
 Chapter 1

JEWS IN VIENNESE POPULAR CULTURE 
AROUND 1900 AS RESEARCH TOPIC

d

Popular culture represents a paradigmatic arena for exploring the interwove-
ness and interactions between Jews and non-Jews.1 When considering the 

topic of Jews in the realm of Viennese popular culture at the end of the nine-
teenth and turn of the twentieth centuries, we must realize that this was an as-
pect of history not predominantly characterized by antisemitism. To be sure, 
antisemitism has represented one aspect characterizing the many and various re-
lationships between Jews and non-Jews. But there was also cooperation between 
the two that was at times more pronounced than anti-Jewish hostility. We see 
evidence of the juxtaposition between Judeophobia and multifaceted forms of 
Jewish and non-Jewish coexistence in a brief newspaper quotation from 1904. 
Th e topic of this quotation is the Viennese folk song, and the anonymous author 
states that after a long time “an authentic, sentimental song, infused with folk hu-
mor, that is, an authentic Viennese folk song [Wiener Volkslied ]” had fi nally once 
again been written. Th e song in question was “Everything Will Be Fine Again” 
(“Es wird ja alles wieder gut”). Martin Schenk (1860–1919) wrote the song’s 
lyrics, and Karl Hartl composed the tune.2 Th e quotation continues, “After . . . 
the prevalence of Yiddish and Jewish anecdotes on the Viennese stage, following 
the unnatural fashions that have been grafted onto Viennese folk culture and 
which, as fashion always does, are thoughtlessly imitated, it does one good to 
hear once again something authentically Viennese.”3 Th e article in which this 
quotation appeared indicates that the song appeared in Joseph Blaha’s publishing 
house. What the author does not mention is the fact that Blaha was also Jewish.4 
In addition,  Martin Schenk was a longtime member of the Budapest Orpheum 
Society ( Budapester Orpheumsgesellschaft), certainly the most important “jar-
gon troupe” in Vienna in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 
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Th e anonymous author of this quotation works from the assumption that 
Jews were responsible for a feeling of alienation that pervaded both Viennese folk 
songs and theatrical Volkssänger (performing musician) performances and plays.5 
According to the stereotype evoked in this quotation, Jews exerted a detrimental 
infl uence on local Viennese culture. Th is culture is described as atmospheric and 
authentic, while the musical productions of Jews deviated from this tradition 
and therefore created an unnatural eff ect. In addition, Jews consciously and em-
phatically manipulated popular Viennese culture, as the use of the term “graft” 
(a ufpfropfen) suggests. 

Th e supposed distortion of the Viennese folk song is implicitly related to the 
widespread antisemitic stereotype of the cosmopolitan Jew. According to this 
prejudice, Jews are stateless and remain unrooted in the local, native culture and 
can therefore never understand it. Th e speaking of Yiddish (m auscheln) men-
tioned in the quotation symbolizes the allegedly diffi  cult and complicated rela-
tionship between Jews and the majority culture in which they lived.6

However, we may also read this short newspaper quotation from a diff erent 
perspective, keeping in mind that Jews helped considerably to shape the tradition 
of the Viennese folk song (W ienerlied ), an interpretation that points to their 
cultural participation in Viennese folk culture. Although the author of this news-
paper notice exaggerates the number of Jews who were involved as producers of 
Viennese songs and other popular folk pieces, he also does not entirely distort 
the facts. Jewish participation in this arena of cultural production was indeed re-
markable. Th e importance of this Jewish involvement comes to the fore indirectly 
in an obituary written to eulogize K arl Kratzl (1852–1904). Kratzl composed 
the music for songs written by J osef Modl (1863–1915), A nton Amon (1862–
1931), and other musicians, making him one of the best-known Viennese song 
composers. Th e author of his obituary remarks that Kratzl’s “‘Mir hat amal vom 
Himmel tramt!’ [will] live forever, just like the songs of Krakauer, Pick’s ‘Vienna 
Coachman’s Song’ [Fiakerlied ], and certain songs by Wiesberg and the melodies 
of Sioly.”7 Of the four people named in the obituary, two were Jews, G ustav Pick 
(1832–1921) and Alexander Krakauer (1 864–97). Th e author of the obituary 
also references the founding of the association Jolly Knights by Kratzl and Modl 
(who was also Jewish), hinting further at Jewish and non-Jewish cooperation in 
the realm of music and entertainment.8

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

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

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

Identifying Jewish Artists in Popular Culture

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

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

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

Another Jewish artist who appeared under a pseudonym was de B rye or Gas-
ton de Brie, as he called himself, a so-c alled female impersonator. De Brye worked 
in various Viennese variety shows. His stage name does not appear to evince any 
connection to Judaism, nor does his name appear in Jewish community records. 
If de Brye had been an average artist with an inconspicuous lifestyle, then his 
Jewish background would probably have remained unknown to historians. But 
there are court proceedings pertaining to his ventures and intrigues, and a com-
pilation of these proceedings allows us to identify the man behind the stage name 
as Eman uel Müller, also known as Eman uel Adler-Müller. We also learn that he 
opened a nightclub in the Viennese district Leopol dstadt in the late autumn of 
1899 and invited Volkssänger to perform there.17
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Stage names do not always pose a problem for historians. Occasionally, we 
fi nd that various studies and publications have already researched individual 
Jewish artists, comedians, and Volkssänger and identifi ed their real names and 
identities. Examples include Josef Ar min (1858–1925), who was actually called 
Josef Ro ttensteiner; Heinrich  Eisenbach (1870–1923), the singing comedian of 
the Budapest Orpheum Society, who was born Heinrich  Mandl and also known 
by the nickname “Wamperl”; Armin Be rg, also known as Hermann  Weinberger; 
and Josef Mü ller, whose real name was Josef Sc hlesinger. Th is is just to name a 
few, as the list of these artists and performers goes on and on.

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

Th e choice of stage names also exerts an infl uence over historical research in 
other ways. For example, Koller’s 1931 overview of Viennese folk songs, Das 
Wiener Volksängertum, states that Franz Krieba um, longtime director of Dan-
zer’s Orp heum and a former Volkssänger, was “actually called Grünbaum.”19 W e 
fi nd this piece of information in almost all subsequent scholarly discussions and 
mentions of Kriebaum, including Ernst Weber’s 2006 article in which he refer-
ences “Franz Xaver Kriebaum (a.k.a. Grünbaum, 1836–1900).”20 Although not 
specifi cally mentioned, this kind of formulation contains an implicit reference 
to Kriebaum’s ostensible Jewishness.21 Even the 1994 Historisches Le xikon Wien 
(Historical lexicon of Vienna) gives the name “Grünbaum” in brackets follow-
ing the name Kriebaum.22 Th e proliferation of this kind of information occurs 
despite reference in the encyclopedia entry to an article from the Wiener Zeitung 
stating that the name Kriebaum can be found listed in the baptismal records of 
the parish Nussdorf, indicating that his family was never called Grünbaum.23 
But the particular formulation of this artist’s name, “Kriebaum a.k.a. Grün-
baum,” has apparently become so popular that it has been taken for granted, 
meaning that Kriebaum’s connection to Judaism has persisted in the scholarship 
as a given fact.

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

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

Th e Subversive Dimension of Popular Culture

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

A similar reaction to a performance deemed indecent occurred during a solo 
scene that Heinrich Eisenbach performed. After Eisenbach engaged in all sorts 
of lewd behavior while on stage, the audience broke out in a tumult. As one 
newspaper reported, they began to make noise, stamp their feet, whistle, and 
hoot. It was only after a long break and a formal apology from Eisenbach that the 
audience members calmed down enough for him to continue his performance.27

Th e deliberate violation of social conventions and widely accepted mores and 
the parodying of these values articulated a critique of the self-understanding of 
much of the Jewish community. Th is popular cultural revolt against bourgeois 
values may have contributed decisively to the fact that Jewish newspapers had 
little regard for this kind of performance and the artists responsible for them. 
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In turn, this tendency makes it diffi  cult for scholars today to indentify archival 
evidence that points to Jewish participation in popular culture. 

Jewish Volkssänger not only violated the accepted norms of decency and artic-
ulated salacious ideas, but they also sometimes attacked bourgeois values directly. 
Th e aforementioned composer Alexander Krakauer provi des a key example of 
a Jewish artist who engaged in this kind of anti-bourgeois performan ce.28 His 
songs, which have a radically pessimistic basic tenor and are deeply disillusioned, 
celebrate the destruction of positive sentiments such as love, joy, and success. 
Above all, marriage and the assurance that marriage brings happiness are frequent 
targets of his sarcasm. In one of his songs, he even describes marriage as suicide.29 
Krakauer was not alone in his criticism of marriage and family life. Th is critique 
of traditional bourgeois values formed a recurrent and central theme in many 
pieces composed and performed by Jewish Volkssänger.30 Above all, this critique 
entailed an examination of traditional Jewish gender relationships, according to 
which women sometimes played the role of family breadwinner.31

Jewish Volkssänger tended to oppose social conventions and were therefore 
provocative. At times, the pieces that they performed were considered by many 
to be off ensive and obscene. No matter how these performances were under-
stood at the time, one thing remains certain: these performers and artists acted 
as anything but guardians of bourgeois values. Th is ribald behavior has not only 
contributed to their overall neglect in the Jewish press at the turn of the century, 
but this lacuna also creates diffi  culties for contemporary historians who endeavor 
to integrate such artists and their work into their historical narratives. Most of 
these historians assume that Jews habitually adopted bourgeois values.32

Th e Historiography of Acculturation

Until the last quarter of the twentieth century, academic studies on Jews in 
Austria were rather rare.33 And only a few such studies refl ected larger interna-
tional trends in their methodological approach. But in the late 1980s, a shift 
to ok place in the Austrian research landscape. In the wake of the Waldheim af-
fair, initiatives were established that ushered in an intensive examination of the 
history of Jews and Judaism in Austria.34 Without wishing to reconstruct here 
the multiplicity of activities that resulted from this larger cultural examination, 
I mention here only the most salient aspects, which have also found a perma-
nent institutional foothold. Th e most important institution, whose foundation 
was announced at the height of international criticism of Austria’s engagement 
with its Nazi past, is the Jewish Museum Vienna (Jüdi sches Museum der Stadt 
Wien).35 Since Danielle Spera took over the management of the institution in 
2010, the Jewish Museum Vienna has signifi cantly shaped the national conver-
sation regarding Jewish history in Austria. Th e Institute for Jewish Histor y in 

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY 4.0 license thanks to the support of Knowledge Unlatched.



20  |  Entangled Entertainers

Austria (Institut für jüdische Geschichte Österreichs), which has published a sig-
nifi cant number of scholarly studies, especially on medieval Jewish history, has 
also emerged from this political context.36 Students and scholars writing master’s 
theses and doctoral dissertations at some Austrian universities came into contact 
with scholars from other countries and conducted their research under their in-
fl uence. Th is contact laid the foundation for the Center for Jewish Studies at the 
University of Graz. At the University of Salzburg, the Center of Jewish Cultural 
History was founded at roughly the same time.37

Th ese academic studies stood in the shadow of pathbreaking work done by 
Anglo-American historians who had gained renown in the late 1980s with inter-
nationally acclaimed publications on Viennese Jews in the nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries. Among the most important authors were Steven Beller, Mar-
sha Rozenblit, and Robert Wistrich.38 Although they approached their topics 
from diff erent perspectives and also diff ered in their methodological approach, 
their studies evince some similarities. For example, they widely portray the Jew-
ish past as a history of assimilation or acculturation  vis-à-vis the dominant, 
majority culture—that is, as an attempt to gain social advancement, above all 
to become part of the bourgeoisie. Steven Beller writes in this context, “It is 
true that Jews used culture as a means of creating an assimilation.” Although 
Rozenblit doubts that Viennese Jews completely assimilated, she writes instead 
of their acculturation, “Along with the apparent success with which Viennese 
Jews outwardly acculturated, and with which some of their numbers almost 
totally assimilated. . . .”39

Th ese three scholars were all trained at leading universities outside of Austria 
and incorporated theoretical approaches and questions into their work that 
shaped international research in the late twentieth century. Th eir publications 
were examples of cutting-edge research and represented important landmarks 
for the Austrian research landscape. Th us, the h istoriographical narrative of ac-
culturation and the paradigm of embourgeoisement established themselves as d e 
rigueur, in turn shaping the vast majority of subsequent publications on Austrian 
Jewry to this day.40

But it was not long before the historical narrative regarding Jewish adaptation 
encountered increasing criticism. In Jewish studies in the German-speaking world, 
this development began in the late 1990s. Within the framework of cultural 
studies, scholars began to question the static, monolithic concept of culture—a 
questioning that in turn led to the dissolution of this concept.41 Instead, they be-
gan to perceive culture as dynamic and plural, making it diffi  cult to write about 
Jewish adaptation to Viennese or Austrian culture. In addition, scholars working 
on the concept of cultural transfer drew attention to the fact that any group that 
adopts cultural standards aligns it with its own system of cultural interpretation, 
thereby altering it.42 Th e assumption that Jews, if they adopt cultural attitudes 
with which at least individual sectors of society identify, interpret these cultural 
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attitudes the same as these other groups must be viewed as counterproductive.43 
As a result of this scholarly innovation, some Jewish studies researchers have 
abandoned the acculturation narrative altogether.44

Working with the concept of Jewish acculturation requires two things: fi rst, 
knowledge of the culture or cultures in which adaptation takes place, that is, 
what constitutes these cultural systems; and second, an understanding of the 
agglomerate of (in this case Jewish) cultural signifi cance, aspects of which must 
be abandoned in the process of acculturation. Only under these conditions is it 
possible to determine how Jewish acculturation takes place. But since culture 
cannot be fi xed, but rather must be understood as something emergent and thus 
constantly in shift, such defi nitions are hardly useful.45 In addition, a culture can-
not be split into discrete parts. In concrete terms, this means that the attempt to 
diff erentiate the culture or cultural processes of a society into clearly transferable 
Jewish and non-Jewish components is essentially an impossible task.46

Against the background of these theoretical considerations, scholars once 
again called into question the concept of acculturation. A change of perspective 
in the theorization of Jewish–non-Jewish relationships has also contributed to 
this reconsideration. According to this shift in perspective, Jews did not follow 
established cultural standards, but infl uenced and shaped them alongside non-
Jews. Within this revised framework, Jews are not considered a foreign, non-na-
tive element, but rather are seen as belonging to the society in which they lived 
and worked. In particular, Israeli historian Steven E. Aschheim represented this 
viewpoint in the late 1990s.47 Around the same time, German historian Till van 
Rahden confi rmed this conception of Jewishness in his dissertation Juden und 
andere Breslauer (later published in English as Jews and Other Germans) by way 
of concrete examples, and he introduced the concept of situational ethnicity into 
Jewish studies.48 Jewishness was thus radically contextualized and released from 
the burden of previous interpretations.

A prime example often given for the adaptation of Jews to the standards of the 
majority society is their ostensible adoption of prevailing clothing trends.49 But 
we can see how misleading this example can be, however, when we take a look at 
a l ate nineteenth-century photographic collection from Galician Krakow, which 
American historian Nathaniel D. Wood analyzes in his study Becoming Metropol-
itan. Th e photographs from the 1880s show people who are clearly identifi able 
in their appearance as Jews, workers, Roma, aristocrats, and members of other 
groups. But in the photographs taken about thirty years later, it is not possible 
to make such diff erentiations. In the later set of images, the individuals all look 
strikingly similar to one another.50 During the time period between the two sets 
of images, the individuals depicted were not trying to adopt the same fashion 
standards, but rather were all undergoing the process of modernization. We can 
neither explain nor trace this development using the concept of acculturation. 
In addition, the garment industry, with its large percentage of Jewish produc-
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ers, traders, and sellers of fashion articles, and fashion designers in particular, 
off ers a paradigmatic example of an area in which Jews co-determined prevalent 
standards.51 Lisa Silverman has recently described the signifi cant role that the 
Viennese Zwieback department store played in this cultural and economic sec-
tor.52 In other words, even if some Jews traded the caftan in favor of the business 
suit, refl ecting an acculturation to prevailing clothing conventions, this did not 
constitute the adoption of non-Jewish standards, but rather an interest in fashion 
trends that were pursued by Jews and non-Jews alike.

Finally, I must mention the infl uence of the performative turn in cultural 
studies. Th is infl uence has also contributed to theoretical refl ections in the fi eld 
of Jewish studies that have in turn undermined the previously upheld impor-
tance of the acculturation narrative.53 According to the concept of performance, 
cultural meaning is constituted interactively between a sender and a receiver. For 
every performative act, at least two people or two interacting groups are neces-
sary. Every change in the communication partner and any change in the com-
position of the group or the context of interaction has an impact on the content 
of the culturally negotiated message. Culture is considered highly fl uid in this 
case. Its transience eludes any eff ort to determine exactly how and where cultural 
adaptation might take place. Instead of acculturation, the performative approach 
outlines social and cultural processes that were jointly designed by non-Jews and 
Jews. Especially in the fi eld of Viennese popular culture at the turn of the twenti-
eth century, where there was a dense network of Jewish–non-Jewish cooperation, 
this concept has proved immensely fruitful.

We can see a special form of interaction that infl uenced Viennese popular cul-
ture and reveals the dynamic character of cultural signifi cance in performances by 
Volkssänger groups. Th ey took place in a so-called performative setting. Th is means 
that the audience was able to participate in the performances by making noises, 
whistling, uttering compliments, and other articulations, and so to some extent 
also negotiated the interpretation of the plot, as the actors only roughly adhered 
to a script and focused instead on improvisation. Since Jewish Volkssänger groups 
usually played in front of a mixed, Jewish and non-Jewish audience, non-Jews also 
took part in these performances. Non-Jews were thus involved in the creation of 
cultural meaning, and sometimes also in the understanding of what was “Jewish.”

We can identify an example of a performance infl uenced by the interaction 
between audience and actors in th e theater piece Der Findling (Th e foundling) by 
the S. Fischer Society. In this play, a Jewish peddler takes shelter in the home of 
a man known to be a miser and to his surprise discovers that his daughter is em-
ployed as the man’s cook. Concerned about her well-being, he starts a conversa-
tion with her employer, which turns into a fi ght. In what follows, the miser expels 
the Jewish peddler from his house. At this point, a portion of the audience took 
sides with the peddler, while another segment of the audience found themselves 
rooting for the miser. Both groups loudly expressed their respective sympathies 
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and thereby infl uenced the further representation of the characters. During one 
performance, however, the actors apparently did not respond to the satisfaction 
of the audience members, who were worked up over the miser’s treatment of the 
peddler and even wanted to beat up the actor playing the miser after the perfor-
mance.54 In this instance, the spectators (a group that may have also included 
non-Jews) were clearly rooting for the Jewish character. Whether the favorable 
portrayal of the Jewish peddler infl uenced the audience’s attitude toward Jews in 
everyday life remains unclear in this particular instance.

Constructions of Jewishness in Popular Literature

Th e performance of Der Findling by the S. Fischer Society suggests how Jews 
and non-Jews mutually negotiated Jewishness. Additionally, American literary 
scholar Jonathan Hess deftly analyzes in a recent article how Deborah, a melodra-
matic folk play from the 1840s, portrays this process of negotiation. Deborah was 
written by the German-Austrian Jewish writer Sa lomon Hermann Mosenthal 
(1821–77) and was one of the greatest successes of nineteenth-century German-
language theater. Deborah has been performed in various European countries as 
well as in the United States and has been translated into fi fteen languages. Due to 
audience enthusiasm for the drama, Mosenthal came to be known as the “Jewish 
Schiller.” After Mosenthal’s death, his play continued to fi nd resonance for a pe-
riod of time, especially in English-speaking countries, and at the beginning of the 
twentieth century, there were even several fi lm adaptations of his theater piece.55

Deborah tells the story of a secret love between a young Jewish woman and a 
non-Jewish man in a small town in the Austrian province. Social conventions and 
prejudices prevent public acceptance of this relationship and ultimately bring 
about its demise. Mosenthal charged (if not perhaps overcharged) Deborah with 
lofty, tragic emotions, and without the outstanding performances of the actresses, 
who in this specifi c case were non-Jewish, the play never would have reached 
the stage of the Vi enna Burgtheater or any other renowned theater. What was 
remarkable about the depictions was that they elicited in the audience a strong 
empathy for the experiences of the Jewish protagonist, including her despair at 
the prejudices and the stubbornness of the predominantly Christian world in 
which she lived. In other words, the play was able to achieve its particular eff ect 
because the non-Jewish actors were so attuned to their roles that they gave sen-
sitive, insightful performances. Th e drama thus provides a vivid example of the 
formation of cultural meaning by both Jews and non-Jews. Th eir cooperation, as 
Jonathan Hess writes, produced an “aff ective community” that, at least for a short 
time, showed solidarity with a Jewish fi gure.56

Another example of how non-Jews participated in the depiction of Jewishness 
in popular culture is the 1863 novel Der lange Isaak (Th e long Isaac), written by 
Julius von Wickede (1819–96), who was the scion of an old German aristocratic 
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family. His novel, an example of formula fi ction (Trivialliteratur), takes place 
during the Napoleonic wars. Isaac, a Jewish peddler, takes advantage of the mo-
bility inherent to his profession to spy on the movements of French troops. His 
“German patriotism” is even surpassed by that of his daughter Rebekka. A rabbi 
introduces her to the masterpieces of German literature, which arouses in her a 
love of German culture.57

We could categorize Der lange Isaak as a work of Jewish literature. Th e Jew-
ish self-understanding of the protagonists and the treatment of Jewish questions 
would speak to this inclusion, even if the author of the novel was not Jewish. But 
we could also consider the text a product of German culture, and there would 
be convincing reasons for such a decision. But neither of the two categorizations 
would do the work justice; the notion of both of these two ostensibly discrete 
categories is predicated on the possibility of precisely defi ning and thus also dis-
tinguishing between what is Jewish and what is German.58 Such dichotomous 
indicators are fundamentally problematic and, above all, do not apply to this 
specifi c case. Rather, Der lange Isaak is another example of the diffi  culty, if not the 
impossibility, of clearly separating Jewish and non-Jewish cultural areas, which, 
however, is a precondition for the acculturation narrative. Th us, von Wickede’s 
novel also calls into question the overall utility of the concept of Jewish cultural 
adaptation.

Lacunae in the Jewish Press

Another important reason that explains why scholars in Jewish studies and re-
lated disciplines have thus far scarcely investigated the topic of Jews in Viennese 
popular culture may have something to do with the coverage of Jewish newspa-
pers and journals of the la te nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Th e Jewish 
press reported on popular cultural events only sporadically and superfi cially—if 
at all. Because scholars often analyze only Jewish (rather than general) print me-
dia as part of their work on Jewish life in Vienna, they gain only a one-sided 
picture of Jewish cultural activities.59 Even if they employ general newspapers as 
sources in their research, they tend to focus mostly on high-profi le newspapers 
primarily devoted to high culture.60 Such publications contain hardly any news 
or reporting related to Jews in popular culture. Th e central question that I wish 
to raise in this section is: why did the Jewish press in Austria neglect Jewish en-
gagement in popular cultural activities?

As I mentioned earlier, the sometimes subversive nature of popular cultural 
entertainment provides a possible explanation for the neglect in the Jewish press 
to report on such cultural activities and events. I now turn my attention to addi-
tional aspects that may have been decisive factors in why the Jewish press chose 
to report on some events and ignored others. I contextualize the news coverage 
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that appeared in Jewish media within the larger framework of the reception of 
newspaper media among the Viennese Jewish population.

Diff erentiating between Jewish and Non-Jewish Newspapers

Scholarly focus on Jewish newspapers, or even on high-brow general newspa-
pers, does not necessarily lead to incorrect assertions about the life of Viennese 
Jews. Th e most accomplished studies undertaken thus far have not incorpo-
rated insights available in the Viennese popular press, which advertised the per-
formances of Jewish popular artists.61 If we are to be critical of this approach, 
however, we might point out that it has led to the assumption that there was no 
connection between Jews and Viennese popular culture and that there is there-
fore no need to research this particular aspect of Jewish history.62 As a result, 
there have been few scholarly studies dedicated to this topic, which in turn has 
strengthened the idea that Jews were generally disinterested in popular culture. 
It is a classic case of circular logic that has only served to cement misconcep-
tions. Due to this oversight, at least an entire aspect of the history of Viennese 
Jews remains unexplored.

Investigating Jewish newspapers inevitably raises the question of how to defi ne 
them. What exactly distinguishes Jewish newspapers from non-Jewish media, 
and does a juxtaposition between the Jewish and non-Jewish press even do the 
topic justice? In the following, I consider Jewish newspapers and magazines, in-
cluding Die Wahrheit, Bloch’s Oesterreichische Wochenschrift, the (Neue) National-
Zeitung, Die Welt, and other print media that were dedicated to strengthening 
Jewish ethnic and cultural awareness, to promoting Jewish religious concerns, 
and to communicating news of particular interest to the majority of Jews. Th e 
particular orientation of the Jewish media outlets thus distinguished them from 
the general (non-Jewish) press. Occasionally, non-Jewish media also reported on 
events that were primarily relevant for a Jewish readership. Such events include, 
for example, elections to the executive committee of the Jewish communities in 
Hernals, Ottakring, and Neulerchenfeld, which appeared in print in the Wiener 
Vororte-Zeitung (Newspaper of the outlying districts of Vienna).63 However, the 
reporting of such information in non-Jewish media was more likely to be the 
exception rather than the rule in communicating the news.64

In referencing the specifi c focus of their reporting, I call attention to the 
widely accepted circumscription of Jewish newspapers.65 We can trace this idea 
back to an article by Margaret T. Edelheim-Muehsam, published in the fi rst edi-
tion of the Leo Baeck Institute Yearbook in 1956. She asserts, “If we speak of the 
German-Jewish press, we refer to the periodicals published by Jews for Jewish 
readers, with special emphasis on Jewish problems. Th is does not exclude that 
any paper may have occasionally been published by non-Jewish authors, nor that 
non-Jews read the paper.”66
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Viennese Jewish newspapers explicitly established their specifi c scope in their 
program implementations. For example, in its fi rst issue from 1 January 1899, 
the newspaper Die Wahrheit declared that it would “foster all things capable of 
awakening and preserving Jewish life.”67 Die Wahrheit confi rmed that it would 
focus on Jewish themes and concerns. Th e statement indicates only implicitly 
that it would report on general social events, insofar as they concerned Jewish in-
terests. Many Jewish national and Zionist media were even more explicit in their 
commitment to reporting specifi cally on Jewish matters. Die Welt stated, “Our 
weekly newspaper is a ‘Judenblatt’ [a Jewish newspaper]. . . . Die Welt will be 
the news outlet of the men who wish to lead Judaism from this moment in time 
to better times in the future.”68 Th e publication then focuses solely on Jewish 
interests—specifi cally Jewish Zionist interests.

Selective Reporting in the Jewish Press

With regard to the programmatic establishment of news reporting, we might 
expect that Jewish media overlooked events that involved Jews if these events 
did not entail specifi c aspects of Jewish religion or culture or if they were of no 
relevance to larger portions of the Viennese Jewish community. We can see the 
legitimacy of this argument in the example of the aff air surrounding the suicide 
of the Jewish merchant Heinrich Löwy at the beginning of 1899. Th e man who 
committed suicide was the owner of a commission business located in the city 
center of Vienna. He made his living by purchasing goods from a Bohemian 
supplier and reselling them to Viennese businessmen. Unfortunately, and to his 
detriment, Löwy’s customers included members of a gang of swindlers and rack-
eteers. Moriz Rosenberger, Samuel Schmilowitz, Sigmund Kohn, Samuel Weiss, 
and several others started sham businesses, which they outfi tted with goods from 
Löwy. Th ey failed to pay him, but they nevertheless sold the goods to other mer-
chants. Löwy was thereby driven to ruin. He saw suicide as the only way out of 
his misery. On the last day of 1898, he arrived home late for lunch—the main 
meal of the day. His family was already sitting at the table, waiting for him. After 
entering the apartment, he walked wordlessly past his wife and children, opened 
a window in an adjoining room, and plunged from the fourth fl oor to the court-
yard below. Heavily injured, he was carried to the apartment of the caretaker 
living on the ground fl oor, where those helping the seriously injured man awaited 
the ambulance. Löwy succumbed to his injuries while in the hospital.69

Th e newspapers were full of reports of his tragic death in the fi rst few days of 
January. He seemed to symbolize the powerlessness of individual people in the 
face of criminal activities. Despite his diligence and a degree of business acumen, 
Löwy was unable to prevent his social collapse. Th e bottom line seemed to be 
that bourgeois virtues off ered no protection against unfeeling fellow citizens. But 
although the perpetrators, as well as the injured party, were all Jews and although 
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the situation might have been considered an “intra-Jewish aff air,” the Jewish 
media ignored this case.

Th e self-proclaimed scope of the Jewish press helps explain why they ignored 
the Löwy aff air. But their declaration of scope and intent does not answer the 
question why Jewish media devoted themselves to such a specifi c policy and thus 
chose a very restrictive line of reporting. What moved these Jewish newspapers to 
ignore some of the everyday experiences of Jews, and thus also popular cultural 
entertainment culture? Th ere are essentially two reasons for this phenomenon.

Th e fi rst reason may have been the desire to halt or even reverse the clearly 
discernible decline in traditional forms of Jewishness and the diminishing obser-
vance of Jewish religious rules and customs.70 It was believed that this trend was 
the result of various infl uences, such as interdenominational marriage.71 To be 
sure, the press was not the only medium that made it its task to counteract this 
development. Both the Viennese Jewish Museum and Jewish folk culture were 
committed to a goal similar to that of Jewish newspapers.72 All of them were con-
cerned, among other goals, with conveying so-called Jewish values and attitudes 
to those Jews who had already distanced themselves from Judaism or were on the 
verge of doing so.73 Th e intent was to make their readers familiar with a sense of 
Jewishness with which they could identify. At a time when newspapers became 
increasingly aff ordable and, as a result, a mass medium, they became a key com-
ponent of an extremely attractive and likely eff ective strategy for pursuing this 
goal.74

Given that many Jews were fi rmly rooted in their surroundings, were in close 
contact with non-Jews, had non-Jewish neighbors and colleagues, attended events 
and frequented coff eehouses and engaged in other leisure activities with them, 
and were often as aff ected by everyday occurrences as non-Jews, the attempt on 
the part of Jewish newspapers to connect Jews to their religion and culture would 
have probably been more successful if they had not simply ignored everyday life, 
but rather had presented it from a Jewish perspective and reconciled them with 
Jewish values.75 Some Jewish physicians adopted this approach at about the same 
time, as they interpreted the observance of Jewish religious rites and practices 
as benefi cial to one’s health. In doing so, they combined Jewish practices with a 
value of central importance to the middle class (bourgeoisie) at the time.76 Jews 
who felt that they belonged to the middle class and had alienated themselves from 
their religion on account of this allegiance were able to return to Judaism without 
having to abandon a secular lifestyle. Th e Jewish press could—and perhaps even 
should—have followed in the footsteps of these Jewish doctors in order to reach 
Jews who were indiff erent to Judaism.77 Th e Jewish media, however, failed to 
do so.

If the narrowly focused reporting undertaken by Jewish media contributed 
little to strengthening Jewish self-understanding, we may reasonably assume that 
there were reasons for the oversight. We may infer this from the fact that the Jew-
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ish press not only ignored events, even those that involved Jewish participants, 
if they had no relation to Jewish religious or cultural life, but Jewish newspapers 
also often ignored everyday events that demonstrably infl uenced the Viennese 
Jewish community, or at least large swathes of the Jewish community—events 
that they might well have reported on according to their own publishing policies. 
We can see this illustrated in two examples that I discuss below. Subsequently, 
I formulate and substantiate a thesis explaining why these omissions in Jewish 
newspapers occurred.

Th e fi rst example involves a case of fraud against banker Albert Vogl. He was 
accused of wresting an oral last will and testament from a mentally incapacitated 
client, Georg Herz Taubin, on his deathbed. Vogl was a well-known personal-
ity in Vienna and maintained many friendships and acquaintances among so-
cially respected circles. He was the owner of a currency exchange offi  ce located at 
Vienna’s most respected business address, am Graben, which he had founded 
with money he had made in New York. His business, however, was not particu-
larly successful. He speculated in the stock market, lost money, and was rescued 
from bankruptcy by the intervention of a handful of Viennese banks. Vogl’s ac-
cumulated debts were seen as the motive that drove him to profi t fraudulently at 
Taubin’s expense.78

Th e fact that a person as illustrious as Vogl had to appear as a defendant in 
court was in itself a minor sensation. Th e contemporary media with their multi-
page reports on the trial gave the aff air an additional touch of the spectacular. Th e 
biography of the alleged fraud victim, Georg Herz Taubin, also contributed to 
the interest. He had immigrated from Russia and possessed a small fortune that 
enabled him to lead an extravagant lifestyle in Vienna, well outside of established 
social conventions. He was considered an eccentric, on account of his clothes, his 
manner of speaking, and especially his behavior. At the same time, according to 
newspaper reports, he had a reputation for being well-read and was said to have 
even studied the Talmud. However, it was also said that a meaningful conversa-
tion with him was scarcely possible, as his education was too superfi cial and his 
knowledge too diff use. Th ose who associated with him were usually suspicious of 
his idiosyncrasies and sometimes worried about how these idiosyncracies would 
aff ect them. He is said to have led a “life inclinded toward wild orgies” and also to 
have been “devoted to drunkenness in a boundless manner.”79 His alcoholism was 
seen as the cause of his mental disintegration, which manifested itself not only in 
radical mood swings but also in delusions of persecution and megalomania. He 
allegedly told the Zionist and later delegate to the Imperial Assembly (Reic hsrat) 
Isidor Schalit (1871–1954) that he was the Greek god Zeus and had come to 
punish people.80 While he was perceived to be an aff ectionate person during the 
short phases when he was sober, he was reputed to have been insane while in 
a drunken state, berating the people around him and regularly demanding sex 
from his domestic servant.
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To the surprise of the general public, the defendant succeeded in convincing 
the court that Taubin, who was apparently in a state of incoherence on his death-
bed, temporarily regained his mental faculties and clearly articulated the wish that 
his entire fortune be bequeathed to Vogl.81 In any case, the accused was acquitted.

Th is case is noteworthy not only due to its outcome, but also because it gen-
erated interest exclusively in the general, non-Jewish press. Indeed, the Jewish 
press ignored the trial altogether, despite the fact that all personalities involved 
were Jewish, including Vogl, Taubin, and his relatives, who fought for their share 
of the inheritance and accused Vogl of inheritance fraud. Admittedly, the “Vogl 
aff air” did not promote Jewish concerns and did not contribute to strengthening 
Jewish religious interests, which were considered prerequisites for reporting in 
the Jewish media. However, the coverage in many non-Jewish daily newspapers 
had such an unequivocally antisemitic tone that it could be reasonably expected 
that the Jewish press would respond to it, as was the case with many newspaper 
assertions that were far less antisemitic. To be sure, not all newspapers were as ex-
plicit as the Deutsches Volksblatt, which described the case as an “aff air” in which 
“Jewish greed and avarice play a leading role.”82 But despite examples of greater 
subtlety in dealing with antisemitic stereotypes, many other print media outlets 
came forward with biased, antisemitic reporting.83

Taubin’s eccentric nature had brought him into contact with a number of prom-
inent Jews, all of whom served as witnesses in court. As a result, the trial was of 
direct interest to at least some Viennese Jews and for this reason garnered the keen 
attention of another part of the city’s Jewish population. Perhaps the most dazzling 
personality on the witness stand was Th eo dor Herzl. Taubin had met with him be-
cause Taubin had off ered to support his Zionist movement fi nancially. Herzl, how-
ever, recognized Taubin’s lack of mental stability and refused further contact with 
him. Nevertheless, he had to testify before the court.84 In addition, Taubin regu-
larly donated to Jewish charities. Th is devotion also brought him into contact with 
various illustrious members of the Viennese Jewish community. All of Taubin’s en-
terprises were mentioned during the trial, and various individuals were questioned 
about them. However, only non-Jewish newspapers reported on the case.

Another case that the Jewish media ignored, despite the fact that it drew the 
attention of a considerable number of Viennese Jews, was the robbery and mur-
der of second-hand dealer Israel Kessler. One winter day in January 1902, shortly 
before noon, a man entered Kessler’s shop while Kessler was alone and killed 
him with a hammer. Th e murderer nabbed Kessler’s wallet, which was fi lled with 
cash. He then walked out of the store in no apparent hurry, probably so as not to 
attract attention. One of Kessler’s acquaintances saw the assailant leave the store 
but assumed he was a customer. Only when Kessler’s servant arrived to fetch her 
employer for lunch was the murder discovered.85

Th e killing horrifi ed the people of Vienna. For several days, the crime domi-
nated the city’s news cycle, and all of Vienna seemed to be on a hunt for the mur-
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derer. A roving mob apprehended suspicious people who resembled the widely 
circulated description of the perpetrator, harassed them, and handed them over to 
the police. Th e police also wished to cultivate the appearance of doing everything 
they could and in turn combed public houses, hotels, and mass quarters in search 
of the suspect. Although this search led to the arrest of several wanted criminals, 
Kessler’s killer remained at large.86 Single women were particularly frightened. 
Th ey notifi ed the police at the slightest noise. A public announcement was made 
off ering a considerable reward if information led to the perpetrator’s arrest. Th is 
circumstance further fueled the general sense of uncertainty. A state of emergency 
prevailed throughout the city. Ultimately, the authorities were able to make the 
crucial breakthrough in their investigation. Th e police identifi ed the murderer 
as Johann Woboril, a railroad employee, and arrested him a short while later in 
Bohemia.87

All the citizens of Vienna fell under the spell of the news of this case. Jews 
felt particularly aff ected by the bloody deed, as Johann Woboril seemed to ex-
hibit animosity toward them. Indeed, there was no convincing evidence that he 
had murdered the shop owner on account of antisemitic sentiment. But the fact 
that one day before the crime Woboril had told strangers that he would like to 
give “the Jew [meaning Kessler] a few slaps” was interpreted as an antisemitic 
motive.88 Representatives of the Jewish religious community and various temple 
associations attended Kessler’s funeral, as if to honor someone famous. Th e media 
thus stylized Kessler as a Jewish victim of his non-Jewish environment. Rabbi 
Taglicht had to interrupt his eulogy several times because tears stifl ed his voice.89

In this sense, we may assert that Kessler’s murder deeply moved and disturbed 
the Jewish community in Vienna. Nevertheless, almost nothing was reported 
about him in the Jewish media. Th e reason for this, however, can hardly lie in 
their specifi c program for reporting. Although it may justify the omission of 
the Löwy aff air, it does not explain why Jewish newspapers ignored the cases 
surrounding Kessler and Vogl. I argue that these latter two cases were ignored 
because the publishers of Jewish media were aware that Jews gained informa-
tion about everyday life in Vienna, including the two criminal cases, from gen-
eral (non-Jewish) newspapers. Th erefore, there was no need for the Jewish press 
to repeat such news. Th is also applies to popular cultural performances, which 
sometimes even had a direct connection to religious Jewish culture. Th e Jewish 
newspapers neglected to report on such events because the general press devoted 
space to such performances and Jews read these newspapers.

Th e Reception of General Newspapers by Jews

It comes as no surprise that Jews read non-Jewish media. After all, Jews had 
higher than average participation in the newspaper industry in terms of their 
percentage of the population.90 Important media sources such as the Neue Freie 
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Presse, the Neues Wiener Tagblatt, the Wiener Sonn- und Montagszeitung, and the 
Wiener Allgemeine Zeitung had Jewish owners or publishers. Even the tabloid 
Illustrirtes Wiener Extrablatt was one of these publications. We must also not 
forget that a considerable number of journalists and editors were Jewish.91 Th e 
feature pages (Feuilleton), an indispensable component of quality newspapers, 
owed its high standard to Jewish engagement.92 And fi nally, there is considerable 
evidence, including diary entries and literary references, that suggest or indicate 
that Jews read general newspapers.93 Th e participation of Jews in the press was 
a well-known and sometimes exaggerated fact, as antisemitic slander regarding 
Jewish manipulation of public opinion demonstrates.94

In this sense, it is by no means a stretch to argue that Jews resorted to the 
general (non-Jewish) press to keep up to date with events that took place in their 
immediate environment. In a concrete sense, however, my thesis focuses not on 
Jewish intellectuals and “high” culture mavens, but rather on ordinary, poorer, 
and sometimes very religious Jews in Vienna—that is, the portion of the Jewish 
population that made up the majority of those who attended popular cultural 
events and who had a particular stake in consuming news about them. And the 
topic of how these Jews consumed various media remains an under-researched 
area. Despite this scholarly lacuna, we may reasonably assume that they read gen-
eral (non-Jewish) newspapers. We may draw this conclusion at least in part from 
the establishment of Jewish newspapers throughout the nineteenth century in 
the German-speaking world that were aimed at traditionally minded Jews. Th ese 
initiatives in new media outlets sought to prevent religious Jews from reading 
not only the liberal Jewish but also the non-Jewish press.95 Th ey therefore must 
have exhibited a certain willingness to resort to non-Jewish media. Th is may have 
been the case among the poorer and religious Jews of Vienna at the turn of the 
twentieth century and may have ultimately been one of the reasons why Jewish 
newspapers generally omitted news about popular culture. We might therefore 
conclude that Jewish newspapers to a large extent would have reproduced only 
news items that were already familiar to readers.

In light of this discussion, how do we substantiate the thesis that ordinary—
and even Orthodox—Jews read general newspapers? Th e main explanation for 
the specifi cally Jewish focus of the Jewish press hinges on this larger pattern 
of the Jewish consumption of non-Jewish media. Th ese Jews did not typically 
leave behind memoirs or journals that might indicate how and what media they 
consumed during their lifetime. Due to a lack of data from this realm, I must 
substantiate my thesis further by investigating other avenues. In the following, 
I discuss four types of evidence that support my claim that this portion of the 
Jewish population read general, non-Jewish newspapers.

For the fi rst example, let us refer back to the Kessler case. Jewish newspapers 
essentially provided no coverage of the case. We fi nd an exception to this omis-
sion in the Jewish newspaper Oesterreichische Wochenschrift, which briefl y dealt 
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with the case, calling it an antisemitic act. In a follow-up, the paper published a 
note about the diffi  culties that Kessler’s wife was having with the insurance com-
pany with which her husband had arranged a life insurance policy prior to his 
death.96 Th ese two references to the Kessler murder case in this paper did not give 
the reader any information regarding what had happened. Th at is, this example 
of reporting in the Jewish press only makes sense if readers were already aware of 
the crime. Th is means that Jewish readers must have also read non-Jewish news-
papers and must have therefore also been consumers of general media targeted at 
larger audience. Th e report on the widow Kessler’s problems with the insurance 
company appeared exclusively in the Jewish Oesterreichische Wochenschrift. In this 
sense, the newspaper fi lled in blanks, supplying information not covered by the 
general press, which wrote nothing about this particular aspect of the case.

Th e second piece of evidence concerns advertisements in general newspapers 
that specifi cally targeted Jewish readers. We can identify this specifi city in ad-
vertisments that refer to Jewish religious customs or attitudes. For example, some 
non-Jewish newspapers advertised where customers could buy matzah, or un-
leavened bread. Th e product was advertised in Hebrew letters, which would 
habe been illegible for most non-Jewish readers.97 We fi nd another example in 
the weekly newspaper Wiener Caricaturen (Vienna caricatures), which praises 
the products from “Berg’s Selchwaren-Produktion” (Berg’s salted and smoked 
meats), a company based in the Vienna-Meidling neighborhood, indicating that 
their products were kosher.98 Clearly, these products were marketed specifi cally 
to Jews. Th e same applies to an announcement for a kosher restaurant in the 
O ttakringerstrasse that appeared in the Vienna Vorort newspaper.99

Th is does not mean that general newspapers were riddled with a variety of 
advertisements specifi cally addressing Jews. At times, businesses tried to garner 
Jewish consumers through advertisements designed specifi cally for Jewish news-
papers. Th is was the case, for example, with Kunerol, a type of margarine.100 An 
advertisement in the Wiener Sonn- und Montagszeitung described it as a cost-
eff ective and worthwhile substitute for butter and lard. Jews who wanted to ad-
here (at least partially) to religious dietary laws might have felt that such ad-
vertisements addressed them personally—but we can only speculate as to how 
individual readers responded to such eff orts. At the same time, the Jewish maga-
zine Oesterreichische Wochenschrift also advertised Kunerol. Th is ad states that the 
product was manufactured under the supervision of the rabbis of Mattersdorf 
and Huszt and was therefore kosher.101 Th e Cologne-based company Stollwerck 
pursued a similar sales strategy, advertising in the Jewish press that their choc-
olate and cocoa were “produced under supervision and with the certifi cate of 
the Orthodox rabbinate of Bratislava.”102 Both companies attempted to address 
potential Jewish buyers through Jewish-specifi c media.

Precisely because diff erent versions of the same advertising campaigns ap-
peared in both Jewish and general newspapers, it is striking that advertisements 
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specifi cally targeting a Jewish audience also appeared in the non-Jewish press. 
Th ese ads make it clear that Jews—and sometimes very religious, Orthodox 
Jews—read and consumed non-Jewish media. We can see further evidence of this 
phenomenon in an advertisement that can be found in an 1870 edition of the 
Neues Wiener Tagblatt. In it, the “exchange offi  ce Jos. Kohn & Komp” featured 
its slogan, “May God bless Kohn in Vienna.”103 Th is slogan refers to the Jewish 
custom of being blessed by the kohan im in the synagogue during the H igh Hol-
idays.104 Th is ad would not have made sense if the company that paid for it had 
not been trying to reach potential Jewish customers.

Th e third piece of evidence that supports my thesis that Jews read general 
newspapers can be found in the Volkssänger scene and its performances. At times, 
audiences would have understood aspects of these performances only if they were 
aware of the larger events that unfolded in everyday life in Vienna. An example 
of such an event was the “Jellinek aff air,” to which the Budapest Orpheum Soci-
ety alluded in some of their pieces. Edmund Jellinek had embezzled almost fi ve 
million crowns (Kronen) in his capacity as an offi  cial of the state bank (Länder-
bank). He had invested the money in industrial ventures and tried his hand at 
stock market speculation. He escaped imminent arrest at the end of September 
1902 by fl eeing to Krems via Saint Pölten, a town in Lower Austria. Th ere, on the 
banks of the Danube, he disappeared without a trace. Although some evidence 
suggested he comitted suicide, police suspected that Jellinek had only faked his 
death,105 which is why they continued their intensive search for fugitive.

In the following days, the rumor spread that Jellinek had boarded a ship and 
was sailing overseas. According to another story, he had been spotted in Lon-
don.106 Austrian readers outside Vienna also closely followed news of the  Jellinek 
aff air. A reward of 1,000 crowns for information leading to Jellinek’s arrest also 
certainly contributed to public interest in the case. Given this atmosphere of 
suspicion, it comes as no surprise that strangers who exhibited conspicuous be-
havior were sometimes suspected of involvement in the aff air. In the Upper Aus-
trian town of Enns, for example, police arrested a man who spent an unusually 
large amount of money. Th e police believed that the man was Jellinek, who had 
changed his appearance and adopted a new identity.107

Ten days after Jellinek’s disappearance, a body was discovered in the Danube. 
After initial doubts, authorities were able to make a positive identifi cation. Jel-
linek had been found. Th e body was taken to Kirchberg am Wagram, where a 
funeral was organized for him with the help of the Viennese Jewish Community 
(Israelitische Kultusgemeinde Wien, or IKG).108

Th e Jellinek aff air dominated the the Austrian media for over a week and a 
half. In part, descriptions of Jellinek’s escape were drawn out over several pages, 
complete with illustrations. In contrast, the Jewish press devoted nary a line to 
the Jellinek case. As I have argued above, this comes as no surprise because Jewish 
newspapers devoted themselves to Jewish—that is, religious—culture. After all, 

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY 4.0 license thanks to the support of Knowledge Unlatched.



34  |  Entangled Entertainers

this case of fraud had nothing to do with Judaism. Even Jellinek’s Jewishness 
could not evoke a mention from the Jewish media. Only an antisemitic response 
to the case would have put the Jellinek aff air on their radar.109

A few months after the Jellinek aff air, the Budapest Orpheum Society brought 
the farce Der kleine Kohn (Little Kohn) to the stage (for details on the content 
of the play, see chapter 4). In the play, Leopold Kohn, treasurer of the Spitzer 
bank, is accused of embezzling money. At one point in the performance, Marcus 
Spitzer speaks to a police offi  cer about Kohn, saying, “Th ere has never been such 
a Jellinek before.”110 Caprice, the author of the play, uses the name Jellinek as a 
synonym for a crook. Such a reference only makes sense if the ostensibly majority 
Jewish audience of the Budapest Orpheum Society was aware of the Jellinek case. 
But this also means that their audience must have followed the reports that ap-
peared in the non-Jewish press. Th e Jellinek aff air was part of the everyday Jewish 
perspective, even if the Jewish media did not write about it.

A fourth and fi nal piece of evidence elucidating my thesis that ordinary—even 
Orthodox—Jews read general newspapers includes newspaper reports containing 
clearly religious references and even advertisements referring to Jewish cultural 
life. For example, an article from March 1904 announced the restoration of the 
Wäh ring Jewish cemetery and informed relatives of the deceased that they should 
communicate any changes they wish to make to the graves to the religious com-
munity.111 In this case, the announcement targeted a Jewish audience, as it was 
unequivocally a religious matter. Because Jewish newspapers made it their goal 
to address Jewish concerns, one might assume that this piece of news would have 
been within their purview. However, the Jewish newspapers omitted reporting 
on it. As such, Jewish readers only learned about the cemetery restorations if they 
consumed general media.

We see a similar pattern in announcements advertising the Lemb erg Singspiel 
Society, a theater company from Galicia. Th e group performed in Leopoldstadt, 
where a considerable number of eastern European Jewish immigrants resided. 
Lemberg Singspiel Society performances sometimes had a clearly religious con-
text.112 Th e “Polish,” as they were called, at times performed plays by well-known 
Yiddish authors, such as Abra ham Goldfaden (1840–1908) or Jose ph Lateiner 
(1853–1935).113 Announcements for the programs of these performances some-
times emphasized that theatergoers could expect “strictly ritual food” as part of 
the entertainment. Such advertising thus also addressed religious Jews as poten-
tial audience members.114

Although Lemberg Singspiel Society performances thematized Jewish cultural 
life, the Jewish press did not make any mention of these cultural activities. Th is 
lacuna corroborates my thesis that Jewish newspapers sometimes failed to report 
on issues with clear references to Judaism if the general press already allocated 
suffi  cient print space to them. Maybe Jewish newspapers did not wish to be re-
dundant and instead focused on reporting that readers could fi nd nowhere else. 
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As it stands, the coverge in Jewish and general news outlets overlapped and com-
plemented each other to some extent. And this overlap was probably the reason 
why there were hardly any reports related to popular cultural performances in 
Jewish print media.

Variations in the Interpretation of Events

In summary, a review of Jewish newspapers indicates that religious issues, their 
associations and organizations, and the need to defend against antisemitism were 
of considerable signifi cance to the Jews of the Habsburg metropolis. Th is seems to 
imply that Viennese everyday life was not relevant to the city’s Jewish population. 
However, we must juxtapose this claim with evidence that they read and received 
general media. It suggests that Jews, at least a majority of them, exhibited con-
siderable interest in their social environment. Th ey did not live secluded in their 
own world, nor did they display indiff erence to events outside their immediate 
everyday milieu. And because Jews consumed general media, I argue that Jewish 
newspapers were able to concentrate their news coverage on those areas that the 
general press did not cover. At any rate, Viennese popular culture was not one 
of these areas. For this reason, historians who only analyze Jewish media in their 
research on the history of Viennese Jews fi nd little evidence of their involvement 
in popular cultural activities. Th is circumstance is likely to be one of the reasons 
why scholars have tended to neglect this topic in their studies.

Th e media consumption habits of Viennese Jews allow us to see that they were 
informed about current events and were familiar with social trends, standards of 
value, and intellectual ideas. Like non-Jews, they took interest in contemporary 
discourses and also helped shape them. And their everyday expectations may 
have been similar to those of non-Jews in many ways. Nevertheless, diff erences 
remained between them. Th ese diff erences manifested themselves in many ways 
and were not necessarily based on religion. We see one of these diff erences at the 
beginning of the twentieth century in the interpretation of cantor performances 
in Viennese synagogues, about which both Jewish and non-Jewish newspapers 
wrote. A comparison of respective reports reveals clear distinctions in the inter-
pretation of these performances.

Th e singing skills and performances of cantors have often inspired worshippers. 
But what traditional Jews perceived as a novelty in nineteenth-century Vienna, 
however, was the spectacular character associated with many such performances 
and the reactions of some worshippers who saw them only as entertainment, di-
vorced from any religious content. Some Jewish newspapers strongly condemned 
this development. Th ey warned that the synagogue would become a theater or 
concert hall and that many people would only attend to be entertained.115

Th is criticism was formulated, for example, on the occasion of the perfor-
mance of a Hungarian cantor in the Leop oldstadt Temple. Th e cantor in question 
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had originally applied for a position at the Otta kring Temple in the sixteenth 
district of Vienna and had been invited to deliver a trial presentation. He amazed 
the audience with his vocal virtuosity and was also invited to demonstrate his 
skills in the second municipal district. Th e sole deciding factor here was the 
cantor’s artistic ability, which is precisely how synagogue visitors perceived the 
performance. During the service, the audience members loudly expressed their 
approval and applauded the Hungarian guest.116

At times, the organizers contributed to worship services featuring an illustrious 
cantor being misunderstood as a special cultural event. Th is misunderstanding 
arose when they asked visitors for an entrance fee. Th e atmosphere during some 
cantor presentations was sometimes so exuberant that critics drew comparisons 
between these performances and ancient Roman spectacles.117 Announcements 
that well-known cantors were to sing attracted the masses, hence the comparsion 
with Rome. In response to this phenomenon, Die Wahrheit reported in 1900 
that “one [sees how] every Friday evening hundreds and thousands, not only 
from the lower classes, but also from the middle and upper classes, rush to the 
Leopoldstadt Temple . . . just in time to score a seat to enjoy the anticipated treat 
for the ears.”118

Jewish newspapers objected to how these special cantor appearances ostensibly 
neglected the religious dimension. Commentators criticized the tendency among 
audience members to understand these events merely as entertainment, com-
parable to theatrical and similar performances. By contrast, non-Jewish media 
viewed the cantor appearances as mere cultural events. We see this for example in 
an announcement in the entertainment section of the Neues Wiener Tagblatt from 
July 1901 advertising the Galician cantor Baru ch Schorr.119 In the opinion of Die 
Wahrheit, Schorr’s performance was thereby reduced to a mere leisure activity, 
one of many opportunities for amusement.

In the case of the cantor presentations, varying narratives collided. We can 
understand the diff erent approaches to reporting the same event as a Jewi sh/
non-Jewish struggle for the interpretation of cultural events. At the same time, 
we may also see it as further evidence of the coex istence between Jews and non-
Jews. Th e advertisement in the Neues Wiener Tagblatt may have addressed both 
Jewish and non-Jewish readers as potential audience members for cantor perfor-
mances. We know that non-Jews sometimes attended Jewish services in order to 
be edifi ed by the cantors’ singing, as was the case when Salo mon Sulzer appeared 
in the Vien nese City Temple.120

Th roughout this study, I analyze archival evidence related to numerous in-
terpretations of the same event or, as in the instance just discussed, I investigate 
how various newspaper articles portrayed the same occurrence. In particular, I 
investigate the question of whether we can or must interpret certain acts and 
occurrences as antisemitic or, on the other hand, as a characteristic of intimate 
Jewish and non-Jewish contact. In doing so, I demonstrate to what degree a par-

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY 4.0 license thanks to the support of Knowledge Unlatched.



Jews in Viennese Popular Culture around 1900 as Research Topic  |  37

ticular historical perspective can infl uence the assessment of Jewish–non-Jewish 
relationships and how controversial this assertion can in fact be.
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