certain passivity, even invisibility, in public. Full membership, full citizenship, therefore remained ‘unthinkable’ for a long time for the female members of the association, as membership involved being active and engaged in the public sphere – a role thought only suitable for men to undertake.

The approval of female performers proved the exception to the prevailing and limited view of women. Actresses were fully accepted into the association and were supported by the membership when they prepared for a professional career or retired from the profession. All other professions were out of the question for a respectable bourgeois woman. A young actress, Friederike Herbst,98 was on the brink of being excluded from the association because there was a rumour that she earned her living by sewing clothes for upper-class women.99 It was the support of the association’s theatre director who saved her from being sanctioned, when he confirmed that it was mere rumour.100

What was the status of the spielenden Damen (performing ladies) in Urania? Performance offered women the possibility of expressing and developing their creative agency. An anonymous letter from a woman, probably to the president or secretary general, dating from 1804, gives heart-breaking evidence of the dilemma between a potential offer of self-determined creative agency and the prescribed role of a bourgeois women:


Oh, if only my wish could come true that these lines give you 15min of pleasure compensating a little for the great debt towards you, then I would judge myself infinitely happy. I also have noticed with joy that you have not entirely put aside my advice from 21st of this month. And I would always be happy to find another occasion to make you aware of this or that for your improvement. Finally, I beg you to consider these statements only as signs of devotion and friendship initiated by the successful representation resulting from industry, reflection and art – and not as stemming from some conceit or inappropriate presumption because it is a woman who has uttered them.

If I was a man, I would in any case join you, if you would find me worthy of access. However, as a woman not fitted with talent yet equipped with a warm and right feeling that is also needed for performing different characters, I am compelled to refrain from being useful, and will always miss the feeling of becoming the creator of happy and morally pleasant hours for my fellow human beings. Alas, I sense that what used to be one of my most pleasant ideas, now makes me sad.101


We can imagine the scenario of our anonymous writer: She was a non-emancipated woman under the custody of a man. Her deepest wish was to perform on the stage of Urania, yet entering as a spielende Dame required the written permission of her male custodian. She had a secret exchange of letters with one of the executive members of the association, which is found in the association’s archive. She gave him advice on his performances and was happy that he took on board her critique. At stake here is that a woman was refused emancipation as a citizen and an artist. She was not allowed to utter her critique openly, even if she had noticed that the accuracy of her critique had, indeed, led to an improvement of the performance. She almost apologizes for her critical observation and had to mask it by repeating normative gender roles: the woman judges from the ‘right feeling’, and only because the action of the man – the successful representation – has initiated the critical thought. An open criticism from a woman would have been considered presumptuous. Membership would have given her a creative and active role to exercise her critical faculties, and yet this was denied her.

Our anonymous writer articulated a desire to achieve the central emancipative aspects of the bourgeois theatre association that were available for the male members only:


	A free utterance of opinion and critique

	A belonging to a circle of selected yet equal citizens

	A free development of creative potentials and aesthetic education


Women could be prevented from enjoying these opportunities, and this led to enormous suffering, as shown in the letter.

The women who were allowed to perform on Urania’s stage – as young debutants or spielende Damen compensated with theatre tickets – were in an ambivalent position. Unlike society at large, Urania fully acknowledged the professional activity of actresses. This gave successful and experienced actresses certain freedoms in their artistic choices and the ability to negotiate roles or even a benefit performance. On the other hand, in the archival documents, actresses are seen as controversial and diva-like creatures. Their letters are formulated in harsh, uncompromising, and often inappropriate language and style. One needs to ask why this was so, and what the consequences were for actresses, who were frequently labelled as ‘difficult dame’ in later historiographies. A similar image of the actress was prevalent in Urania. In a report from 1808, the then theatre director Chabot stated that he was frequently in conflict with actors because they were never satisfied with the parts he had assigned to them, and that, particularly difficult in this regard, were his dealings with the actresses. He had to take their scripts to them personally, to their homes, because they were not allowed to attend conferences, and each of them complained about how the roles had been allocated. Chabot even accused the actresses of refusing to play ‘many beautiful and already copied out pieces.’102

Back to the question of the letters. Why do the actresses use such radical language? We need to remember that of all communication channels within the association, women were only able to express themselves in a written statement. They were not allowed to present their case at the conferences. There is a wide variety of documents kept in the archives featuring male controversies on different topics: letters, minutes of oral negotiations, and reports from later developments, including condolences and wise solutions between adversaries. They give the impression that men were flexible, willing to compromise, and open to rational argumentation. But women could only intervene in a writing, and so they had to emphasize their points of view strongly to ensure they would get across to those attending the conference.

A series of letters from the actress Caroline Schöning written in 1837/8 illustrate the controversial nature of female communications, and the line women had to take in such conflicts. She had refused several times to accept a part in a play because she had been taken on to play leading roles. The association was split between her supporters and the artistic director, Laacke, who accused her of arrogance. The president of the association appealed to her moral judgement and reminded her of the many supporters who had tried to give her good advice and help her case. He wrote:


Without going into further controversies, we would like to ask you as a young lady claiming to be well-educated to consider what impression such imprudent behaviour had in a society that always approached you with good will and respect. Those members who in previous conflicts have taken your side and have represented your case, were particularly saddened and regret deeply that they have been such warm defendants of a lady so little appreciating her advantages that she lets herself be driven to actions that are less then suitable to further earn the respect and love of the society.103


Enraged by such patronizing chauvinism, Caroline Schöning decided to break with the association in a grand gesture of emancipation:


My dear gentlemen, wanting to educate me. I can take full responsibility for my behaviour, that is not at all imprudent. It might make a bad impression on my former defendants making them (in your words) ‘regret deeply’ their involvement. I can easily cope with losing my advantage, may you not be pressed by the disadvantage caused by your imprudent behaviour. This is my true wish for you!104


The actress drew a clear line. She rejected the accusation that she was irresponsible or dependant on representatives and champions. She was fully aware that her resignation from Urania’s stage had more severe consequences for the association than for herself.

The sources clearly show the ambivalent position of the active actress. She had more freedom to act on her own than any other bourgeois woman, and her skilled professional activity gave her a certain independent position within Urania. But when they found it difficult to supervise and control her, the male members of Urania used concepts like ‘respect’ and ‘morality’ to take back control. Actresses who were younger and less experienced than Caroline Schöning were consequently more vulnerable in the face of this expression of hegemonic bourgeois rule.

When Brubaker proposes citizenship as membership to a state, he points to the social closure of such membership and its consequences for non-members. However, he also concedes that such social closure ‘does not mean that it is absolutely or unconditionally closed. States need not, or often do not, exercise their power to exclude noncitizens; and when they do exercise this power, they usually do so selectively, not indiscriminately.’105 From this investigation into the exclusions of lower classes, Jews, and women, one can conclude that Urania acted as a state that closed its rights and duties to its noncitizens. But at the same time, there was the possibility to open and negotiate certain aspects of access to theatre performances, to social gatherings, to meetings and conferences, which enabled a nuanced approach to questions of inclusion and exclusion. And, as we saw from the different cases from different periods, the historical development of Urania ran parallel with the broader social and political trends. Urania’s democratic constitution and citizen practice allowed for controversy, debate, and negotiation. It was a precondition for the further development of its constitution and practice, and the prospects for some of the noncitizens gradually improved. This republican constitution set the framework for their performing practices, and it conditioned the development of their citizens’ identities.




6Production and performance in Urania

Urania’s performance practices followed those of the Berlin Royal Theatre. Its repertoire and choice of plays, the organization of the productions as it assigned different tasks, and the standard of acting, with the professional actors’ methods and advice inspiring the amateur actors. Urania aspired to be a small-scale ‘Royal Theatre’ with performances that were equally pleasurable for its audience.

When finances and personnel allowed, Urania performed on every second Sunday between October and April/May. Over the summer, they sometimes opened the theatre for off-season performances such as for jubilees, guest performances, or, on the initiative of young actors keen to improve their acting skills. In 1815, for example, the sons of several Urania members asked to be allowed to produce some performances over the summer at their own cost, so they could continue their training towards their hopes of performing in the regular productions in the future.1 The leadership happily gave their consent and even encouraged the membership to support their performances.2 It was not easy to attract an audience over the summer, because those who could afford to do so usually spent the summers away from the hot and dusty city.


The repertoire

Urania committed to giving twelve performances a year, with additional performances on New Year’s Eve and burlesque pieces during the carnival season. The principles governing the choice of repertoire were clearly laid out in their 1827 statutes:


§7. The main criteria for the choice of the plays are as follows:


	1) they are written by our best and better authors;

	2) they do not exceed the time period from 6 to 9pm;

	3) they do not require too large a cast;

	4) the required costumes, stage sets, and props must cost as little as possible.


Of the selected pieces, some can be operettas; but as operas are very expensive, they can only be staged when all members agree by majority that they are willing to contribute extra funds towards the production costs.3


This shows that their repertoire was limited to what was feasible.

Which plays and pieces met such criteria? Given that amateur theatre around 1800 was a promising market for authors prepared to adapt to amateur needs, it is not surprising that ‘Almanacs for Amateur Theatre’ began to appear, publishing collected volumes of one-act pieces and plays with suitable practical requirements. In Chapter 4, I mentioned the importance of Kotzebue’s Almanach dramatischer Spiele zur geselligen Unterhaltung (Almanac of dramatic plays for the sociable entertainment). After Kotzebue’s death in 1819, the publisher Paul Gotthelf Kummer saw the need and the potential business opportunities to continue this publication:


But where in Germany or among Germans abroad is there a family who over the past eighteen years has not had cheerful and pleasurable evenings, or at least seen performances on the larger stage of the small plays published in this almanac?—And therefore, I thought it would be negative if this publication, started so successfully by Kotzebue, was not to continue after his death and hopefully in much the same spirit, wit, creativity, lively dialogue, and comfort.4
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The Kotzebue almanac was a prime source for the repertoire of Urania. It also inspired many other authors to write special collections of small plays.5 Urania predominantly staged bourgeois and family dramas and sometimes light operetta (Singspiel) and opera, and only very occasionally classic plays such as Lessing’s Emilia Galotti and Schiller’s Kabale und Liebe, Die Räuber. On special occasions, such as the opening and closing of a season or jubilee celebrations, the plays were preceded by prologues and followed by epilogues written by the members themselves. No complete repertoire lists have survived, but several ‘clusters’ of sources help identify what was performed at different periods (Figure 9).

From 1794 to 1797, plays by Kotzebue, Iffland, and Johann Friedrich Jünger (1756–1797) dominated the repertoire. Of the nineteen performances recorded in the sources, plays by Jünger were performed five times (Maske für Maske [two times], Die Entführung, Die Geschwister vom Lande, Das Revers), those by Iffland four times (Verbrechen aus Ehrsucht, Haß und Liebe, Die Mündel, Die Reise nach der Stadt), and those by Kotzebue three times (Die Indianer in England, Menschenhaß und Reue, Die Verläumder). Schiller’s Kabale und Liebe was also performed three times, and Lessing’s Emilia Galotti twice. Interestingly, Goethe’s classic dramas, such as Faust and Iphienie auf Tauris, that regularly appeared on the professional stage, were largely missing from the amateur theatre repertoire. Urania performed only adaptations of Goethe’s minor works, such as Jery und Bätely in the Singspiel version of Friedrich Ludwig Seidel.6 Also performed was Carl Töpfer’s adaptation of Goethe’s Herrmann und Dorothea as ‘an idyllic family tableau in four acts’.7

The following twelve plays were in the repertoire for the winter season 1810/11:8



	1.Die deutschen Kleinstädter, Lustspiel in 4 Akten von Herrn v. Kotzebue

	2.Rettung für Rettung, Lustspiel in 5 Akten von Beck

	3.Jeannette, Schauspiel in 3 Akten, von Gotter

	4.Ueble Laune, Schauspiel in 4 Akten, von H. v Kotzebue

	5.Victoire oder Wohlthun trägt Zinsen, Lustspiel in 4 Akten von Schröder.

	6.Beschämte Eifersucht. Lustspiel in 3 Akten von Mad. Weißenthurn.

	7.Der Ring. Lustspiel in 3 Akten von Schröder.

	8.Der Besuch, oder die Kunst zu glänzen. Lustspiel in 4 Akten v. Kotzebue.

	9.Der Argwöhnische Liebhaber, Lustspiel in 3 Akten von Bretzner.

	10.Falsche Scham, Lustspiel in 4 Akten von Kotzenbue.

	11.Die Erben, Lustspiel in 4 Akten von Mad. Weißenthurn.

	12.Das Schreibpult, oder die Gefahr der Jugend, Schauspiel in 4 Akten von H. v. Kotzebue.



At this time, Kotzebue provided 50% of the Urania repertoire, more than any other author, most probably stimulated by his impactful Almanach für dramatische Spiele. In 1812, the members even went so far as to overrule the suggestion by the theatre director that three more authors should be added to the repertoire, which left eight Kotzebue plays, three by Johanna Franul von Weißenthurn (1772–1847),9 and one by Ignaz Franz Holbein (1799–1855). There was a great interest in ‘living authors’ who wrote on themes portraying characters that the members could relate to.

In the late 1820s and 1830s the repertoire became more diverse and included plays by authors such as August von Steigentesch (1774–1826), Theodor Hell (1775–1856), Ignaz Franz Castelli (1781–1862), Ernst Raupach (1784–1852), Carl Blum (1786–1844), and Carl Töpfer (1792–1871). Some ‘old time classics’ such as Jünger’s Die Entführung, Iffland’s Die Jäger, and favourites like Kotzebue’s Die deutschen Kleinstädter were performed until the 1840s. The repetition of some plays was also because Urania kept their own theatre library in which published play texts and their respective handwritten copies for each role were stored. The voluntary labour involved in faithfully copying texts for each role made this library a theatre treasure. The theatre director was very keen that actors handed in these copies after the performance.10 Given the time-consuming nature of preparing the parts, it is not surprising that the pieces were kept in the repertoire for years.

Even though all their performances were accompanied by an orchestra, and sometimes interspersed with couplets and musical intermezzi, it was rare for Urania to put on a complete operetta or opera. When one of the members was a competent composer, conductor, or musical arranger, they would be encouraged to enable such performances. This was the case with Carl Friedrich Rungenhagen (1778–1851), an early member of Urania who later became known as a composer and music director, when he took over from Carl Friedrich Zelter (1758–1832) in 1833 as the third director of the famous Sing-Akademie. Young Rungenhagen was first mentioned in the Urania files in 1796 when he was assigned the task, together with his brother, of copying out the production scripts.11 He also painted the backdrops for the opening of the new theatre space in 1802.12 During the French occupation of Berlin (1806–8), Rungenhagen was responsible for the dilettante orchestra in a series of operetta and opera productions. In 1817, he staged his own opera Der Eremit auf Formentera (libretto based on Kotzebue’s play) and directed the dilettante orchestra for Urania’s twenty-fifth jubilee celebrations.

When Rungenhagen ended his long membership in 1819,13 the musical focus of Urania became uncertain. Opera and operetta (Singspiel) became even more marginalized and were dependent largely on the initiative of outsiders. For example, in 1823, the opera singer Friedrich Eunicke (1764–1844), who was not a member of Urania, wanted to give his daughters Johanna and Katharina an opportunity to try out their voices on the Urania stage. He suggested they sing in the opera Fanchon, das Leyermädchen, a light operatic adaptation based on Kotzebue’s play with music by Friedrich Heinrich Himmel. The piece was performed on 23 November 1823 and, because it was so successful, there was a repeat performance on 11 January 1824.14

In 1830, the actor and dramatist Louis Angely (1787–1835) became a member of Urania. After a career as an actor performing in Stettin, Reval, Riga, and St. Petersburg, he moved to the Königstädtisches Theater, where from 1828 to 1830 he became a popular actor, director, and writer of comedies. He joined the theatre amateurs after his retirement from the professional stage, and during the 1830s, he became the theatre director of Urania, and they frequently staged his plays. When the Strilack theatre opened in 1834, Urania staged one of Angely’s most popular comedies (Von Sieben die Häßlichste), and his plays remained in the repertoire well into the 1840s.

In the 1840s, the repertoire of public theatres became increasingly politicized. The growing awareness of its critical function led directors to push the limits of what could be said and done on political themes. Urania did not follow suit in this respect. Their repertoire remained largely focused on apolitical comedy and bourgeois drama. They largely ignored the more controversial authors of German ‘Vormärz’, and only on rare occasions did they perform plays by, for example, Gotthilf August von Maltitz,15 Karl Gutzkow,16 and Heinrich Laube17 in the 1830s and 1840s.

The repertoire of Urania was adapted to the taste of the members who had some influence over the directors’ choices. This taste had been moulded by performances at the Royal Theatre, and by the availability of printed editions of plays adapted for the production forces of theatre amateurs. One can also notice the influence of certain individuals in this respect, either because they offered skills and expertise to Urania, as Rungenhagen and Angely did, or in the case of Eunicke, because of his reputation as a public personality in Berlin.


The theatre space

Where did Urania perform these plays, and which theatre premises shaped the various productions? The 1792 production of Kotzebue’s Menschenhaß und Reue (Misanthropy and Repentance) was staged in the private home of the music teacher Baumann at Zimmerstraße 95. Baumann provided a small hall and a movable stage that some young men had left with him as a deposit for their debts. When the debts were paid back, the young men reclaimed their stage, and the theatre amateurs had to construct their own stage in Baumann’s space, where they performed until March 1793 the following plays: Das Findelkind (The Foundling) by Aloys Friedrich von Brühl, Die drei Töchter (The Three Daughters) by Christian Heinrich Spieß, Die Indianer in England (The Indian Exiles) by Kotzebue, and Der Vetter aus Lissabon (The Cousin from Lisbon) by Friedrich Ludwig Schröder.18 The premises were small, and we can assume that the audience was made up of family members and friends only. The success of their performances led to a growing interest in their group and to the search for a larger rental space.

In November 1793, they moved to Kommandentstraße 26 (later no. 72), a former stocking factory, where they were able to build a stage from wood that was about 30 centimetres above the floor, and stage sets made from paper that were around 2.40 metres high. They opened with a performance of Iffland’s Verbrechen aus Ehrsucht, and a year later, they removed a wall to make space for boxes. Their owner wanted to demolish the old building, but in 1797, Urania negotiated a new contract, obliging him to build a theatre space, about 18 metres long by 6 metres, on the second floor of the side building, with two connecting changing rooms. The stage was raised about one metre from the floor and was approximately 4.20 metres wide, and the stage sets were about 3.60 metres high. Wilhelm Thieme, son of the first theatre master (1793–1816), became theatre master himself from 1816 to 1838. He describes the stage and auditorium as follows:


The room backstage was still very limited, even though plays normally requiring more space were performed on that stage. The auditorium had narrow boxes on both sides that only had space for one row of seats. The middle box was a bit deeper. It hosted princes and royalty19 when they attended the society’s performances.20


Urania opened the new theatre with Heinrich Zschokke’s Abällino and performed there every second Sunday throughout the winter. In the following years, they tried their hand at operetta, supported by their young member Rungenhagen. In 1800, they performed Jery und Bätely by Goethe set to music by Friedrich Ludwig Seidel, the popular operetta Das Neusonntagskind by Wenzel Müller (libretto) and Joachim Perinet (music), and even an adaptation of Beaumarchais’ Der Barbier von Sevilla, in the popular musical version of Giovanni Paisiello.21

In 1802, there was a huge step forward. The neighbouring plot, Kommandatenstraße 73, was a building site, and Urania asked the owner to construct a theatre space for them with a connecting dining hall and two dressing rooms in the basement. The stage was slightly larger, but it was the auditorium that had expanded the most. The new theatre had more spacious boxes and could now host up to 320 spectators. The bigger auditorium called for an increase in membership to fill the seats and raise funds to cover the annual rent of 200 thalers.22 This called for greater leniency towards ‘foreigners’.

The members again saw to decorating the theatre. Thieme, Jacquier, and Rungenhagen painted the theatre space and adapted the old stage sets for the new stage. A new theatre curtain showed a floating muse, Urania.23 They opened the building in December 1803 with a performance of Otto Heinrich von Gemmingen’s Der deutsche Hausvater.

In 1833, Mr Strilack, a member of Urania, purchased the premises. He struck a deal with Urania to build a new, much larger theatre, but he required an investment from the members of 6,000 thalers in the form of shares (25 thalers each with an annual interest fee of 5%). These shares were paid back between 1835 and 1850 through a lottery scheme whereby every three months, four shares were drawn and paid. In addition, the members raised 5,000 thalers for the decoration of its interior by selling 1,000 interest-free shares at 5 thalers each. In an annual lottery, as many lots as the funds allowed were drawn for payout. They budgeted on an annual surplus of 500 thalers, and on a total pay back by 1845. These were quite substantial investments for the members, but the deal was done, and the theatre building opened in December 1834 with Louis Angely’s Von Sieben die Häßlichste. The theatre was splendid, accommodating up to 600 spectators. One can still sense Urania’s pride in owning such a gorgeous premise in Sauerwald’s memory from 1892:


The theatre building was located in the big garden, a covered gangway led from the street to the theatre. The huge and spacious stage was as richly equipped as any public theatre. It had flies and traps, and generous dressing rooms with mirrored consoles and all comfort for the guest artists. The stage was so big that six tables and chairs could be positioned there, still giving enough space for the actors to move about. The orchestral space fitted up to 25 musicians. On the stage front there were four proscenium boxes. The lower one on the left side was for honorary guests and had a direct entrance onto the stage and an individual exit towards the garden. … The balcony ran along the walls with a large middle box for 64 persons and smaller side boxes. The stalls were divided with 167 seats on each side. The old theatre space, where theatre performances had previously taken place, as well as the adjacent rooms, now became places for the social gatherings of the gentlemen and reading rooms. The reading rehearsals also took place there.24


[image: A black-and-white document titled “Unverzinsbare Actie” for Privat-Theater-Gesellschaft Urania features ornate floral borders. It is numbered 568 and issued to “Herrn Scheelche” in Berlin on 16th March 1835. Signatures and fine print details are included at the bottom.]Figure 10Share for interior decorations from 1835. Freie Universität Berlin, Theatersammlung Walter Unruh.

Such a grand theatre building was an enormous undertaking for the theatre association (Figure 10). They took a risk when they agreed to the huge investment; they gambled on having a prosperous future and an engaged membership, and they believed there would be successful theatre performances in future years that would deserve such a richly equipped theatre. Then, disaster struck. When all the shares had been paid back, Strilack asked to increase the rent from 1,340 to 2,000 thalers per annum in 1850, which put them on the brink of financial collapse. Some members wanted to pull out immediately and close down the association because they had reached their financial limits. At the very last minute, though, a compromise deal was struck when Strilack agreed to reduce the rent to 500 thalers per annum on the condition that he could rent rooms to other parties when not used by Urania.25 Given the crisis, the committee of Urania had already cancelled all activities, but then a group of young members took over the leadership in 1851 and restarted the association. The conflict was solved, and Urania had a wealthy basis from which to continue and prosper.

But the crisis had changed the character of the theatre association substantially. The finances of the association became a key issue, and activities were trimmed down to ensure a balanced budget. Older members who performed for pleasure were asked to act less, and younger performing members wishing to take a step towards a professional career became the focus, meaning that more than ever Urania became a ‘training ground’ for young actors. The position of the director became a paid job, and the overall quality of the performances rose significantly, which attracted new subscription members and external audiences (‘foreigners’).26 Urania became known as an important contributor to the theatrical landscape of Berlin. But this also meant that the pleasure of acting and education through acting were no longer the primary motives for new members. From now on, the members wanted to see good performances and have a good time at the dinners and balls. The doing of ‘performing citizenship’ as a practice of democratic decision-making and educational performing had become overshadowed by theatre consumption.

The Strilack theatre remained the theatrical and geselliges home of the association until 1870, when he died. His heirs were offered a good price for the plot from the city of Berlin who wanted to develop the area. Consequently, the Strilack theatre was pulled down to build Beuthstraße as part of a new living development in the quarter surrounding the premises. At this point in the history of the theatre association, it becomes very clear how essential a stable venue and a space to identify with had been and continued to be for the theatre association to develop and thrive. Urania saw a huge drop in membership as they urgently sought a new venue. For years, they moved from space to space without the committee finding a sustainable solution, and they continued to cut back their activities. Reduced to just a handful of active members, they finally rented three big rooms in the so-called Neues Architektenhaus in Wilhelmstraße 92/93 in 1885, where they once more had a movable stage that needed to be dismantled after each performance for the ball. The auditorium hosted up to 300 spectators, comparable to their audience capacity in 1803.27


Behind the scenes

In the first half of the nineteenth century, there was a growing professionalization of the production processes of Urania, to the point that they were able to operate the fully equipped Strilack theatre for an audience of 600 people every second Sunday. Who was behind such theatre production? In the beginning, all members contributed to the different tasks, such as performing, painting the stage sets, selecting plays, and overseeing the performance process. All members also acted, together with the ‘performing ladies’. This changed in 1794 though with the decision to allow subscription members, which created a division between performing and non-performing members. This divide gradually widened over the years, until the new constitution in 1851, which required a professional approach to acting.

The statutes of 1827 give an idea of how well-organized the production processes were already in the smaller theatre venue before the Strilack theatre. Here, also economics had been important, and the overall cost of a performance is recorded: altogether 60 thalers, including 25 thalers for the dinner after the performance for 150 persons. The overall production cost of 35 thalers is made up of expenses for laundry, transport of actresses, lights and lamps, theatre workers, hairdressers, a tailor, costumes, music for performance and dancing, heating, messenger services, a receptionist, cleaning, and small repairs. The most expensive items are the lamps (8 thalers) and the musicians (7 thalers). The lighting had been handed over to an ‘illuminateur’, a lighting designer and technician, because the members did not have the expertise to handle this securely or to achieve satisfying lighting effects. This became particularly important when they introduced the cheaper and more versatile Argand oil lamps in 180828 that required a professional operator. The external lighting expert was called upon when the lighting was unsatisfactory29 or for any other technical problem such as when the oil tank needed to be insulated to keep the oil liquid during the winter or facilitate refilling the lamps.30 The chandeliers in the theatre auditorium and connecting salons were lit with candles until 1834. All candles were replaced by oil lamps in the new theatre.31

The musicians played an important role, whether accompanying the performance or playing for the ball. The length of the ball always depended on the working time of the musicians. When they stopped playing, the dancing was over. Sometimes it was possible to form a dilettante orchestra from members, for example, when Rungenhagen, or later Hansmann, directed and organized it, but otherwise musicians had to be employed at significant cost.

Another paid position was the prompter. On rare occasions, a member would sign up for this task because it was not very satisfying to remain invisible throughout performances or to have to constantly avoid conflicts with actors who had not learnt their lines and blamed the prompter when the dialogue did not run smoothly. It was easier to find someone from outside who would be grateful to be asked to do the job, which brought with it free access to the association and even a little stipend. This was the case for Eduard Lange in 1823, who enthusiastically accepted to become a prompter because his sister was a performing debutante at the same time.32

All other production tasks, except for the stage sets that were a group effort, were individually allocated by democratic vote at the end of each season for the next winter.33 Members took on their roles as a mandate assigned to them by the majority vote of the membership. I would assume that these proceedings had a bonding effect, with the members acting as a ‘good citizen’ for the common good of the association, and not just for the sake of doing a job.

The 1827 statutes identify the following ‘small honorary commissioners’ (‘kleine Ehrenämter’) who contributed to the production and performance:34



	Theatre master, overseeing all of the performance, supervising the theatre technicians

	Cloakroom and costume attendant, preparing all costumes and accessories

	Musical director, directing the dilettante orchestra, and receiving extra tickets for their work

	Ball master, planning the sequence of dances with the orchestra, monitoring the decent behaviour of dancers (including appropriate habit, no boots on the dance floor!) with the right to send off trespassers

	Master of ceremony, inviting and entertaining the performing ladies during the dinner and ball

	Ticket manager, planning the rotating distribution of seats, sending tickets and theatre bills to the respective members

	3 Ushers for the boxes and 3 Ushers for the stalls checking the tickets, closing doors after the start of the performance, not allowing entrance without a ticket

	Fire inspector, taking care of sufficient water supplies in case of emergency, checking on lamps after performance

	Orchestra police officer, checking that only musicians entered the orchestra pit

	2 Cloakroom police officers, checking that only active performers entered the cloakrooms

	Reading stage manager, giving cues to the entrance of actors behind the scenes

	Make-up master, giving advice and assisting unskilled young actors

	Prop master, providing props according to text and the director’s instructions


The members usually happily accepted and dutifully undertook their assignments. Some of the tasks illustrate the specific challenges faced by the amateur theatre. For example, the discipline of performers and audience, whether it was that performers did not memorize their texts sufficiently, or that unauthorized persons entered spaces reserved for the orchestra or actors and blocking the way for the active performers and musicians. Theatre inspector Mr Kellner took on the role that would later be divided into the orchestra police officer and the cloakroom police officer. In 1810, he complained that the backstage area was massively crowded by people who wanted to get a better view, but who were not actively involved in the performance. This blocked his view and made his job difficult and unpleasant. Because the members’ theatre box was being renovated at the time, many members watched the performance from backstage.


To these are joining … some members of the orchestra, maids attending their masters, servants of the caterer Mr Israel, his family, the maid of Mrs Stein with a small child, Mrs Stein herself, the hairdresser, the metalworker, the carpenter, the make-up master, all of the theatre technicians, limiting the backspace in such a manner that the theatre inspector himself, when in a moment of pause, wanting to watch something of the performance, whilst without exaggeration must complain that he could not to see anything, had to withdraw to the door in order that he didn’t get in the way of the performers.35


In this report, it is obvious that most of the named people did not have legitimate access to the seats in the auditorium, such as the caterer, the maids, servants, and craftsmen. So, if they wanted to get a glance of the performance, they had no other choice but to hide in the backstage area.36


A theatre evening

Getting a full picture of the Urania performances is difficult because they did not encourage the practice of published reviews. There was rarely any press coverage of their earlier activities, and reporting happened only on very special occasions later on, such as the opening of the Strilack theatre. It was a tradition, though, to ask members to write reports on the New Year’s Eve festivities and during the carnival season. These so-called Relationen, some of which were serious and some satirical, give an idea of the more regular performer and audience experiences. I have also found information on the performing conditions, which tended to be recorded whenever there was a problem or challenge. I am therefore able to give some idea of their performance gatherings, although unfortunately, the picture cannot be complete.

Performances usually started at around 6 pm and ended around 9 pm. Ushers opened the theatre doors one hour before curtain up, or ‘after the need of the gathering audience’.37 They checked tickets and directed the audience to their assigned seats. They had the right to reject any person ‘inappropriately dressed and not belonging to our society’, whether a ticketholder or not. When an ‘inappropriate person’ presented a ticket, the person responsible for giving the ticket would be reprimanded.38 Ushers closed and locked the theatre doors at the start of the performance, ‘under no circumstance giving access to belated persons’.39

In 1839, this strict rule led to a conflict with the theatre director of the Königstädtisches Theater, Karl Friedrich Cerf. He had allowed his actors to perform in Urania as guests on several occasions, and as a matter of decency, he and his family were invited to the performance on 21 April 1839. But he arrived late, and the doors had already been locked. Someone tried to guide him into the theatre through the extra garden door, but this attempt failed because by that time, Cerf had already taken offence and left. It took several months of determined diplomacy to repair the relationship with the Königstädtisches Theater and to make Cerf reverse his decision not to let any of his actors perform on the Urania stage again.40

Those who did make it through the theatre doors, though, were met by uncomfortably cold temperatures. Even if the outside temperatures from April to October were mild, they were definitely not so between November and March, and the theatre space retained the cold. Even the modern Strilack theatre was unheated. The only spaces that were heated were the connecting dining room and dancing halls. A member commented on the cold room temperatures during the carnival season on 25 February 1827: ‘If there weren’t occasional intermissions, all seeing and hearing would finally tire us out, but long breaks clearly exhaust our patience without any entertainment of the mind, the heart or the mouth, and particularly in a temperature of 12 degrees.’41

As early as 1809, complaints from members of the orchestra caused the association to take measures against the cold by covering the floor in the boxes with straw and carpets. The musicians had to do without straw, though, because their candles posed an increased risk of fire.42 The only remedy against the perpetual cold was to move into the heated salons after the performance and to eat a warming dinner. Yet, even those hopes were often dashed when the food had been left in the cold kitchen.43

So, back to the audience waiting in the cold auditorium for the curtain to rise. A good moment to have a look around. Who is attending the theatre performance? The spectators identified the Urania members and their families in the assigned ‘membership boxes’. They greeted some friends, maybe business partners, who had managed to register on the Fremden-Liste. On special evenings, some honorary guests from the Royal family, Prussian princes and their households, were seen in one of the central boxes. And sometimes irritation was caused by the presence of not-so-honourable guests, in the form of women of a certain repute whose attire and less lady-like attitude intimated that they had been smuggled in by some musician, or by a young man defying bourgeois norms.44 After a while, you might even realize that the spectator sitting behind is resting his weight on you for a more comfortable back rest…45

Whoever they were, wherever they came from, the audience expected to see actors who had learnt their text by heart, who spoke in correct language, with correct grammar, in pleasant voices and with versatile rhetoric. They wanted to see them move gracefully and to harmoniously balance their posture by standing in dance positions. They wanted to admire beautiful and fitting costumes, sophisticated stage sets, and trouble-free set changes with smooth machinery. The overall ‘rounding’ of the performance – giving an impression that the actors had grasped the overall sense of the play and developed their stage characters accordingly – was important to the audience. Of course, all this was wishful thinking. The conference files and reports show that frequently the actors did not know their lines, were insufficiently skilled in grammar and rhetoric, spoke too quietly or too loudly, and did not have the confidence to execute graceful bodily expressions on stage. And technical accidents also occurred that prevented the smooth transition of the scenic effects.46

What pieces were they to see on stage? Let us assume that on this very night Urania performed Verlegenheit und List (Embarrassment and Trickery) by Kotzebue47 followed by the one-act play Jeder fege vor seiner Thür (Everyone Should Mind their Own Business), an adaptation of a French proverbe by Friedrich Ludwig Wilhelm Meyer.48 These comedies promised a very entertaining evening.

Ludwig Börne’s description gives us the essence of the Kotzebue piece: ‘What Embarrassment and Trickery offers is enjoyed a thousand times with undiminished pleasure. A guest room with two French doors—an uncle—the curse of Christians: the police—a valet and a chambermaid—much love and little money—a marriage.’49 The action is driven by punchlines of the clever and astute valet M Wind. The piece is not innovative; plot and characters appear rather prefabricated, but it gave the performers an opportunity to excel in timing and to show their versatility in the quick action and dialogue of screwball comedy. And the audience had a good laugh with a touch of emotion when the piece came to a happy ending. Just before the performance, though, one of the leading actresses had refused the main role of Mrs von Lenzen, leaving the director to quickly find a suitable replacement.50 But as always, goodwill and a good portion of improvisational talent saved the evening.

The one-act play by Meyer also had an excellent cast, the punchlines were delivered precisely, and the proverbial moral was fully embraced. The overall impression was that the audience had been well provided with joy and a good laugh. The director was congratulated on his choice of both of plays and of performers.51

So when everything was in place, all costumes fitted, and all actors comfortable with their performance, and the play suited the audience’s taste, there was great enthusiasm in the conference the day after the performance. The theatre director had to communicate these appraisals to the actors who did not take part in the conferences. We take it for granted today that a round of applause gives the actors direct audience feedback. In Urania, and generally at the time, applause was controversial in the private theatres. It was deemed too excessive, even indecent, to spoil the young actors in this way rather than meting out balanced critique and compliments in private.52 A complete ban of applause, however, would have had severe consequences, as shown when the actors threatened to go on strike because the audience had been silent during one performance. The committee immediately de-fused the situation by telling the actors that the audience had been too moved by the tragedy and the excellent performance to display such emotion.53 But sometimes, it was the prospect of a sumptuous dinner after the performance that made the audience ‘rush out of the theatre without further concern about the actors who, in vain, had expected to receive some applause’.54

The dinner and ball were either a great addition to a beautiful show or an excellent compensation for a disappointing one. In either case, the members enjoyed their entire evening. Before going to the dinner and dancing halls, though, they had to fulfil one last formal obligation. They had to give back their tickets to the ushers because the tickets were kept and handed out for the next performance. The allocation of seating rotated for each performance to ensure a fair distribution between members.55 Keeping the tickets, particularly for good seats, was therefore a breach of the common good.

Smaller performances during the dinner were part of the dinnertime charms. Members sometimes initiated group singing by distributing leaflets with newly written texts set to traditional tunes, while others recited satirical speeches or their own poems. In 1827, a member had printed a parody of Schiller’s Ode to Joy, thinking that all the participants would join in the chorus. But he had misjudged the great veneration the members still had for Schiller. They protested loudly against such a mockery of their hero, this ‘favourite of the muses and gods’, which made it impossible for the amateur author to read the verse. He gave up, and afterwards the ‘good souls showed through joyful dancing that they wished to ignore the whole incident’.56 It is extraordinary how this love for Schiller resonates so closely with the celebration of Ode for Joy in Van der Velde’s novel Das Liebhaber-Theater (The Amateur Theatre, 1823). The love for Schiller and his ideas of theatre and aesthetics was a foundational understanding at the heart of amateur theatricals. Whenever Schiller’s supremacy was contested, theatre amateurs rushed to show their unconditional loyalty and veneration.

After dinner, the dancing began. The ball master announced the order of dances, the orchestra made their way through menuets, and quadrilles, and other tunes that would satisfy the desire for the new and fashionable practice of waltzing. Game tables were set up in some of the smaller salons for the non-dancing members, while others watched the young couples courting on the dance floor. The dancing continued until dawn. Everybody went home on Monday morning; the working week started a little later every fortnight…

An investigation of the production schemes, performance practices, and the social aspects of an evening in the Urania theatre shows how much the ‘republican framework’ of the association impacted their overall activities. Most of the production and performance tasks, on and off stage, were based on democratic voting and assigned as part of the mandate to serve the theatre association as best they could. The choice of repertoire was guided by the constitution. Even though the theatre director proposed both the repertoire and the acting cast, all other decisions in regard to production were discussed and decided on in the conferences. The financial basis of their theatre venues was organized through collective decisions and with the support of members. Raising funds through the issuing of shares was a common practice whenever any larger investment was needed. There was no patron of the arts, or any merciful sovereign behind the building and development of their theatres. Instead, each and every member of the Urania community contributed to creating and sustaining their theatrical homes.




7Performing ‘Uranian Citizenship’

Having seen the democratic principles and processes that established the ‘Uranian republican citizen identity’ and that lay behind their performance practices, I would now like to explore three different specific citizen themes more deeply. The members of Urania enacted their citizen identities by weaving together theatrical performance and gesellige practices, and they included a measure of good humour when enacting patriotic, carnivalesque, and historical citizenship.


The patriotic citizens

The discussion of Prussian citizenship in the early eighteenth century in Chapter 2 has shown that patriotism, particularly after the defeat by the French in 1806, became an important driving force in Prussian state reform. This is reflected in Urania in the form of a heightened sense of patriotism. This patriotism was characterized by strongly supporting the Prussian monarchy, although their loyalty was neither uncritical nor unconditional, as I will show below in an analysis of Urania’s theatre activities during the French occupation and the celebrations when the Prussian court returned to the city in 1809.

One of the fondly remembered patriotic events in Urania was the welcome given in December 1793 to Luise von Mecklenburg-Strelitz (1776–1810), the bride of crown prince Friedrich Wilhelm. The inhabitants of Berlin gathered at the entrance to the city and wearing bright costumes they processed on horseback behind the Royal carriage as it travelled towards the palace. In the procession, members of Urania were dressed as ‘old-German knights’1 whose renaissance costumes had become an emblem for German nationalism. Sauerwald picked out this event in his speech on the centenary of the theatre association as an example that ‘authentic patriotism and true love for the monarchy have remained to this day as the ethos of the members’.2 This patriotism came in different colours and shades, although Sauerwald had no choice but to unconditionally affirm the love for the Prussian Monarchy as the event was held in the Royal Theatre in the presence of Royalty.

During the French occupation of Berlin (1806–8), Uranian patriotism was expressed in singing, song, and with the staging of musical genres. Urania had always staged Singspiel, operetta, and light drama with inserted song and couplets because of their musically talented Rungenhagen as both composer and conductor.

In his report on Urania’s seventy-fifth jubilee in 1867, Wilhelm Thieme writes that the period of the French occupation and the subsequent wars with Napoleon (ca. 1806 until ca. 1813) had been an outstandingly productive era for Urania. The theatre closed down in the winter season 1806/7 immediately after the French troops arrived in Berlin at the end of October 1806, but the association ‘had a revival in 1807 when opera and operetta became the new highlight, particularly due to the efforts of Mr Rungenhagen’.3 Urania were proud to have staged Die Fischer an der Ostsee (The Fishermen at the Baltic See), a ‘patriotic drama sung by K. Levezow, music by C.F. Rungenhagen’. It was usually performed under its original title Die Fischer bei Kolberg (The Fishermen at Kolberg). The plot of the piece was quite controversial as it alluded to the most recent unsuccessful French siege of the Kolberg fortress,4 which turned the town into a symbol of Prussian resistance. The change of title might have been to avoid mention of Kolberg. Not surprisingly, obtaining permission from the French government to perform it required enormous diplomatic efforts.5

While Urania was thriving during the French occupation, at the Royal Theatre Iffland had to adjust his repertoire and discipline his actors and audiences in line with the new French rules. Straight after the devastating defeat of the Prussian army at Jena and Auerstedt, and even before the formal takeover by the French, Berlin’s municipality ordered Iffland to organize the Royal Theatre according to French desires and needs. The municipal instruction of 20 October 1806 read: ‘Director Iffland absolutely must ensure that no member of the Royal National Theatre will leave the city so that performances can continue unhindered. … Operas, ballets and plays that are translated from French should take highest priority in the repertoire.’6 A few days later, the city was expecting the formal entrance of Napoleon, and Iffland was ordered to keep a theatre box ready for Napoleon and his court.7

Even though the French regulations did not seriously affect Urania, the private theatre association nonetheless followed the repertoire of the Royal National Theatre and staged primarily musical genres in accordance with French taste. They revived operas and operettas from their earlier repertoire, such as Jery and Bätely, Neusonntagskind (New Moon Sunday Child) and Der Barbier von Sevilla (The Barber of Seville), and they invested in new performances of light operas like Lilla oder Schönheit und Tugend (Lilla or Beauty and Virtue),8 Der Eremit auf Formentera (The Hermit of Formentera),9 Belmonte und Constanze (Belmonte and Constanze),10 Fanchon, das Leyermädchen (Fanchon the Lyre Player),11 and smaller operettas like Adolphe und Clara (Adolphe and Clara),12 Die beiden Savoyarden (The Two Little Savoyards)13 and Der Fassbinder (The Barrel Maker).14 The majority of these were translations from popular French opéra comique and very likely to have been a gesture towards the French occupants.

By 1810, the repertoire reverted to drama once more. There was not a single opera, operetta, or Singspiel on the repertoire list in their 1810 winter season. This could have been because putting on musical pieces was too expensive in times of economic constraint. Membership fees were lowered several times because of the financial crisis.15

Although staged musical events became rarer, singing and song remained an important part of the theatre performances and of their associated social events. As seen in Chapter 7, dinners were a great opportunity for members to present poems and to set new lyrics to well-known folk songs which the whole society sang together. These social events were exclusive to members, family members, and performing ladies, and it was here that song and singing became the medium through which patriotic and political issues were expressed. At this time, any political allusion or remark was banned from the stage before an audience (including ‘foreigners’). In December 1812, members were reminded never to overstep the mark:


At yesterday’s performance of The exiled Amor (Kotzebue), one of our most honourable members allowed himself a textual addition alluding to political incidents that offered the audience an opportunity to express their ‘Schadenfreude’ in a politically incorrect way. We cannot overlook this error and need to remind all actors strongly to refrain from any and every allusion to political events in the future.16


There is no indication which political incident the actor referred to, but considering the time frame and the strong opposition to the French army, we can assume that it was related to the total failure of Napoleon’s Russian campaign in the winter of 1812. By 15 December 1812, the French army had completely withdrawn from Russian territory by crossing the river Memel to Poland.
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The Urania celebrations of the return of the exiled Prussian king in December 1809 is another example of how singing and song contributed to their political and communal identity. Urania member and book seller Mr Schüppel had written a prologue to the performance, which was followed by a chorus set to music by Rungenhagen. Although the text has survived in Urania’s archive, the music is unfortunately lost. The prologue sets a clearly patriotic and political tone:

What partly ourselves and partly our fathers owed,
We bitterly paid back
We saw the pillars of our fatherland fall,
Destroyed what seemed invincible;
We saw the holy order overthrown.
…
To re-erect our fatherland,
Is the Royal will and our duty,
Hence let us strive for this holy aim
To reach it we should not shy away from sacrifice!
Let us become the saviours of our nation with our goods and blood,
If Friedrich Wilhelm requires it from us.17


While the whole prologue is a celebration of the Prussian monarchy, one can also read it as a demand for political action. As a political and military leader, Friedrich Wilhelm III was considered too cautious and hesitant, and for this reason, many held him responsible for the Prussian defeat by the French. Interestingly, the last two lines of the quote appear in the wrong order. First, there is a pledge by the citizens to save the nation at any cost, and then this action is preconditioned by the order of the king (Figure 11).

The following chorus balances out the political impetus of the text with a musical celebration of the Royal family. Different choral groups welcome each member of the Royal Family back to the city – male voices welcome the king, female voices the queen, and mixed voices for the princes. It culminates in a communal salutation to the king:

Long live Friedrich Wilhelm!
He, whom we call our father, 
Who took his forefathers throne,
Nothing should divide us from him!
With uplifted eyes we gladly wish him
the happiest fate, the purest happiness! –
Long may he live! – –18

 
Again, one might wonder if there is also a double meaning in the wish that ‘nothing should divide us from him’, given that the king had just returned after two years’ absence. That the people should not be divided from the king implies he should not have left his people in a time of crisis.

The prologue and chorus were followed by a performance of Iffland’s Selbstbeherrschung (Self-mastery), a piece that presents an idyllic picture of a middle-class family who teach the noble class generosity and kindness. After the play, the members attended the dinner and ball as usual. The Urania files contain printed leaflets with a song text for the evening by an unidentified member ‘J.G.T.’ This too celebrates the return of the Royal family with a particular emphasis on Queen Luise. All Prussians had higher hopes for Queen Luise to facilitate active renewal of the nation than for the king himself. The text is relatively harmless, expressing a longing for happiness and peace in the new year. It is set to Wilhelm Gottfried Becker’s tune for the popular folk song Willkommen, o seliger Abend. Becker’s lulling melody must have had a calming effect on those gathered; nonetheless, the overemphasis on Queen Luise in the text strongly implies that the King did not meet the expectations of his patriotic citizens.

In Urania, theatrical means were used to celebrate and perform patriotism. This was fuelled particularly by the state crisis after the defeat by the French and the subsequent need for reform. The king had left his people, including the Berlin citizens, to their destiny. Their patriotism was the result of a longing for a rock-solid and dependable state government. At the same time, it was coloured by an urge to create a patriotic community of citizens that allowed for a more critical view on one’s own state and government.


The carnivalesque citizens

In December 1824, the secretary, Mr Hansmann, recorded a conference meeting at which the members behaved in an unusually disorderly manner (Figure 12):


Today’s conference was characterized throughout by lawless anarchy. By whom or what coincidence this was caused remains unknown to the writer, because he came to the meeting delayed, and was surprised by the fact that the demagogues of the left side had occupied the seats of the peaceful members on the right side. He even found that the president was not in his usual place, and therefore it would have been provocative to dare to inquire further into the cause of this nonsense, as his duty normally required. Unruliness had replaced order, and  the writer could barely present the minutes of the last meeting. There was little of substance to discuss, and even the brilliant state of the economy presented by our accountant, did not raise the mood of the members present, because they were all intoxicated by their clay pipes and the scent of the herbal tobacco [Knaster] that had been offered for free by two long-standing members who wished not to be named.19


What is interesting about this protocol is not only that anarchistic behaviour, but that despite the chaos, Mr Hansmann became a disinterested observer, able to report the usual conference items, that is the presentation of the last minutes, the report on the economy, and the announcements regarding upcoming performances by the theatre director, who apparently had great difficulties to make himself heard above the noise.20 What we see here is a simultaneous performance of order and an anarchical reversal of that order, aided and abetted by an intoxicating substance. Hansmann’s report is written in an ironical tone that gently mocked and generously tolerated the disorderly behaviour of his co-members. Smoking of pipes was a regular habit at the conferences, but such intoxication was highly unusual, and it is interesting that the members who donated it wished to remain anonymous. Hansmann is using the German word Knaster for the tobacco they were smoking. The word was used for tobacco mixtures, including herbs and cannabis, that were available in pharmacies in Germany at the time.21 Behavioural excess of this nature, however, is unique in the Urania files.
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Nonetheless, the Uranian citizens were masters of the game of negotiating appropriate social order within disorderly excess.22 But, they usually chose the circumstances in which to act out their excess very carefully. They invented their own rituals for excess and set them within specific frameworks, whether as a one-off or regular event over summer, or as part of the carnival season in February.

Following Yvonne Niekrenz’s study on the street carnival in the Rhine region,23 I would like to view such occasions of excessive behaviour as ‘ecstatic communitarization’ (‘rauschhafte Vergemeinschaftung’) that functioned to cement their social structures.24 It provided a strategy to cope with the social and normative constraints of daily life and its transformative challenges, and with the existential tragedy of mortality.25

Urania’s so-called Wandelfêtes (ambulant feasts) were held in the summer months from the early years of the theatre association until the 1810s and can be seen as examples of ecstatic communitarization. From the 1820s, these festivities took the shape of masked balls as part of the carnival season. While the early ambulant feasts were characterized by carnivalesque subversion and excess, the later masked balls took on more civilized forms, albeit with elements of rebellion, as I will show.

Reports of special events and festivities, Relationen, were written up by one or two members. The so-called Fastnachtsrelationen (Carnival Accounts) are still in the Urania archives, whereas the reports from the ambulant feasts were destroyed by the ‘director of ambulant feasts’ Mr Hertz in 1825 when the theatre association was in crisis and about to be closed.26 Clearly, the reports on the ambulant feasts contained information that might have compromised the reputations of some members and could not under any circumstances fall into foreign hands.

Although little information remains about the earliest ambulant feasts, Thieme gives a detailed report of two. Urania members Mr Gay and Mr Hahn were servants at the court of Prince Ferdinand von Preußen, demonstrating that there was still a close link to the princely household at the castle of Bellevue,27 situated beside the river Spree. Hahn had left the theatre association by the end of 1794, and so I assume that the two events took place between 1792 and 1794. Thieme explains that the theatre amateurs had built a temporary gazebo or pavilion with the help of the castle gardeners. The gazebo was concealed behind bushes and could be seen from the water, but not from the path leading to the castle. It was obviously built within the castle grounds and with the help of castle servants, but without any formal permission of the castle owners. Its sheer existence seems to represent the underbelly of glamorous and openly rich court culture and castle architecture. A son of the house, Prince Louis Ferdinand, was reported to have come to the venue one evening. But instead of entering as a welcome representative of the noble house, he was met with hesitation by the theatre amateurs. He had supposedly planned to court the two young and beautiful daughters of the musician Mr Fuchs. Thieme gleefully commented that the two ladies were not present, and that they had in any case, given the prince the cold shoulder on other occasions because they were to marry two members of Urania.28 So, although the prince hoped for a clandestine rendezvous and a party, his plans were thwarted.

After the noble family had dined, Mr Hahn and Mr Gay, together with other servants of the house, would bring the remains of the meal and leftover candles to the gazebo. The members of this dinner society and their ladies usually met on Saturday evenings and spent their time eating, drinking, and with music, song, and joyful laughter until the party ended at midnight and all went home. But when the ladies were not present, the Saturday evenings turned into something quite different. They should have gone up: ‘ “Let’s take to the road” … when the morning was dawning, and the whole society, with Ferdinand’s Black servant taking the lead started to walk.’29 And this gave rise to the name ‘ambulant feasts’.

The presumably drunk and loud young men paraded through the streets from Tiergarten to Hopfenbruch, finally reaching Wilmersdorf in the early morning. The direct road would normally take sixty minutes by foot, but as they went through the swampy area of Hopfenbruch to Wilmersdorf and were probably somewhat inebriated, it most probably took them more than two hours (Figure 13).
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They reached the sheep farm in Wilmersdorf in the early morning and called on a sleepy shepherd to bring them milk and coffee, which was common practice for city dwellers at the time. After more hours of joking and cheering, they put Mr Gay on a bench and carried him as they marched through the town. They eventually all went home to get some sleep.30

Investigating the carnivalesque aspects of these early Wandelfêtes, we see both a symbiosis and subversion of court culture. They profited from the ‘left-overs’ of the noble family and from the noble estate, and yet in a half-hidden space that involved Urania’s members in half-legal, transgressive actions. The brief visit of the prince to their outdoor space, presumably, created some unease in the dinner society. The prince may have been looking for company, and not just chasing young ladies as Thieme gleefully slandered. In either case, the prince clearly sensed that he was not welcome and withdrew immediately.

The ‘ambulant’ part of the feast resonates with other carnivalesque parades. It was very different to the patriotic parade that welcomed Princess Luise in 1793. That one had been colourful and yet was orderly. The ambulant feasts happened at night, and the happy and most probably excessive behaviour of the young men disturbed the night space of the otherwise peaceful city. They were lucky to escape without any disciplinary measures. They walked along unlit routes that no respectable person in their right mind would ever walk alone at night. The drinking, cheering, and joking along the way, as well as the festivities at Wilmersdorf clearly speak of ‘ecstatic communitarization’ and carnivalesque excess.

After 1806, costume was added to these Wandelfêtes, but they lost their ambulant character. Why they decided to retain the title is not clear. Presumably, it was because the excessive behaviour remained their defining characteristic.

There is a surviving circular explaining the rules of a planned Wandelfête, as well as a detailed account of a carnivalesque access ritual for the events of 1810 penned by Thieme himself. It was a strict rule that one must appear at the entrance door in character costume but without a mask. The costume should be ‘neither splendid nor expensive, but it must create a comic effect’.31 For advice on appropriate costumes, one should turn to Madame Grundmann or Mr Hertz who were experienced in the matter.32 If participants had a correct costume, they were then led by the gatekeeper to the grand maréchal de pétition (grand marshall of petition) who would take their cards on which the name of their character was written. They were then presented by the grand maître de cérémonie (grand master of ceremonies) to the president, to the director of the feast, and to the other guests. When all had gathered, a dinner was served, accompanied by dramatic, musical, and declamatory contributions by the members. So far, this was normal for their regular social gatherings. But after midnight, all wigs had to be worn lopsidedly, to exaggerate the burlesque nature of their appearance. And then the dancing began with ‘character dances’ before the normal dancing. There is no further description of these ‘character dances’, but since they are differentiated from the regular dancing, we can assume that they had burlesque and satirical movements, potentially relating to their comic characters.

The excessive performing of burlesque and comic characters indicates a second meaning of the word wandeln. In addition to slow walking, the term means ‘to change’. So the ambulant feasts had turned from a change in position or movement, to a change into a comic character, or transformation.

The subversion or parody of court culture is more pronounced in the non-ambulatory Wandelfêtes than in the ambulant event. The entrance ritual clearly mocked the formal welcome ceremony of any court festivity, both in the strict selection of participants and by announcing the individual guest by rank and title as they were introduced to the assembly. In Urania, it was neither rank nor title that gave access to the event, but the comic effect of the costume. The satirical use of formal titles, such as ‘director of the feast’, ‘president of the feast’ both of whom were dressed in ‘old French baroque costume’, also mocks the stiff and ceremonial codes of absolutist monarchical court culture.

The meaning of the costume was important, and as Thieme wrote: ‘it goes without saying that these characters mainly represent highly comic and burlesque persons, and that they were sending up and mocking the Zeitgeist’.33 A satirical and critical attack on the burning political and social issues was most welcome, and this continued in the speeches during the feast. Thieme recorded a prologue from the 1807 Wandelfête, that his father, the current theatre master, spoke before the beginning of a theatre performance, although this time not in the theatre space but in one of the salons. Thieme senior first lamented the lack of stage sets, wings, and a thunder machine, and then accused the French forces of ravaging and plundering:

But since the invasion we suffer a lot – 
Robbed of everything he had, here stands your humble servant. – 
We would have liked real thunder on stage today,
But the thunder machine was taken away from us,
To serve from now on for Janissary music,
Alas! And the backdrops! What a feast they were,
They took them blindly, washed them out
And turned them into hospital vests and gaiters.
Our ladies had to surrender for mercy,
They might have liked it without protest,
To Lead a whore’s life without remorse. – 
But despite all of that, we intend to amuse you;
Some gents will have their debut as a lady.
We will execute today Cleopatra, Stuart’s Marieken,
Sultan Bimbambum and similar kinds.34


Under the thin disguise of humour, Thieme called out the violent consequences of the war and contrasted these atrocities with a desperate need for amusement in such times. This was no longer light entertainment: it was a political address in carnivalesque guise. We do not know what kind of a costume Thieme wore, but this too could have added substantially to the sting.

The masked balls that came into fashion in the 1820s contained a lot of excess and political parody. It struck me when comparing the dates of the annual carnival balls that Urania must have been taking an oppositional stance. Normally, carnival festivities in Germany come to a climax on Carnival Monday and Carnival Tuesday. On Ash Wednesday, the carnival is over, and according to the catholic church tradition, the fasting period begins. No festivities, no feast, and certainly no drinking would be appropriate on this day.35 But Urania very deliberately held their annual carnival balls on Ash Wednesday, as shown in a carnival song:

Today the carnival is ending,
And then the page is turning,
We’ll see the meagre time of fast,
When one chastens oneself on a diet.
But for us this is entirely meaningless,
In these enlightened times;
We owe this to Doctor Luther,
Who rejected bag and ashes.
He hated all kind of hypocrisy,
And opted instead for women, wine, and song!36


Urania stands by their founding principles and will not allow the catholic church or any other authority to strip them of their rights for ‘ecstatic communitarization’ through wine, song, laughing, and dancing. The subsequent verses of the song celebrate the different committee members, whose efforts for the common good are acknowledged one by one, and it culminates by hailing the goddess/muse Urania, who was always present in the form of a statue, a picture, or a costumed actress, and the association Urania itself. A grand acclamation to the community and its members who co-worked, co-performed, and co-experienced their citizenship in the amateur theatre.


The historical citizens

Urania’s members had a heightened awareness of the historicity of their actions. This might be due to their experience of a shifting society and to the huge transformations within the political and territorial landscape of continental Europe that they had witnessed from the French Revolution (1789) to the Congress in Vienna (1815). I would like to show how the members were transformed into ‘historical citizens’ using chronological, symbolic, and performative historiographies as they wrote their own history. To do this, I will unravel the layers of documentation, celebration, and performance and focus particularly on the events relating to their fiftieth jubilee in 1842.


The time capsule

On April 24, 1834, Chairman Seiffarth held a ceremonial speech at the laying of the foundation stone of the new theatre:


Laying the foundation of an edifice destined to delight us with cheerful recreation after its completion, we think of a time when that edifice which is yet to be erected will be no more, and hence we enclosed in the foundation some items that our descendants will only be able to learn about when this foundation stone is once again as accessible as it is at this present moment.37


Seiffarth uses the present time to evoke a future present of ‘cheerful recreation’ and at the same time to warn of a past future, a time when the building will have crumbled, and the foundation stone exposed once more. What would they find then? The answer is a time capsule in which the members of Urania had sealed ‘papers relating to the founding and continued existence of the society, the directory of members, construction plan, etc.’38 In addition, a certain ‘Wine Dealer Rähmel added a bottle of authentic 1811 Rhine wine.’39 With these papers and objects, future generations would be able to form an accurate picture of the historical theatre association as it was: Chronicle, statistics, and a bottle of ‘1811 Rhine wine’ were assumed to enable a correct future assessment of all administrative and social aspects. So Seifferth used the historic moment when the foundation stone was laid to push forwards and backwards into the historiography of Urania. He combined the solemn commemoration of the past with a utopian aspiration for an appropriate future historicization of the theatre society, its players, and its fate. The theatre association did indeed survive until 1944, but the time capsule was only able to fulfil its function until 1870, when the theatre building was pulled down in favour of a housing development. Its contents, though, were secured by the members and added to the archive,40 and the bottle of Rhine wine might have helped in a small way to get over the loss of Urania’s home in Kommandantenstraße.


Urania’s practice of historiography

The members of Urania developed a keen sense of historical moments and were actively and consciously committed to writing their own history. Decisions, moods, atmospheres, and important events were all meticulously recorded in the minutes of their bi-weekly meetings. Often found in the minutes are notes by the secretary about applause, the quintessential mark of honour when actors have given a successful performance, which shows it was considered worth archiving. This act of recording was in itself a historiographical gesture. For significant anniversaries, a long-serving member was usually commissioned to create a chronicle of events to be used as the basis for speeches, poems, and performances. Urania’s protocols and chronicles both followed the logic of a linear and structured description of events and were thus inscribed in the modern narrative of positive historiography.41 If we embrace the idea that amateur theatre in such associative organizational structures contributed to the formation and establishment of a bourgeois identity among the middle classes, then this kind of historical narration and its careful archiving can be considered as appropriating historical action and historiography in itself. Who should and may act socially, politically, and culturally? And whose actions are recorded as historically relevant and handed down to cultural memory? How did such awareness of one’s own historicity develop, and where did the capacity and the self-esteem to write history come from?

Following Reinhart Koselleck and others, one can point to the emergence of ‘temporalization’ (‘Verzeitlichung’), that is, a changed awareness of temporal structures, in the Enlightenment period. Koselleck states that the early modern period saw the implementation of a transition, from an expectation limited by the cyclically uniform experience of Christian eschatology, in which present experiences feed on those of the ancestors and will determine those of the descendants, to an increasing widening of the difference between experience and expectation.42 Seen from this perspective, modern times can only be understood as ‘new times’ (‘Neuzeit’) because expectations have become increasingly isolated from all previous experiences.43

Even though criticized as a simplification and limitation of pluriform temporal cultures,44 the two ‘historical categories’ coined by Koselleck of ‘experience space’ (‘Erfahrungraum’) and ‘expectation horizon’ (Erwartungshorizon’) are still helpful for the historian’s own positioning, and, in this case, for an analysis of the historiographical practice of the early nineteenth century. ‘Experience space’ points to the multi-layered but limited experience that gives meaning to actual events, and ‘expectation horizon’ indicates the indeterminacy of prognosis or prediction, as well as visualizing a future in which new possible experiences emerge. Both are necessarily related to each other in the historical narrative. How this relationship is formed, however, depends on the specific historical situation.

Although this development had begun in earlier centuries, the disruptive events of the French Revolution dramatically severed the connection between past experiences and future expectations. Nothing they had experienced before the revolution could be used to help predict and connect to the events that were now unfolding.45 A very clear gap emerged. The interpretation of the future now seemed impossible and could only be imagined in the horrific shape and form of a progressive power tearing down familiar structures and stratifications in an incalculable and fathomless way.

The experience of a maelstrom of time fostered the awareness of unfolding chronologies, yet always flanked and opposed by other paradoxical experiences of time. A plurality of potential temporal experience becomes apparent when one follows Michael Gemper and Helmut Hühn in their investigation of aesthetic proceedings and artefact:


The experience of time and the reflection of time are essentially related to the power of representation of aesthetic production, but also to the interplay of sensually perceptible techniques, symbols, and institutions.46


And:


All knowledge about time is bound to the temporality of that knowledge itself and the temporality of its representation, and each representation produces knowledge about time through its own temporality. Not each and every artefact will inhere or rather expose this dialectic to the same extent, but in each case, it will be submitted to it in one way or the other.47


The arts particularly can offer spaces for an intensified and deferred experience of time.48 Gemper and Hühn have coined the term ästhetische Eigenzeit (aesthetic proper or operating time) for this time shifting potential in the arts.49

An analysis of the historiographical practice of the theatre amateurs, in their forms of writing, narration, and transmission of the past, gives a multifaceted picture of these pluriform temporal levels. Each of their practices represent distinct temporal experiences that interact with each other. There are three different historiographical levels:


	1.the policing,

	2.the utopian, 

	3.the performative


On the policing level, historiography undertakes a diligent documentation of facts and operates in the mode of ‘looking back’. From a later point in time, it should be easily understandable what had really happened. For this reason, modern administration requires strict chronology.

With the introduction in 1794 of the Allgemeines Landrecht in den Preußischen Staaten, private societies and associations no longer required an individual privilege from the sovereign: they did not rely on individuals in power anymore. The citizens now had the right to gather in societies ‘as far as their purpose was in line with the public good’.50 If the order and security of this public good was infringed, it would result in a prohibition. To guarantee the state full control, the associations were obliged ‘to give evidence of the object and purpose of their gathering to the authorities’.51

Urania presumably responded to this legislation and after 1795 became more institutionalized, with a proper name and their ‘new laws’.52 The persistent demands of the state authorities to check on their activities obliged Urania to keep full records of their meetings, the membership, and the actors. At the beginning of each theatre season, they had to present a list of their active performing members and include any requisite paperwork from parents or guardians of minors. At any time, the police authorities could demand proof that there had been no infringement of the public order, good, or security at Urania. This led the members to adopt an almost obsessive historiographical attitude. For example, when some printed theatre bills from 1845 were taken from the archive in 1892 and handed over to the then-famous actor Friedrich Haase as a gift, indicating his name and the roles he performed, in acknowledgement of his humble beginnings as a debutant in Urania. In order to bridge the gap in the archival chronology, they were replaced by handwritten copies using the exact design of the original theatre bills and accompanied by a note explaining what they had done.53

On the utopian level, historiography operates in the mode of ‘future II’ and directs us to ‘look forward’. It narrates what will have happened in a near or distant future. The past ought to be understood by future generations in the sense of the formerly present. In his ceremonial speech, the Chairman Seiffarth spoke of a not-yet-erected building as if it had existed in the future, and he took responsibility for the future historical past by arranging for the time capsule. In earlier documents, one finds many invocations of a good or better future for the society, whether as a motivation to live through moments of economic crisis,54 or to remind actors of their obligations towards the theatre director. In 1808, for example, theatre director Chabot justified his casting decisions, which earlier had caused controversy, and he asked the members to return to a harmonious community life:


Shall later this harmony, this willingness [also to accept to perform minor roles] enter everyone’s soul, because, then anyone who will have reached the age of an old man, accompanied by health and wealth, will remember with joy the days when in the prime of life his theatrical talent gave us such beautiful pleasure. And often, when rocking his grandchild on his lap, he will enjoy these memories.55


Chabot basically said that today’s action is writing history. It has the potential to become a source of satisfaction and happiness in the future. Therefore, today’s action must be responsible and take responsibility for the making of history. Archiving must be done with a view to a potential future narrative and, therefore, this turns into a utopian action.

The performative level of historiography places the ‘doing’ of history and the active creating of experience in the foreground. It has an iterative character and is all about the ‘(re)enactment’ of history creating a present experience. History therefore becomes tangible and is potentially prone to intervention and transformation.

An investigation of the historical celebrations of Urania gives an idea of how the theatre amateurs wove together a present historical moment with the possibility of a future historiography that will result in an alternative, paradoxically opposing history. In the theatre performances and ceremonial speeches, historiography became a multileveled, stratified narrative. Unfolding the potential of ‘aesthetic proper time’ (ästhetische Eigenzeit), these performances simultaneously differentiated and fused ‘experience space’ and an ‘expectation horizon’. Therein lies the representative power of time and the historiographical agency of the theatre citizens.

I will show how the performative historiography of the Jubilee celebrations in 1842 helped the members of Urania to embody their own history. The narrative will not be chronological. It will be a wild trip combining the past, present, and future.


The golden jubilee of 1842

For their golden jubilee celebrations on 28 August 1842, Urania chose to perform Kotzebue’s Menschenhaß und Reue (Misanthropy and Remorse), the very same play that had led to the foundation of the theatre association fifty years earlier. Friedrich Georg Bock performed the role of the old man, as he had done in the 1792 production. Bock was the last remaining founding member of Urania, and so the jubilee coincided with the fiftieth anniversary of his membership. Even at the turn of the century, Bock was respected as a particularly active actor and was revered as the ‘walking cultural memory’ of Urania.56 So the celebrations honoured him doubly, because of his role as the old man (Greis) and because he was the old jubilarian (Jubelgreis) of Urania. On the second day of celebrations, 29 August 1842, there were speeches, the performance of a specifically written piece, and a social gathering.

The printed brochure Erinnerung an Urania’s 50jährige Jubelfeier am 29. August 1842 (Remembrance on Urania’s 50th Jubilee Celebration on August 29, 1842) included the speech of the chairman Engel and the text of the play Urania’s Festmorgen (Urania’s Festive Morning).57 The brochure gives an impression of the narrative arc of the society’s history, folding back and forth from the ‘future beginning’ into the ‘past present’ (Figure 14).
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On the evening of the jubilee, chairman Engel’s speech was followed by a performance of Urania’s Festmorgen, with text by Heinrich Smidt and music by Albert Lortzing.58 Engel explained how the history of Urania was inseparably intertwined with the history of Bock, the guest of honour:


When we look at him, the comrade-in-arms of our society, we see the representative of all the various circles that have gathered here over the past half century, and we see our worthy and honoured senior. Those who found respite from the labours of their trade; those who enjoyed the welcoming family union that had always been the zeal of our gatherings; who have contributed their talents and abilities to create pleasures of greater sociability; They are all connected to him, the veteran Mr Bock, some were friends with him, he knew them all, enjoyed their company, which was enhanced by artistic endeavours, and in him they always honoured the comrade who, with outstanding kindness, knew how to combine a sense of aesthetic and social education, of artistic and social striving. He has lived through everything, he has helped to bear all the  favourable and unfavourable circumstances and if an attempt is now to be made to unroll the history of the development and formation of our association before like a historical painting, it would not be possible without looking at the various circumstances and relationships in which our esteemed senior found himself in the individual phases of development of the Urania Society, since its history points to him as its living representative – 59


It is important to notice that various time levels are superimposed here: Bock’s historical act as founder, with its unstated representation of the absent/disappeared/deceased. The writing of history then added even more layers, making them more complex in the theatrical performance that followed.


The erection of the theatre temple

Urania’s Festmorgen unrolls the society’s history in two parts. The first part established the French Revolution as the historical moment and context of its founding. The second part of the historical narrative revolves entirely around Bock as an actor and as a jubilant ‘senior of the society.’ The French Revolution is placed at the beginning of the historical performance: the very event that Koselleck identified as disrupting the space of experience, and therefore of the horizon of expectation.

That Urania opened the performance with a depiction of scenes relating to the French Revolution may have been controversial. In 1842, more than fifty years after the event, such theatrical representation of upheaval and revolution might have led to censorship on the public stage, but in Urania, the safe space of the private stage seems to have permitted such a provocative topic. When the overture is transitioning into the tune of the Marseillaise, a French revolutionary soldier appears on stage. He fully believes in the invincibility of the French army with its mission to bring freedom to the oppressed people of the world:

Free is the first people on earth,
Free should all be and also happy!
Yes, I wave the holy flag,
Gallia’s beautiful and proud banner;
Quickly I will make my way,
Awake the peoples from their hallucinations,
We bring freedom and equality!60


But with the entry of the Revolution Choir lustily singing the first verse and chorus of the Marseillaise, one gets the idea that this ‘freeing’ is not going to happen without war, battle, and violence. This expression of a war mission by warrior and choir is interrupted by the muse Urania whose stage entrance is accompanied by thunder and lightning. The scene changes from the darkness of night to daylight, and Urania ushers the choir off stage; she bans the demons ‘back into the night whence they came’. Urania is disgusted by the violence that contaminates the warrior’s mission for freedom:

The freedom that writes laws with blood
And worships reason as its goddess
But shamefully disgraces it.61


Urania clears the stage of all traces of the revolutionary wars, and changes the space into a garden, a peaceful shelter saying: ‘posterity should not find the place where raving madness has committed such crimes.’62 In this garden, she invites a group of spirit-like craftsmen who are instructed to erect a temple of art bearing the name Urania. Future generations will find solace here from the ‘bitter pains’, consolation through art, and be cheered by ‘light-hearted humour.

The first scene shows that the theatre temple has been erected, and the trauma of revolution can be overcome by performing and Geselligkeit. This reading raises some questions in light of the founding history of Urania. Why does the scene suggest that Urania had been founded as a reaction to the French wars when it was established in 1792? In its early history, there is some sympathy with the French Revolution, not least in the phrasing of the first constitution in 1797 that was inspired by the French National Assembly’s Declaration of Human Rights, as I have shown in Chapter 6. The founding members of Urania understood their association to be a ‘republic’ where equal rights and the right to free speech were practised. Can we assume then that the theatre association was established in the spirit of the French Revolution rather than in opposition to it? But the Reign of Terror in France and the horrors of the French wars in Europe caused former sympathies with the French Revolution to evaporate, for fear of conflicts with late-absolutist rulers. Urania therefore had to walk the fine line between acknowledging the impact of the French Revolution on their ideas of freedom and equality while at the same time distancing themselves from its violence. Yet to stage themes from the French Revolution in the early nineteenth century at all was a courageous undertaking and indicative of a liberal and oppositional spirit, because censors generally banned such topics from the theatre altogether.

The first section of the play portrays a misrepresentation of their history that was more in line with the growing hostility towards France in the 1840s, and it gives the theatre amateurs a coherent narrative about the healing and soothing function of theatre. We can also assume that the actors of the Revolution Choir were ushered from the stage so quickly that they could quickly reappear as the craftsmen erecting the theatre temple. And so, on the level of embodiment, we also see a miraculous transformation from a violent mob to a productive community serving the arts.


The time machine

The second section establishes a historical narrative that goes back and forth, and which, in the final chorus, arrives in the present, at the Golden Jubilee celebration that is understood to be the secure basis from which to view the experience-saturated horizon of expectations and the future.

This second part of the jubilee play begins with a spectator scene. A mother, father, and their two daughters discuss what they have just seen, that is, the founding performance of the Urania theatre society, and they argue about the advantages and disadvantages of joining the association. The father is against the membership fees, while the women argue that the theatre society could provide them with extraordinary aesthetic pleasure and that its social gatherings would certainly help to find the girls honourable husbands. After this comic scene, the young Bock appears, played by a young actor. Bock is satisfied with what has been achieved in setting up the association: ‘The work is finished! The stage is set’,63 but he wonders if the theatre society will survive in the long term. He says: ‘Oh, if only I would be granted heavenly omniscience even for a second’,64 and this wish is swiftly fulfilled by the three muses Urania, Thalia, and Melpomene who have been watching the scene from the back of the stage. They want to fulfil his wishes, and so they grant him time travel into the future. They prepare him for the ups and downs, bad times and good times, and in a historically circular argument, they then refer him back to the moment of the founding performance:

Melpomene.
You want to look into the distant future,
Whether what was founded by you today
Will endure to the farthest days.
What you asked for will be fulfilled.
Thalia.
So dream back that moment
Since you, just a few seconds ago,
left the planks that mean the world
And this picture stand firmly in your soul,
Because that’s how you’ll see it again one day.65


The muses predict that there will be quarrels and discord, existential worries and, through a tableau vivant of war, they show him the very worst times of Urania. The Napoleonic Wars, which initially culminated in the French occupation of Berlin, were shown to be a critical moment for the society. The external political threats were clearly noticeable for the theatre association, and the consequent economic crises in Prussia caused by the post-Napoleonic period. The muses cannot spare the young Bock the shock of the atrocities of war, but they still have consolation at hand: the wounds would heal, and the misery would be broken by the dawn of a bright day of joy.66

The curtain falls, only to open again to reveal a tableau vivant of peace. Bock happily contemplates: ‘What lay deep in the night-time is awakening to daytime!’67 The present-day jubilee celebrations have confirmed the conclusion that neither war, nor strife, nor bankruptcy could stop the society’s journey through history to its golden jubilee.

Another journey through time then begins, transforming the young actor to the old jubilarian Bock. The muses announce to Bock that half a century is to be covered in a dizzying way, but that he should not be afraid, as it would not hurt.68 Bock boldly allows them to lead him into the vortex of time:

Yes, take me away! Have I been appreciated
By art so highly, that gods strive
to unroll the veil of the future before me,
And to disperse the darkest mists;
Then joyful courage will revive me,
And I feel a sacred power inside of me
To weather the storm of time with joy.69


The muses and the young Bock exit the stage and make room for the Great Festival March. Those involved in the drama now appear for the final chorus, while Thalia and Melpomene lead the jubilarian Bock from the auditorium onto the stage. The old man now replaces the young actor as the main character of Bock. Urania crowns him with a laurel wreath that intertwines the stage events and honorary celebrations. The chorus finalizes the events, singing homage to the ‘jubilarian’ and to the protagonist who has aged in a leap in time:

Choir.
Hail him! Hail him!
Much welcome,
To this dear circle of friends;
Be received with jubilation,
Beloved jubilarian!
Hail him! Hail him!70


He is then presented with his portrait in oils, painted by the young Wilhelm Amberg (1822–1899), son of a member of the association, who later became a renowned painter.

The following time levels can be distinguished in the historiographical performance. The first is the historic time of the jubilee festival with Senior Bock, which confirms the society as a rock-solid and established fifty-year-old institution. Not mentioned in this narrative was the ongoing dispute about the legitimacy of the board elections that caused the Chairman Engel to resign within six months of the jubilee celebrations, and to terminate his membership soon thereafter.71 Remember that it was Engel who had delivered the excessively flattering speech about the unity of the association!

The second time plane is the founding time of Urania, shown chronologically in the tableau of events: the construction of the ‘temple of drama’, accompanied by the blessings of the muse Urania, the reception of Menschenhaß und Reue in the comic scene, the experience of the young actor Bock, and his encounter with the muses. This is set by the performance as present theatre time, ‘now time’, although it is simultaneously overridden by the time machines.

In the first time-lapse, the future is incorporated into the action on stage, a future that off stage has already led to the time of the golden jubilee. In the second time-lapse, the young actor is transformed into the body of the old Bock, as he relives his major acting moments from his debut to being the guest of honour within a few minutes. The stage action now meets the time of the jubilee, combining the performance and the celebration of honour. The final chorus celebrates the past, present, and future of the society as Bock’s body travels through time (‘fast as lightning, it will blind your eyes’72). The performative ‘now’ is constantly redefined to arrive at last in the present time of the jubilee performance. The final twist in the historical narrative is the renewed transfer to chronological time in the printing of the jubilee brochure that will ensure its survival in Urania’s archives and as memorabilia on the shelves of every member. This twist is final only until fed back into the historical merry-go-round almost 200 years later, when a historian unexpectedly recognizes the importance of the archives.

In the celebration of history, the past must be lived through, forwards and backwards. What matters most is to become aware of the historical moment and its historical foundation, or of the visualization of their correspondence. The moment is the foundation from which history is told. The guests, members of Urania and actors certainly had one idea in common: We make history, we determine our past and our future. It was left to those present to imagine themselves in a time machine that would further strengthen Urania’s historical awareness and belief in eternity: Urania’s festive morning had only just begun.


Performing history

As I conclude, I would like to turn to a picture that visualizes the three different levels of Urania’s historiography: the policing, the utopian, and the performative. It is a decorative one-page print produced for the golden jubilee by honorary member Hennig, owner of a stone printing company in Prague. Its dense graphics and overcrowded ornaments make it difficult to directly identify the temporal and historical levels. The viewer is therefore invited to take different paths, to zoom in and out and perform a virtual dance around the picture. It includes several comprehensive lists relating to membership and ordered by period, which relate to the policing level. The ‘performing ladies’ are listed in the header and footer, with the men listed on the sides, and the committee members and their representatives are named at the top. Diverse vignettes show the chronologies of theatre directors, the performers, and their roles, and in two framed boxes, we find the chronicles of the association. In little bubbles surrounding the muse Urania are the names of the Royal sponsor, other prominent supporters, and honoured members of the association. The page is completely filled; there does not seem to be any place for future members and future theatre histories. In this way, the policing level appears to overshadow utopian dreams and performance (Figure 15).

[image: A black-and-white commemorative print shows the 30th anniversary of the Privattheater Gesellschaft Urania. It features an ornate design with columns, statues, text in German, and a detailed interior view of a theater. The top shows a title, “Denkblatt des 30 jährigen Jubiläums der Privattheater Gesellschaft Urania,” along with names and dates. The central section displays columns of text and decorative elements. A smaller, detailed illustration of the theater's interior is shown near the bottom.]Figure 15Denkblatt des 50jährigen Jubiläums der Privattheater-Gesellschaft Urania, Stiftung Stadtmuseum Berlin, reproduction provided by Dorin Alexandru Ionita, Berlin.

What is missing is a picture from the performance itself. At the time, it was not unusual to reproduce engravings of special performances or play scenes, and one would have expected such a picture from the play, given that this was a golden jubilee, and considering the pains Mr Hennig took to visualize the history of Urania. Instead, there is a representation of the theatre auditorium as seen from the stage, with the names of the cast and their roles engraved on the wooden planks of the stage. With this reversed view – not on the stage, but from the stage – we are, indeed, drawn into the utopian and performative level. The viewer is invited to enter the stage, to become a historical citizen, and act on the very historical foundation that had been laid by former generations, and to engage in writing another future history.
 

Patriots, carnival enthusiasts, historians

Urania’s citizens acted from their own free will and showed a level of agency that allowed them, in many different guises, to affirm and to negotiate the limits of their motto of ‘unity and order’. Their kind of patriotism demonstrated a greater citizen commitment to the welfare of the nation state than to being ‘obedient subjects’ of the Prussian King. The ‘ecstatic communitarization’ of their carnivalesque performances allowed them to majorly overstep the mark of good taste, decency, and etiquette. But only temporarily. Even though reports and shared memories celebrate these excessive events, members immediately chose to return to the orderly lives of ‘good citizens’. The claim for enacting and shaping their own history exhibited citizen agency and gives an idea of their capacity to perform future political action.

These citizen performances were serious attempts to develop their liberal and republican citizenship when politics ran counter to such striving, and when playful negotiations over the place, the time, and their activities were required to unfold such citizen identity.




8The amateur citizen – Democratic irritation, future literacy and self-efficacy

This study has investigated amateur theatre practices and discourse around 1800. My aim has been to fill a gap in theatre historiography with the story of amateur theatre. My cultural studies approach positions amateur theatre associations within the substantial political and social transformations of the time. The massive growth and popularity of amateur theatre practice amongst the lower middle classes correlated with these major social changes, and with the desire of young people to find a place in society, to explore new ways of communicating and performing, and to have agency over the participative modes of citizenship. My archival findings give a clear indication of the role and function of amateur theatre associations as an experimental space for a future, utopian republican state within an emerging bourgeois society.

It is disappointing that this aspect of amateur theatre practice is still largely unacknowledged and that it is even marginalized in academic and public discourse. Helen Nicholson, Jane Milling, and Nadine Holdsworth write in Ecologies of Amateur Theatre (2018), an investigation of contemporary amateur theatre practice:


It is striking that the work of amateur theatre companies rarely feature in academic debates about contemporary productions, nor are amateur theatre-makers included in discussions about theatre and nationhood, place, community, repertoire, heritage or identity, and they are also largely absent from discussions about theatre in community settings.1


Even though theatre practice with non-professionals has recently become relevant for applied theatre, ‘community theatre’ or ‘citizen stages’ in Germany are mainly led and organized by professional artists and/or professional theatre or by teaching organizations. What it means for amateurs to develop, produce, and perform their own shows and what level of long-term commitment this requires can only be fully appreciated when broadening the discussion to include the ‘ecologies’2 of amateur theatre.

In this study, I have used the phrase ‘performing citizenship’ to highlight the impact of aesthetic experience and practice on the shaping and mainstreaming of citizen identities. This also includes the freedom to create one’s own forms and processes of decision-making, theatre production, and Geselligkeit.

Current debates on the ‘crisis of democracy’ in the Western hemisphere often identify the enforced individualization of neoliberal market logistics as a main cause for the general lack of interest in and commitment to democratic principles. Democratic theory differentiates between the liberal concept of democracy that unleashed liberal markets and fuelled the isolation of individuals ready to consume and be consumed by capitalization, as critics like Wendy Brown state,3 and the republican concept of democracy that connects individual freedom with a moral obligation to serve the common cause of society. In the face of a growing radicalization of political discourse and the danger of a Europe-wide takeover of anti-democratic Right-wing extremist forces, one has to ask how the ‘republican side’ of democracy can be re-balanced in regard to its liberal, diverse, and isolating dynamics. These require searching for strategies to encourage social solidarity, to foster an acknowledgement of diversity, and to articulate the responsibility of individuals towards the communities they live in. Such strategies seek to counter the exhaustion from, the frustration with, and the aggression towards democratic methods of governing, and aim to activate a positive vision of living together and participating in a democratic society.

In the late 1980s, Ray Oldenburg coined the term ‘third place’ to describe public places of social encounter as a complement to our ‘first place’, which is the home, and our ‘second place’, which is the workplace.4 He states that these ‘third places’, for example bars, coffee shops, beauty parlours, and public libraries, play an essential role in our social lives and give easy access to communal spaces that allow for encounters with both familiar and new faces regardless of hierarchical status, and they usually lead to light and playful conversations. These ‘third places’ relieve us from the stress of working life and maybe also from the expectations of a family at home, and so can make a significant contribution to our well-being. Even though Oldenburg has a controversial view on relations between the sexes and sometimes gives a caricatured image of marital conflicts,5 his concept of ‘third place’ opens new perspectives on amateur theatre practice. The idea of an open place for social conversation, enhancing our well-being and shaping our identities, slots seamlessly into the historical practice of Geselligkeit that I have referred to throughout this study. More recent studies of the concept of ‘third place’ have particularly emphasized its value for fostering democratic societies, as Rainald Manthe stated:


Political parties and free media are important, but they are not enough for the functioning of democracies. Democracies need something more; they need an anchorage in the daily lives of people – e.g. daily places of encounter. To call them ‘infrastructure’ brings into focus that they are an important basis of our living together.6


Manthe refers to Oldenburg’s concept of ‘third place’ but uses the broader term of ‘place of encounter’. He identifies its impact on society by linking it to essential infrastructures such as electricity, water supplies, and public transport. Such places facilitate enriching and challenging encounters that help to train people to acknowledge their differing positions, cultures, and identities. In democratic societies, he concedes, it is ‘necessary to acknowledge the other as a legitimate member of society’7 as a precondition for agreeing on common rules that are not necessarily in one’s own interest. To be open to this acknowledgement, one first needs to become familiar with other people, opinions, and positions and, in this way, to train our empathetic sense of othering our own position. ‘Places of encounter’ can offer a framework for such experiences.

How do amateur theatres fit within this framework? They offer ‘places of encounter’, but, contrary to the classical examples of bars, coffee houses, and beauty parlours, theatres require long-term commitment from their practitioners and thus develop a tenable and more sustainable set of social skills alongside the sense of community building. This is reflected in the language of the historical amateur theatre associations. They often called themselves ‘citizens’ to accentuate the republican character of their assembly, which is why I have adopted the term ‘citizens’ when referring to their members. Even though these political concepts (citizen, republic) did not have a direct political impact outside of their association, the amateur theatre as a ‘place of committed encounter’ offered its members a framework within which to ‘perform citizenship’ and hence to develop the agency to take a positive stance towards democratic rule.

I would like to spell out three qualities of democratic practice that are closely connected to the performance of citizenship in the historical amateur theatre associations around 1800, and that are also pertinent for today’s social and aesthetic practices that foster a living democracy. These qualities support the validity of my view of amateur theatre as a ‘citizen incubator’. The amateur theatre practices on and off stage prepared their members for participating in democratic society. They helped develop the skills to embrace ‘democratic irritation’, to expand ‘future literacy’, and to unfold ‘self-efficacy’.


Democratic irritation

Living in a democratic society provides people with liberal rights, including the right to be free from despotic rule, but it requires in turn that they agree to collectively binding rules so that all can have a ‘good life’. The process of voluntary compromise does not necessarily go hand in hand with personal interests. It asks instead for agreements that sustain the common good rather than giving privileges to certain people or groups. As Manthe writes, the precondition of such voluntary agreement is a mutual understanding and acknowledgement of all members of society: ‘Without the mutual recognition leading to acceptance, without the mutual exchange, in short, without democratic irritation, it is difficult to agree to collectively binding rules.’8

‘Democratic irritation’ means the encounter with other people and circumstances that ‘irritate’ the individual feeling of familiarity and togetherness. Such encounters necessarily initiate a learning process that helps to foster the acknowledgement of the other as an essential part of the democratic society. It is a truism that the level of xenophobia is higher in most homogeneous social regions where encounters with ‘other’ people are rare, than in urban areas where it is more common to bump into your neighbour who happens to have immigrated from the global south. A chat in the corridor or a shared cup of tea can be instances of mutual acknowledgement essential to democratic societies.

Similarly, aesthetic experience can produce a sense of ‘irritation’ to the familiar and well-known and therefore is able to effect an opening towards the ‘other’, towards the emotional levels of recognition. ‘Democratic irritation’ cannot come to fruition completely through a cognitive approach of rational understanding. Running counter to rational preconceptions, it must also allow for a pleasurable emotional experience which then produces irritation, deferral, and an expansion of what is already known and felt. This Kantian approach can also be applied to the joys of amateur theatre performance. Seeing and feeling the other in a pleasurable circumstance, and opening the aesthetic senses to new experiences, is part of the educational benefits of ‘doing’ theatre. In Urania, the ‘democratic irritation’ worked very well in terms of social status and the experience of diversity; craftsmen met servants, who met civil servants, who met enlightened noble people, and so on. But, as I have explained above, the exclusive dynamics of their ‘republic’ was also felt by those who were not included: by workers, by women, and by Jews.

An opening to the social closure of Urania was presumably provoked by the theatre performances that were accessible for a more diverse audience. These irritating encounters in the theatre might have set in motion a further development and enhancement of the hermetic idea of the ‘republic’. I have shown moments of negotiation over such social closures and questions of acknowledgement that speak of a gradual ‘democratic irritation’ that caused more inclusive policies.


Future literacy

In his philosophical essay, ‘Die Zukunft der Demokratie’ (‘The Future of Democracy’, 2024), Felix Heidenreich maintains that democracy is dependent upon a positive vision of the future: ‘Ever since its modern renaissance, democracy has essentially depended on the articulation of positive futures. There was no and there is no democracy without such promise.’9

Heidenreich turns to the French language to distinguish two different ideas of ‘the future’.10 The first is related to the French word avenir that describes a future that is governed by fate and cannot be determined by our actions. The second relates to the French futur and gives the idea of a future that can be shaped by us as we exercise our political agency. The emergence of the bourgeois society illustrates a move towards the second, malleable version of the future. From the early nineteenth century onwards, the bourgeois promise of advancement is based on the idea of personal success resulting from education, ambition, and industry.11 In the liberal sense, such a future promises a better life and better individual prospects, particularly in economic terms. In the republican sense, the positive future is necessarily a common vision that improves the common good and therefore showers positive benefits on everyone and everything.

Today’s ‘crisis of democracy’, according to Heidenreich, is caused by a decline of the positive and malleable vision of the future.12 Many people are frustrated about ubiquitous contemporary crises and uncertain futures, and they are turning away from ideas of political agency. They accept the discourse on a fateful future (avenir) and are attracted to authoritative leadership by Right-wing extremists to lead them out of the blockage. The challenge of democracy, therefore, is to allow for a sense of a manageable future to be created; to turn avenir into futur, into a positive vision of what can be done now in order to gain a better future.13 In public discourse, this democratic labour has been named ‘futuring’ or ‘future literacy’.

It is striking how much ‘future literacy’ is to be found in the historical amateur theatre associations, particularly when one remembers that the political and social developments in Germany around 1800 were coloured by ‘uncertain futures’. The hopes of substantial political and social change promised by the French Revolution soon turned into terror and war. During the Napoleonic wars, state borders were redesigned at the whim of the emperor. Depending upon the success or failure of the war, inhabitants of a state or a region would be subjected to the laws of different rulers for short periods. Authorities and institutions lost their meaning, and people could no longer count on effective leadership. Even the power of the church vanished at the beginning of the nineteenth century due to territorial secularization. The educational structures of church schools and monasteries were abolished which left wide gaps in the educational infrastructures. The population in Berlin experienced the violence and repression of the French occupation, while fighting against the existential economic crisis following the collapse of the Prussian state. What an idea then to engage in amateur theatre at such times! And yet, the historical documents on amateur theatre, and particularly the Urania files, contain a great deal about this ‘futuring’ and ‘future literacy’.

The positive future of the individuals and of the theatre association is never in question. The democratic life of Urania is thriving. The future is not experienced as an unforeseeable avenir but as a futur that can be shaped and determined. In 1808, there is brief mention of the suspension of membership fees for people who could no longer afford them.14 And during the March Revolution in 1848, the performances in Berlin were closed down for several weeks, only to start up again once the political situation had stabilized.15 And yet, ‘roll up your sleeves and just do it’ is the overall message. Even in dire times, they discuss everyday matters in the conferences and try to find solutions. An example of such optimism for a better future is when their old theatre evolved into a larger building project, and they had to find a way to invest in the building of the new Strilack theatre in 1834. A lesser degree of ‘future literacy’ might have led to the dissolution of the theatre association at this point, in the face of such an enormously challenging economic investment. But the shareholder concept they developed enabled them to share the financial risks. They found a way as a community to subscribe to a collective project that would create a better future for the common good and for the amateur theatre.


Self-efficacy

Both the acceptance of ‘democratic irritation’ and the acquisition of ‘future literacy’ rely on the resilience of the individual, and on a personality that has a good measure of self-efficacy. Self-efficacy is described in psychology as a precondition of optimism and confidence in one’s own ability to accomplish tasks that lead to enhanced well-being.16 A person with a high degree of self-efficacy supposedly regards challenges as something to be mastered rather than as insurmountable or overwhelming obstacles.

Self-efficacy is fuelled by the experience that something I do can make a difference. My voice is heard, and my action has a relevance for others. This was the experience that bourgeois amateur theatres provided for young people from the middle classes, and for women, who rarely found equal acknowledgement of their agency elsewhere. In Urania, the decision to abide by the rules, or to choose to break them with the carnivalesque mode of excess, speaks of a heightened sense of self-efficacy. Partaking in decision-making and in successful theatre productions, as well as performing on stage or during the social events, added to self-esteem and made future undertakings appear ‘do-able’. Role-playing and witnessing others acting outside of their familiar selves created clashes that presumably influenced the perception of others, adding to the ‘democratic irritation’ and the consequential challenge to build diversity into one’s own knowledge frameworks.

In the historical practice of bourgeois amateur theatre associations, ‘democratic irritation’ interacted with ‘future literacy’ and ‘self-efficacy’. Based on these foundations, ‘performing citizenship’ fostered people whose actions displayed a democratic rule and that had the potential to reach beyond the borders of their ‘theatrical republic’. These processes are historical situations and relate to a specific period of substantial political and social shifts. Nonetheless, they show that the practice of amateur theatre has rich potential, even today, and that democratic thinking and doing can be sustained and developed through ‘performing citizenship’.
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