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Introduction

Günter Berghaus

Do we seriously believe that we would have been immune?
(…) It has filled us with horror to realize all that man is capa-
ble of, and of which, therefore, we too are capable.(C .G. Jung,
Aufsätze zur Zeitgeschichte, Zurich 1946, p. 86)

Since the 1920s, an endless flow of studies has analysed the
political systems of fascism,1 the preconditions for the rise of

fascist parties, the marketing of their ideologies, the methods
employed in the seizure of power, the forms of executing author-
ity once the régimes had been established, and finally the atroci-
ties committed against the internal opposition and the wars
waged against enemy countries. 

Our image of fascism has been much influenced by the terror
systems imposed onto several European countries. Much less
attention has been given to the attraction fascism offered to mil-
lions of people and to the subtle strategies of persuasion employed
by the régimes to win over the masses to their cause. Political sci-
entists and historians have traditionally viewed fascist propa-
ganda as the key means of influencing public opinion. Only more
recently has the ‘fascination of fascism’ become a topic of enquiry.
This is where the function of this volume is located: to provide a
wide-ranging analysis of the rôles and functions played by theatre
and other performative means of expression in fascist States.

The fifteen essays presented in this volume are the outcome of
a collaborative and inter-disciplinary research project undertaken
by the universities of Bristol, Granada and Berlin. Our starting
point was a conference and a subsequent volume dealing with the
activities of theatre and film artists exiled from Nazi Germany.2 As
a follow on to this, I had planned to publish a collection of docu-
ments illustrating theatrical life in the Third Reich. However, at
the same time I was also undertaking research in Italy on the the-
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atre of the Mussolini régime and, struck by the similarities
between Fascist and Nazi theatre, I began to investigate the his-
tory of Spanish theatre during the Franco period.

Through a lucky coincidence at the time I had a visitor from
Granada, Blanca López Román, who introduced me to Antonio
Sánchez Trigueros, director of a Grupo de investigación de teoría
de la literatura y sus aplicaciones. In 1990, they invited me to
Spain to talk about my research on fascism and theatre, and from
then on a plan began to take shape: our intention was to gather an
international group of experts, who would produce a truly com-
parative and inter-disciplinary study on the politics and aesthetics
of performance in a number of countries governed by fascist or
para-fascist régimes.

My publisher, Marion Berghahn, was fully supportive of this
idea, and so began my long search for a dozen or so specialists,
who would possess more competence in these fields than I could
ever muster.

The general objective of our undertaking was outlined in my
first call for papers:

The aim of the project is to investigate a wide spectrum of theatri-
cal activities carried out in countries ruled by fascist régimes. The
main emphasis will be on those theatrical manifestations that were
organized by the State as part of their propaganda efforts. But
attention will also be paid to other forms of theatre which were
supported, condoned or simply tolerated by the State authorities,
but which did not necessarily express open support for the ideol-
ogy or politics of the government. The project is not in the first
instance concerned with fascist drama. This does not mean that lit-
erary aspects will be ignored, but contributors should focus pri-
marily on the performative aspects and processes of fascist theatre. 

The essays will examine all forms of theatre the contributors see
as being relevant for their enquiry: literary theatre, opera, dance,
mass spectacles, marches, rallies etc. Analysing the use of theatrical
performances for political purposes, detailed reference will be
made to:
• performative aspects such as acting, directing, choreography,

stage and costume design; 
• the physical characteristics of performance spaces - from play

and opera houses to sports stadia and open-air festival grounds;
• the internal organisation and management of theatrical institu-

tions; 
• the political strategies employed by the régimes and their trans-

formation into aesthetic language; 

2 Günter Berghaus
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• audience structures and the relationship between audiences and
theatrical institutions.

In June 1991, after a visit to Berlin, where Henning Rischbieter
had set up a research centre investigating ‘The Structural History
of German Theatre, 1933-1945’, and following consultations with
many other scholars in Europe and the United States, the research
group was formally set up. Contributors were invited to sum-
marise their past research and write a résumé of their current lines
of enquiry, which was then circulated to all members of the group.
In order to integrate the different aspects of the topic into a uni-
fied whole, and to arrive at a proper comparative study, a forum for
discussing the research carried out by individual scholars in their
respective areas of expertise was required. A symposium seemed
to be the best solution for such an exchange of ideas and for dis-
cussing the notion of a generic fascist theatre aesthetics. By exam-
ining the whole spectrum of theatrical manifestations in a number
of States with a varying degree of fascistisation we hoped to
arrive at a truly comparative analysis of performative phenomena
and establish which similarities and differences existed in the the-
atrical cultures of several countries during the fascist era. Diver-
gence of opinion amongst historians and political scientists on
fascist systems and doctrines had to be reflected, as well as the
major political and cultural differences between the countries
under investigation. 

No attempt has been undertaken to impose a monolithic view
on contributors as to what qualifies to be designated ‘fascist’. The
problematic nature of the term is highlighted in the first contri-
bution to this volume, written by Roger Griffin. An entirely dif-
ferent, and much wider, concept of fascism is employed in
Reinhard Kühnl’s essay. Both authors represent major schools of
thinking with regard to fascist systems, but this, of course, is not
to imply that other approaches to the study of fascism and the
rôle of culture in fascist countries were disregarded or underval-
ued in our discussions. Different approaches are reflected in other
contributions to this volume, which not only address fascist the-
atre in its ‘classic’ form, but also fascist performances in non-fas-
cist countries and non-fascist performances in fascist countries.
Although the key focus of this book is Fascist Italy and Nazi Ger-
many, the hybrid cases of Spain and France are also included,
partly because such borderline cases can sharpen our instrumen-
tation of analysis, partly because they help to clarify the criteria of

Introduction 3
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what qualifies to be designated ‘fascist’ (see, especially, Sultana
Wahnón’s contribution).

For reasons described below, our investigations concentrated
on the period from 1925 to 1945, when fascist movements had a
major impact on European history and developed a performative
aesthetics to propagate their political aims and to influence public
opinion. The roots of these symbolic forms of representation in
preceding cultures, and their impact on post-war society could
only be given cursory treatment. Again, different approaches to
the study of these wider-ranging phenomena have been taken by
scholars from a variety of disciplines. The essay I have contributed
to this collection focuses on one aspect, the ritual core of fascist
theatre, and how the relatively new discipline of theatre anthro-
pology may offer possible explanations for the pervasive use of
ritualistic modes of performance in fascist States. I have incorpo-
rated some references to the older, psychoanalytic, understanding
of ritualism as far as it seemed relevant to our study of fascist reac-
tions to situations of crisis. However, any in-depth discussion or
critical assessment of the psychological literature dealing with the
‘fascist mind’ falls outside the scope of this contribution. Here, as
well as in the other fourteen contributions, the emphasis is on per-
formative processes. Related phenomena in the other arts, in the
various branches of popular culture, and in political propaganda
via the printed media have found treatment in other studies, a
selection of which can be found listed in the bibliography at the
end of this volume. 

The ‘theatricality’ of the public displays in fascist States has
always startled observers. Therefore it hardly needs justification to
devote a volume of studies to this phenomenon. Rather, it is aston-
ishing that more historians have not devoted their attention to it,
or at least not in an interdisciplinary, comparative fashion. Critical
opinion may vary as to whether theatre and ritual performances
were central to the functioning of fascist systems, or must be
regarded as an epi-phenomenon secondary to the military execu-
tion of power. There can, however, be no doubt that even within a
dominant framework of economic, social and political coercion
some effective means of persuasion and soliciting consent had to
be found and that these aesthetic and political forms of propa-
ganda played a significant rôle in the fascist State.

It appears to be a typical trait of fascist régimes that they sought
to translate their political creeds into a theatrical language that
drew heavily on the traditions of ritual and mysticism. Theatre as

4 Günter Berghaus
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a symbolic expression of fascist ideology made use of performative
conventions derived from religious and secular sources. Like all
ritual theatre, it had the function of offering a healing power, or
katharsis, in a moment of crisis - in this instance, a perceived
national crisis - and to communicate a binding belief system to the
participants. Theatre, because of its immediacy, touches a deeply
irrational core that no other form of propaganda can reach. It con-
veys political messages in an overtly non-political form. In addi-
tion, it provides the participant with an experience of the self in
communion with others, all of whom are potential subscribers to
the presented belief system. Therefore, fascist theatre could fulfil
the function of leading the spectator out of the everyday sphere
and away from the realities of an alienated existence in societies
undergoing major structural crises in the aftermath of the First
World War, in order to bind the community in an emotionally elat-
ing experience that transcended class divisions, political divergen-
cies, individualism, uprooted existence in a modern metropolis,
and so on.

Mobilising mass audiences and manipulating the emotional
impact generated by the event for political purposes seems to be a
common trait of fascist theatre in all countries. 

However, what requires detailed study are the aesthetic forms
employed in these spectacles and the performative traditions on
which they draw. Since they differed from country to country,
extensive investigation of the full range of theatrical modes of
expression and performative circumstances is required before
they can be compared country by country and related to the polit-
ical systems that generated them.

This was exactly the task the eighteen participants in this project
had set themselves when, in February 1993, they gathered in the
splendid surroundings of the Universidad Euroárabe in Granada. 

The resurgence of neo-fascist movements in many European
countries gave the conference a contemporary relevance, which
was repeatedly referred to in the papers. The topic of the sympo-
sium was, moreover, of special significance in Spain. The country
has only fairly recently emerged from the Francoist ashes, and
there still prevails a pronounced reluctance to conduct a full inves-
tigation of the past. Too many turncoats are still in positions of
power and influence and, understandably, offer resistance to hav-
ing their ‘dirty linen’ displayed in public.

Research on the rôle of theatre in Franco-Spain and the influ-
ence of the fascist Falange on the performing arts of the country is

Introduction 5
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still in its nascent phase. The very existence of a fascist cultural
policy and theatrical practice has been repeatedly negated; docu-
ments have been destroyed, and access to archival material is
often restricted. Antonio Sánchez Trigueros, who was the Spanish
secretary of this symposium, reported on many incidences of how
the work of his research group had been impeded for clearly polit-
ical motives. Therefore, it is not astonishing that the symposium
provoked considerable interest, not just within the confines of the
academic community.3

Although the papers given at the conference addressed histor-
ical phenomena, the resurgence of a New Right in Europe, with
the accompanying acts of violence and murder, again revealed
that fascism is not a closed chapter. Moreover, the permutations of
fascist theatre are far from exhausted. I have been able to witness,
for example, productions of the national-socialist avant-garde co-
operative ‘Neue Slowenische Kunst’ and was shocked to see how
young audiences - utterly unaware of the political convictions of
the group - enthusiastically submitted to the emotional power of
the performances. A year later, I produced an up-dated version of
Brecht’s anti-fascist drama Turandot and chose the music of the
neo-fascist group ‘Laibach’ to characterise the enormous attraction
exercised by the Hitler-figure in the play, the political gangster
Gogher Gogh. The younger members of the audience in particular
were sucked into the emotional drive of the performance, until the
production made them realise what, unintentionally, they were
identifying with. 

Fascist theatre of the 1990s, it seems to me, no longer takes the
concrete forms that were discussed at our symposium and are
now presented in the essays of this volume. However, by compar-
ing a variety of historical forms and distilling their performative
substance, we can arrive at an analytical perspective on historical
and contemporary developments. Modern youth culture is offering
a whole range of expressive forms that can be used and exploited
for political purposes. One only has to visit the heavy-metal stage
performances of Neo-fascist rock groups such as ‘Böhse Onkelz’,
‘Radikahl’ or ‘Endsieg’, or the open-air celebrations in Italian Hob-
bit camps run by the ‘alternative’ Right linked to Pino Rauti and
the neo-fascist MSI, and one can observe the metamorphoses of
fascist theatre in response to changing audiences and their socio-
political concerns.

Moreover, the most recent political developments in Germany
and Italy, and to some extent also in the post-Communist coun-
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tries of Eastern Europe, indicate that neo-fascism is a well-and-
truly living force even at the end of the twentieth century. The
international community has been shocked by the spectacular
murders of ‘guest-workers’ in Rostock, Mölln and Solingen. The
statistics of the increase in racist attacks in Germany (3,300 alone
in the first half of the year 1993, compared to 1,300 in 1992) offer
clear evidence that these widely reported occurrences are not iso-
lated incidents. Similarly, attacks on refugees and migrant work-
ers in Italy can be linked to the phenomenal success of the MSI in
the communal elections of November 1993. The Duce’s grand-
daughter, Alessandra Mussolini, won 31.1 per cent of the votes in
Naples, which was no exceptional result, but compared well with
the Party’s support in Rome (30.8 per cent) and other cities. It is
still too early to predict if Shirinovskij’s ultra-nationalist pro-
gramme, which led him to gain 23.5 per cent of the votes for the
Russian Parliament in December 1993, was a transitory phenome-
non or is going to escalate into a neo-fascist danger coming from
the East. There can be no doubt that the economic crisis of the
early 1990s has led to a resurgence of phenomena that bear a close
resemblance to the fascist mass movements resulting from the
acute hardships endured during the early and the late 1920s.

A volume such as this is therefore a timely reminder that the
study of history is of topical relevance to contemporary develop-
ments in the political and social fields. Art is not detached from
the society that produces it, but rather it reflects and shapes pub-
lic consciousness. Theatre has proved to be an important instru-
ment for fascist movements of the past. Just as their political
ideologies have re-occurred in a developed industrial world, so
have the performing arts supporting them, albeit under new
guises. I hope that this volume sharpens our understanding of
what constitutes the performance aesthetics of fascist movements
and how, under different historical circumstances, they can re-
appear in modified form.

Some readers may reproach me for not having included any
papers on these more recent phenomena in this volume. Unfortu-
nately, these, as well as several other relevant topics, were
excluded not by design, but coincidence. I partly take the blame
for not having approached the right people to cover the contem-
porary developments in fascist or proto/para-fascist theatre. But
what was offered to me - in draft form - was not promising in
terms of scholarly acumen or simply did not fit into the frame-
work (methodological or thematic) of our project. I regret not hav-

Introduction 7

Berghaus Introd.qxd  1/9/09  5:15 PM  Page 7



ing pursued other routes to find better contributors knowledgable
in theatre and performance studies as well as contemporary right-
wing politics. But time was pressing, and in the end an imperfect,
but hopefully inspiring volume on the politics and aesthetics of
fascism and theatre in their classic form has resulted. May it
encourage other scholars to bring it up to date by analysing the
corresponding phenomena in the late twentieth century!

I have, however, no guilty conscience when faced with the
question: where are the promised analyses of theatre perfor-
mances in fascist States? In order to compile this volume of essays,
I had to approach scholars in many disciplines. Those who are
knowledgable in fascist theatre are not necessary professors of
theatre studies. And even within this discipline, the methodology
of performance analysis is still underdeveloped. This certainly is
one reason why my exhortations for more detailed analyses of
performative processes did not find the response I had hoped for.
Another explanation for this shortcoming is that we are dealing
here with transitory phenomena that were badly documented in
the first place. Theatre critics at the time did not provide analyti-
cal write-ups of the shows they saw; directors and designers did
not keep sketch or prompt-books of productions they regarded as
politically compromising; photographic records are not easily
available and are often scarce for the ‘fascist years’ in a given the-
atre’s history. Finally, professional theatre scholars of the post-war
period did not extract enough verbal information from the actors
involved in fascist theatre. As Bettina Schültke points out in her
essay for this volume, they often had their own reasons for keep-
ing quiet about the preceding decade and preventing younger
scholars from turning over stones of the past.

For all these reasons, this volume is – I regret to say – incom-
plete in its coverage of the subject matter indicated on the title
page. Critical judgement should take into account that this is the
first book of its kind that attempts a comparative and inter-disci-
plinary analysis of fascist theatre. Our undertaking is only a first
step in the direction of a comprehensive examination of theatrical
and performative phenomena in support of fascist movements.
The field is still open to further research!

Attempt has been made to render this collection of essays
equally interesting to political historians and theatre historians.
Specialists in the one or the other field may find certain par-
agraphs going over familiar ground. However, the context of
adjacent chapters may bring a different perspective to these

8 Günter Berghaus
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phenomena, and the overall balance of contributions with their
many inter-connections and cross-references will produce, we
hope, new insights also into some well-known matter.

I wish, at this point, to express my warm thanks to the many
scholars who responded to my initial call for papers. I received
valuable advice and help in finding the authors presented in this
volume. Unfortunately, the areas of dance and theatre architec-
ture could not be covered, despite my long search for qualified
specialists to write on them. Other papers that had been promised
never materialised, and some collaborators - due to pressure of
other projects - had to withdraw at a relatively late stage. I am
extremely grateful to colleagues who, in some cases at very short
notice, agreed to produce an essay for this book or to incorporate
new aspects, discovered during our discussions in Granada, into
their contributions. 

All collaborators showed exemplary patience when confronted
with my endless flow of queries, emendations and suggestions at
the final editorial stage. Needless to say, all essays went through
various draft stages and were often considerably re-written in the
light of comments received from me and other collaborators,
sometimes changing in scope and focus. I am most grateful to the
authors’ constructive response to these criticisms and suggestions.

Finally, acknowledgement must be given to the translators,
who extended their services far beyond their call of duty (and
remuneration). Carmen Vadivia Campos and her colleagues pro-
vided an excellent simultaneous interpretation service in six lan-
guages during our conference in Granada. Ian MacCandless
operated as secretario adjunto throughout this project, translating
essays, letters, documents, organising meetings, providing hospi-
tality, building communication bridges between three universities
that - even in the age of fax and e-mail - sometimes seemed to exist
on two different planets.

Where though, would idealism and scholarship lead, if they
were not supported by appropriate funding? Therefore, we are
much obliged for the financial assistance received from the Uni-
versity of Granada, the Regional Government of Andalusia, the
Spanish Ministry of Education and Science, the Asociación
Andaluza de Semiótica, the Goethe Institut, the Alliance
Française, the British Council, the British Academy, and the Uni-
versity of Bristol.
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NOTES
1. Throughout this volume distinction will be made between generic fascism

(spelled with a lower case) and Italian Fascism (with a capital F).
2. See Günter Berghaus (ed.), Theatre and Film in Exile: German Artists in Great

Britain, 1933-45, Oxford, 1989.
3. See the report published in The Drama Review, vol. 37, no. 3 (T139), Fall 1993,

pp. 13-15.
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1
Staging the Nation’s Rebirth

The Politics and Aesthetics of Performance 
in the Context of Fascist Studies

Roger Griffin

Generic fascism

Those who are reading this volume with the trained eye of the
historian, and in particular the reader with an interest in the

history of the theatre, may be disconcerted to encounter a chapter
such as this, which unashamedly applies theoretical perspectives
drawn from the social sciences in treating fascism as a generic
phenomenon. However, the need for such a chapter is made press-
ing by the fact that, with the possible exception of ‘ideology’, there
can be no term in the political lexicon which has generated more
conflicting theories about its basic definition than ‘fascism’. Thus,
a work such as this which attempts to throw light on an aspect of
it in a comparative perspective, must offer at least a working def-
inition so as to provide a rationale for inclusions and omissions.
This chapter sets out to offer such a working definition, but also to
go beyond this by elaborating an approach which, hopefully, illu-
minates the central subject under discussion, namely the theatri-
cality intrinsic to fascism as a political ideology.

My main contributions to the tangled debate over how best to
approach fascism as a generic phenomenon have been a new
model (‘ideal type’) of fascism constructed and applied to a
number of its aspects in The Nature of Fascism,1 and the primary
source reader Fascism2 which provides extensive empirical
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underpinning to that model. The definition of the ‘fascist mini-
mum’ which the latter offers while corroborating widely shared
‘common sense’ perceptions of the subject, has two distinctive
features: extreme concision (fascism is defined in a single sen-
tence, albeit one which requires considerable ‘unpacking’ before
it is intelligible), and a central emphasis on the mythic dimen-
sion of fascism as a key to its underlying ideological coherence
and causal dynamics. Moreover, its premise is the obvious, but
still relatively unusual one of treating fascism on a par with
other political ideologies such as liberalism, socialism, imperial-
ism or ecologism (all of which pose intrinsic definitional prob-
lems of their own), namely by defining it in terms of the vision
(utopia) of the ideal society which determines its critique of the
status quo.

To be more precise, the genus ‘fascism’ is assumed to be defin-
able in terms of the core myth which is common to its different
permutations, and which underlies its diagnosis of, and remedy
for, the social and political ‘crisis’ of the present order of society.
There is an almost total consensus among experts over the crucial
rôle played by ‘illiberal’ or ‘integral’ nationalism in fascism. There
is also agreement among a number of them that, rather than
being a reactionary or conservative force, fascism aspired to cre-
ate a revolutionary new order. Artificially forged into a single
concept by the faculty of ‘idealising abstraction’, these two ele-
ments produce a new ideal type of the fascist minimum. When
applied to Fascism the conceptual framework thus created reveals
the structural link between the different, and in many respects
conflicting, currents of political activism (Futurism, revolutionary
syndicalism, the nationalism of the National Italian Association
etc.) and the political careers of individual ideologues and activists
(e.g. Gentile, Bottai) which formed an uneasy alliance within
Mussolini’s régime. The same core myth of revolutionary nation-
alism (though inevitably articulated through historical and sym-
bolic discourses peculiar to the national culture in question) can
also be shown to lie at the heart of the propaganda, policies, and
social dynamics of other movements and one régime widely asso-
ciated with fascism (e.g. the Falange, British Union of Fascists, the
Iron Guard, the Third Reich), but not all (e.g. Peronism, Fran-
quism, Vichy France).

How are we to characterise the core myth of generic fascism
which results from the fusion of a revolutionary project with anti-
liberal but populist nationalism? It can be expressed in a single

12 Roger Griffin
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binomial term, albeit an initially cryptic one: ‘palingenetic ultra-
nationalism’. ‘Palingenetic’ refers to the myth of ‘rebirth’ or
‘regeneration’ (the literal meaning of ‘palingenesis’ in Greek).
Clearly, the triumph of a new life over decadence and decay, the
imminent rebirth from literal or figurative death, is a theme so
universal within manifestations of the human religious, artistic,
emotional and social imagination throughout history, that it is in
itself inadequate to define a political ideology. For example, the
faith in the possibility of regeneration from a present condition
perceived as played out or no longer tolerable, is arguably the
affective driving force behind all revolutionary ideologies, be they
communist, anarchist, or ‘dark green’ (or even liberal, as a study
of the speeches of the leading French Revolutionaries such as
Saint-Just or Robespierre shows3). The adjective ‘palingenetic’
first acquires a definitional function when it is combined with the
historically quite recent and culture-specific phenomenon of
‘nationalism’, and only when this takes a radically anti-liberal
stance to become ultra-nationalism.4

Fascism thus emerges when populist ultra-nationalism com-
bines with the myth of a radical crusade against decadence and for
renewal in every sphere of national life. The result is an ideology
which operates as a mythic force celebrating the unity and sover-
eignty of the whole people (except, of course, for those considered
its internal enemies) in a specifically anti-liberal, and anti-Marxist
sense. It is also anti-conservative, for, even when the mythic values
of the nation’s history or prehistory are celebrated, as in German
völkisch thought, the stress is on living out ‘eternal’ values in a new
society. The hallmark of the fascist mentality is the sense of living
at the watershed between two ages and of being engaged in the
frontline of the battle to overcome degeneration through the cre-
ation of a rejuvenated national community, an event presaged by
the appearance of a new ‘man’ embodying the qualities of the
redeemed nation.5

The ideal type of fascism presented here boils down to the fol-
lowing thesis: what all permutations of fascism have in common
(i.e. the ‘fascist minimum’) is that their ideology, policies, and any
organisations formed to implement them, are informed by a dis-
tinctive permutation of the myth that the nation needs to be, or is
about to be, resurrected Phoenix-like from the forces of deca-
dence, which, without drastic intervention by the forces of healthy
nationalism, threaten to extinguish it for ever. Thus, when in an
overtly anti-liberal and anti-socialist spirit the Fascists celebrated

Staging the Nation’s Rebirth 13

Berghaus Ch 1.qxd  1/9/09  5:17 PM  Page 13



the creation of a Third Rome, the Nazis believed they were found-
ing a New (national and European) Order, Mosley promoted the
idea of the Greater Britain, or Codreanu looked forward to the
appearance of the Romanian New Man, all were being true to the
core mobilising myth of fascism. In their idiosyncratic way they all
invoked elements of ‘traditional’ values, but did so not to create a
modern form of ancien régime based on the traditional ruling élites
and institutions, but to inaugurate a new era for the nation in
which even the common man (though rarely the common  woman)
could form part of the élite charged with the mission to combat
national decay.

The implications of this definition for the dynamics 
of fascism

To conceive fascism as a ‘palingenetic form of ultra-nationalism’
has a number of consequences for the way its dynamics are
approached which have been spelt out elsewhere.6 The aspects
most relevant to the study of fascist theatre are as follows.

Fascism as a modernising ideology 
Far from being a form of anti-modernism, cultural pessimism,
nihilism, or ‘resistance to transcendence’,7 fascism is born pre-
cisely of a human need for a sense of transcendence, cultural
optimism, and higher truths compatible with the forces of mod-
ernisation.8 It offers to its followers not the prospect of returning
to the idyll of a pre-modern society with its dynastic hierarchy
and religious world-view intact, but rather of advancing towards
a new order, one consonant with the dynamism of the modern
world, yet able to purge it of the social, political, economic and
spiritual malaise which liberal and socialist versions of mod-
ernisation have purportedly brought about. In particular, the
regenerated national community promises to overcome the root-
lessness and chaos, the anomie, attributed to the breakdown of
traditional community, cosmology and hierarchy under the
impact of secularisation, materialism, pluralism, massification
and industrialisation. It claims to do so by offering a new
dynamic source of rootedness, community and hierarchy based
on the organic nation, and many forms of it actively embrace
modern technology and industrial civilisation, though only if
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integrated into a cohesive socio-economic order consistent with
the needs of the nation. 

Fascism as a tendentially charismatic form of politics
In the inter-war period at least, fascism specifically repudiates the
rationalist and political tradition of the Enlightenment, and in par-
ticular the principles of universal human rights, egalitarianism,
methodological scepticism, pluralism, tolerance and individual
responsibility. Indeed, it encourages the individual to subsume
his or her personality unquestioningly but willingly within the
greater whole of the national community caught in the throes of
its transition to a new order, and so participate in the special his-
torical destiny allotted to it. By a similar token it rejects all forms
of socialism, whether as a revolutionary or reformist force, which
promote the concepts of materialism, internationalism, or equality,
because they are held to undermine a ‘healthy’ national identity
and the new hierarchy which is to accompany it. Some forms of
fascism do, however, claim to represent a ‘national’ form of social-
ism whose task is to destroy capitalist values (though not all its
institutions) and abolish class distinctions (though not hierarchy
as such). In both cases, fascism thus rejects what Max Weber called
the ‘legal-rational’ concepts of authority. 

Being both anti-traditionalist and anti-rational fascism, with
few exceptions, manifests itself as a charismatic form of political
ideology. This aspect expresses itself in inter-war fascism’s drive
to replace all genuine freedom of opinion and all democratic
processes based on individual consciousness by a ‘permanent rev-
olution’ founded on ritualised authority and an elaborate civic
liturgy sometimes referred to as a ‘civic’ or ‘political’ religion,9 the
most well-known manifestation of which is the leader cult. Fas-
cism therefore operates as an identificatory ideology, encouraging
total symbiosis with the ideological community (as opposed to an
integrative ideology, which liberalism and socialism are in theory,
encouraging individual conscience, a spirit of inquiry and the tol-
erance of difference).10 

Fascism as an élitist form of populist nationalism
In principle fascism offers solutions to three central problems of
modern society: 1) the socio-political integration of the masses
into society; 2) the need for a pervasive, all-embracing sense of
personal identity and values; 3) the need for political institutions
which create order and authority. It does so by creating a new
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type of nationalism which is neither the anti-democratic kind
promoted by traditional (aristocratic or restorationist) conserva-
tives, or modernising ones (e.g. post-monarchist royalists, anti-
liberal political Catholics, militarists), nor the populist variety
associated with the liberal revolutions of the eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries. It is a nationalism with a populist, revolutionary,
hierarchic, and charismatic thrust, bent on replacing the ‘horizon-
tal’ democracy of the early French Revolution with a ‘vertical’
democracy based on the spontaneous emergence of a new élite, a
new meritocratic aristocracy headed by an inspired leader. In a
sense, then, fascism fuses the hierarchic elements of ancien régime
absolutism with the democratic dynamic of revolutionary liberal-
ism and socialism. It promotes the vision of a new state, a new
leadership, a new political and economic order born of a revolu-
tionary movement (and not a mere ‘party’) arising from within the
people itself. 

The ultimate goal of fascism: the creation of a charismatic
national community
It follows from the above that the fundamental aim of any régime
based upon fascism must be to bring about the rebirth of the
national community. This involves the creation of the post-liberal
and anti-Marxist ‘new man’ imbued with the vitalistic, heroic ethic
which is presented as the polar opposite of the decadence encour-
aged by a ‘materialistic’ liberal or socialist society. The institutional
implications of this programme are a series of structural changes
designed to replace the rampant pluralism of liberalism with a
structure sufficiently cohesive and centralised for ideological uni-
formity to be imposed on every aspect of society. This logically
involves such measures as the abolition of liberal institutions
(political parties, trade unions, basic freedoms, the separation of
powers), the creation of single party State, the reshaping of the
system of justice, the drafting of new laws of citizenship and
nationality and the restructuring of economic institutions. Owing
to its charismatic and hierarchical nature, a fascist régime naturally
tends towards the introduction of the leader principle and the glo-
rification of youth as the raw material of a heroic new generation.
The fact that fascism emerged in the wake of the First World War
also led to its bid to militarise civic society, as well as to celebrate
the front-line soldier as a role model for the regenerated national
community, because of his readiness to submit willingly to disci-
pline and to sacrifice himself to a higher cause. 
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Apart from an extensive co-ordination and regimentation of
society, a fascist régime has to resort to a centralised programme of
social engineering, in order to encourage the conversion of the
mass of the population to the palingenetic world-view which orig-
inally fuelled what started out as an ‘extra-systemic’ movement of
a minority. In practice this means propaganda on a massive scale,
the radical overhaul of education and academic life, and the
reshaping of cultural life both at the level of ‘high art’ and of pop-
ular culture and leisure. Given the irreducibly pluralistic nature of
modern society and the need to persecute alleged ‘natural’ ene-
mies of the regenerated nation, ‘actually existing’ fascism also
requires the creation of a terror apparatus to deter and punish
deviation from the official world-view. Within the fascist mind-set,
however, the apparent ‘nihilism’ of its persecutions, purges and
violence are seen as the ‘cathartic’ destruction necessary as a pre-
lude for any act of reconstruction and regeneration.

The ‘totalitarian’ thrust of the fascist revolution
Clearly, the régime described has every hallmark of a totalitarian
one. Even so, an important consequence of fascism’s nature as a
revolutionary, populist and charismatic form of nationalism, is
that a régime based on it does not try to regiment the masses sim-
ply in order to control them. Rather it does so as part of an elabo-
rate attempt to bring about what is conceived as a positive,
life-asserting, transformation of how they experience everyday
reality and their place in history by enabling them to feel sponta-
neously an integral part of the nation and its ‘higher’ destiny. Not
all the masses can be involved in this project, however, because the
extreme emphasis which it places on enhancing national identity
means that liberal concepts of human rights and citizenship are
rejected, and nationality is redefined in exclusive historical, cul-
tural or ethnic categories, though not necessarily using criteria
derived from biological racism. The central emphasis on the affec-
tive and subjective sense of permanent revolution, of living
through a historical sea-change, of belonging to a supra-individ-
ual reality, leads to an all-pervasive use of myths, symbols and rit-
uals, designed to replace the primacy of individualism and reason
by a transcendental community and faith. Expressions of this are
the veneration of a mythicised version of national history, the
invention of new heroes, traditions and ceremonies, the celebra-
tion of national achievements in the spheres of social programmes,
technology, architecture and art, the cult of the leader, the myth of
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the New Man, and the infiltration of national symbolism (e.g. the
Fascist Lictor’s rod, the Nazi Swastika) into the most intimate
aspects of everyday life. 

The existence of only two fully fascist régimes
The consequences of applying our ideal type to comparative stud-
ies of inter-war régimes are fairly drastic. Of the scores of fascist
movements which arose, only two proved capable of seizing
power and hence set about implementing their myth of national
resurrection from decadence; namely Fascism and Nazism. A
handful of other fascist movements briefly formed governments,
but either in an alliance with more powerful conservative auto-
crats (e.g. the Iron Guard with Antonescu in Romania), or as pup-
pet régimes of the Nazis (e.g. Szálasi’s Arrow Cross under the SS
in Hungary), but none had the relative autonomy necessary to
carry out their palingenetic programmes. In contrast, Mussolini
and Hitler had sufficient autonomy to set about implementing
transformations in the spheres of education, culture, foreign pol-
icy, economics, and demographic policy. These, for all the differ-
ences in the specific nationalist myths underlying them, point to
radical attempts, not to restore past values or hold the fort against
social collapse, but to enter a new age based on the regenerated
national community endowed with a new hierarchy and with new
myths by which to live. However, even in these two cases the
translation of ideas into reality was a highly mediated and com-
promised process. 

Under both the Third Rome and the Third Reich, fascism was
forced into an alliance with conservative forces in order to gain
and hold power, and there were from the outset several rival cur-
rents of fascism at work, all jostling to impose their vision of the
new order on official policy-making. Also, the practical problems
of creating a homogeneous national community out of a highly
pluralistic modern nation-state meant that, in glaring contrast
with the official propaganda of a totally co-ordinated régime, both
countries remained polycentric and heterogeneous. In addition,
even if the two leaderships had formulated a coherent vision of
the ideal fascist order, their commitment to expansionist schemes
of foreign conquest meant that the stability and colossal resources
necessary for its full implementation never existed and never
could have existed. Everything in the history of the two régimes,
then, points to the gulf between Utopia and reality.
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Meanwhile, to a greater or lesser extent, a number of autocratic
conservative régimes deliberately aped some of the superficial
aspects of the Fascist and Nazi apparatus and style of power (e.g.
single party, youth movement, leader cult, corporatist economics,
secret police, State terror, rhetorical commitment to a new State or
new era). Portugal, Austria, Greece, Slovakia, Hungary, Bulgaria,
Romania, the Baltic States, all provide examples of this Ersatz fas-
cism, or what might be termed ‘para-fascism’. Two other exam-
ples are provided by régimes covered in this volume; Franco’s
Spain and Vichy France. In all of these cases, although the façade
of national regeneration was maintained, the State, as the repre-
sentative of the interests of the traditional ruling hierarchy,
repressed rather than encouraged those aspects of fascism which
it rightly saw as threatening to its interests. These included the
mobilisation of populist nationalism, the emergence of new élites
through a genuine social revolution, or the diffusion of a heroic,
tendentially pagan world-view incompatible with the strictures of
Christian orthodoxy. This was done either by banning or repress-
ing a genuine fascist movement (Chile, Brazil, Portugal), co-opt-
ing or marginalising it (Spain, Vichy France), or a mixture of both
(Romania, Austria). 

Implications of this ideal type for the study of 
‘Fascism and Theatre’

It should be clear from the above that the acceptance of ‘palin-
genetic ultra-nationalism’ as the definitional basis of fascism has
major implications for a study of the theatrical culture in inter-war
Europe. First, it means that only Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany
provide case-studies in institutionalised theatrical practice under
fascism, although there are a number of para-fascist régimes with
theatrical traditions worth considering for comparative purposes.
Indeed, the comparison offered by this book of the theatrical cul-
ture of the two genuinely fascist régimes with that of two para-fas-
cist ones, Spain and Vichy France, provides some illuminating
insights into the points of convergence between these two distinct
types of political system, as well as the ideological gulf which sep-
arates them. 

Second, the ideal type proposed throws into relief a defining
trait of any theatrical practice which is consonant with fascist ide-
ology, namely that it should set out to promote the rebirth of the
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national community (often symbolised in the experience of a rep-
resentative individual) from the alleged decadence of liberal and
socialist society in a spirit which goes beyond any purely conserv-
ative or restorationist goals. In fact, the predominance of the ‘posi-
tive’ palingenetic thrust of fascist myth over a ‘nihilistic’
anti-dimension (which is something all ideologies have as a corol-
lary of their positive ideals, even liberalism) is corroborated by sev-
eral scholars who have specialised in the theatre in Fascist Italy or
Nazi Germany with no concern for the debate over generic fas-
cism. For example, Pietro Cavallo sampled some of the 18,500
scripts voluntarily submitted for approval to the Theatre Censor-
ship Office of the Ministry of Popular Culture in Rome between
1931 and 1943. He concluded that the basic scheme of these unso-
licited (and therefore not in any straight-forward sense propagan-
distic) Fascist dramas is in essence ‘an initiatic journey, of varying
duration and involving various trials and tribulations. As in rites de
passage, the new status is represented by entering a new experience
of life(…) The progress towards fascism thus becomes – and I cite
the linguistic terms which recur most frequently in the titles  – the
journey towards a “rebirth”, towards the dawn of a new day.’11

Similarly Klaus Vondung, in his exhaustive investigation of the
cultic aspects of Nazism, argues that central to Nazi theatrical pro-
jects in the narrowest and widest sense was ‘metastatic faith’, a
phrase which clearly corresponds closely to what I term ‘palin-
genetic myth’, since it expresses itself in the belief in the imminent
transformation of ‘the old world into a new one’. He quotes the
example of how Nazi liturgical drama transfigured Hitler ’s
abortive putsch of November 1923 into an ‘act of redemption’,
which had ‘brought about a metastasis’: ‘the “old” world was thus
“over”, life had only now become truly real, while life before the
metastatic event and the lives of those who have not responded to
the new revelation, appears insubstantial and in the deepest sense
of the word, not “real”’.12

Vondung goes on to show that translated into political terms
this meant that all citizens of the new Germany were encouraged
to experience transcendence of individual death through the per-
manent revolution taking place in national life. Because of the cen-
tral stress in Nazism on the spiritual nature of the battle between
‘health’ and ‘degeneracy’, it was a revolution which was in many
respects more subjective than objective, just as one of the major
scholars of Nazism, Ian Kershaw, maintains.13 Symptomatic of this
core theme is the recurrent topos in Nazi theatre of renovation,
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renewal, rebirth (Neugeburt, literally ‘new birth’). One example
from the hundreds quoted by Vondung is a choral poem written
for public performance in the Third Reich entitled ‘The New City’,
which contains such lines as ‘Thus everything new grows out of
the new earth, The new human beings just like the new walls’.14 It
is precisely this theme of total renewal, rather than just the healing
of the nation through the return to traditional values, which is
missing from para-fascist theatre. 

The role of the theatre in the creation of the 
new fascist man
It is the thesis of this chapter, then, that a truly fascist theatrical
theory or practice will express itself in a central preoccupation
with the victory over decadence by youthful new forces and the
resulting birth of a new national community made up of a new
type of ‘man’. If it lacks these definitional elements it is not ideo-
logically fascist. However, nothing in fascist studies is so straight-
forward. Even if this ideal type, with its built-in discriminating
and simplifying function, is adopted, two factors complicate its
application. Firstly, a para-fascist régime may well accommodate
genuine fascists, who have projected onto it their own anti-conser-
vative, radically palingenetic vision of a new order, some of whom
may well promote cultural initiatives designed to forge a new
national community from below as well as from above. Giménez
Caballero is an outstanding example in Franco’s Spain, and the
attempts by the theatre director and theorist Jacques Copeau to
foster a théâtre populaire which would act as a source of ‘union and
regeneration’ likewise went some way beyond Vichy’s ultimately
reactionary programme.15 What further complicates analyses of
Fascism is that in Italy the reverse is equally true: it was heavily
compromised by collusion with conservative forces (Church,
army, monarchy, reactionary bourgeoisie) who continued to make
their presence felt in the cultural sphere. Moreover, under Mus-
solini censorship was relatively lax, so that even after 1925 con-
siderable pockets of cultural pluralism persisted which were
unimaginable under Hitler. As a result, ‘theatre under Fascism’
was only to a limited extent ‘fascist theatre’.

Another complicating factor is that both Fascism and Nazism
suffered the fate of all revolutions: once they had seized power,
the new régime they installed had to normalise everyday life for
the ‘people’ as much as possible. This led to a paradoxical situa-
tion. A recurrent theme of State rhetoric was the imminent appear-
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ance of the heroic ‘New Man’, whose private existence would be
totally subsumed within the higher organism of the national com-
munity. However, even in the public sphere considerable pockets
of apolitical space remained available to people. In practice this
meant that ‘entertainment’ was as important an ingredient of
everyday life under Mussolini and Hitler as under any non-total-
itarian régime. In fact, it would be highly ingenuous to assume
that all art permitted under Mussolini or Hitler had an overt ide-
ological or propagandist function: it could be argued that pre-
cisely because the bulk of magazine articles, books in print, films,
radio broadcasts and plays were not overtly propagandist, the
radical fascistisation of the spheres of life crucial to the hegemony
of the régimes (institutions, news programmes, laws) could be
more effective. 

Thus, theatre under fascism in both countries continued to pro-
duce a large number of pre-fascist or non-fascist plays, whether
classical or essentially escapist, as long as no expressly anti-fascist
message could be read into them. It should be stressed that the
Nazis went far further than the Fascists in applying social engi-
neering to the arts: they devoted considerable energy to defining
what was aesthetically ‘decadent’ (and hence anti-fascist), to car-
rying out a systematic purge of such ‘cultural Bolshevism’, and to
encouraging a theatre practice designed to promote ‘healthy’
racial life. It is also worth bearing in mind that the New Rome and
the New Reich could no more be built in one day than the old
ones, and that inevitably there was a large degree of continuity
between pre-fascist and fascist culture in both countries, both at
the level of popular culture and of high art. Indeed, this continu-
ity too, was a vital component of the normalisation of the régimes
in the same way as the predominance of non-propagandistic art.16

Finally, it should not be forgotten that the theatre was then, even
more than now, a predominantly middle-class institution, while
the fascist revolution was both ideologically and sociologically17 a
trans-class rejection of liberalism, including the bourgeois ethos
(though not, of course, the institution of private property). The
daily consumption of radio broadcasts, newspapers, and mass-
circulation magazines were thus more central to fascist efforts in
social engineering than the performing arts.

Thus there are a number of structural factors which point to
the naïvety of assuming that even in a truly fascist régime the the-
atre would ever be transformed into a primary locus of total
mobilisation, or that every play which the authorities allowed to
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be staged was necessarily a vehicle of indoctrination or an exer-
cise in agit-prop. As with the cinema (a truly classless art form, to
which fascist élites were bound to pay closer attention, as a vehi-
cle for mass mobilisation or the normalisation of the régime, than
to the theatre), the precepts of the New Order were promoted as
much by the censorship of anti-fascist works as through the spon-
soring of pièces à thèse. In any case, much more comprehensive
and insidious exercises in winning hearts and minds were taking
place off-stage.

The locus of fascist theatrical culture: civic life

To restrict studies of the aesthetics and politics of performance
under fascism exclusively to what went on in public playhouses
would clearly be woefully inadequate. It would be like writing a
history of twentieth-century music which focused solely on con-
cert halls, ignoring the way social space has become ever more sat-
urated with pre-recorded non-classical music. In fact, one of the
most important consequences of the fascist dream of creating a
cohesive national State not only simultaneously democratic and
aristocratic but charismatic, was the pervasive aestheticisation of
politics.18 As alluded to earlier, this expressed itself in the contin-
ual creation of a cultic social environment, both in the forging of
‘sacred’ spaces, through monumental public building schemes,
and through the constant invention of public ceremonies and rit-
uals imbued with symbolic significance for the regeneration of the
national community, whether overtly political (party rallies, state
funerals for national ‘martyrs’), apparently apolitical (sporting
events, art exhibitions), or quasi-religious (harvest festivals, sol-
stice festivals, national feast days).

It is important to stress that the aestheticisation of politics
under fascism did not stem purely from the demand for effective
propaganda, as ‘totalitarianism’ theorists of structural-functional-
ist persuasion would have it. Instead, it resulted from a profound
confusion within the fascist mentality of the inner world of
Utopian longings, and of mythopoiea with the outer world of pol-
itics and history. This confusion is characteristic of all revolution-
ary movements: one only has to think of European millenar-
ianism,19 the French Revolution,20 the Russian Revolution21 or the
Hippy counter-culture.22 In this context, the transformation of
political life into a continuous display of civic liturgy, staged by
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the poet Gabriele D’Annunzio as self-appointed regent of Fiume
in 1920 can rightly be seen as a dress-rehearsal for what was to
come under Mussolini,23 but also as the first fully fledged expres-
sion of fascism in action. The most famous emblem of the syn-
thesis of Utopia, ideology, manufacture of consensus and aes-
thetic politics to produce a ‘political religion’ is perhaps Leni
Riefenstahl’s Triumph of the Will (significantly Goebbels wanted
the film withdrawn from cinemas because of its overtly propa-
gandistic nature). Fascist ideologues themselves sometimes drew
attention to the fusion of the aesthetic with the political so char-
acteristic of charismatic politics. Thus Degrelle described Hitler,
Mussolini and Codreanu as the ‘poets of revolution’,24 while José
Antonio declared that ‘peoples have never been moved by any-
one save poets, and woe to him who, before the poetry which
destroys, does not know how to summon up the poetry which
gives hope!’25

The recognition of the intimate link between fascism and an
aestheticised, (liturgic, religious, dramatic) style of politics is com-
mon to many of the leading experts in fascist studies. According to
George Mosse, the Futurist Marinetti’s declaration that the eco-
nomic hell of post-war Italy could be overcome by the staging of
innumerable artistic festivals ‘anticipates the success and function
of much of the political liturgy of European fascism’.26 Maria
Stone’s article on the Exhibition of the Fascist Revolution (which
attracted nearly three million visitors between 1932 and 1934)
argues that it aspired to ‘turn the fascist assumption of power into
a “public cult”’, and that ‘the ritualisation of the day on which fas-
cism took the reins of government tied the participant to the expe-
rience on an emotional level, using the mystification of the
historical event to create a common community’. Characteristi-
cally, she is prompted to use a theatrical metaphor to evoke fas-
cism’s aestheticised and charismatic style of politics, entitling her
article ‘Staging Fascism’.27 Another academic reaches for the same
metaphor in the analysis of the pervasively liturgic aspect of polit-
ical culture in the Third Reich, talking about the ‘stage-manage-
ment of National Socialism’.28 It thus seems only natural if in his
highly influential typological definition of generic fascism Stanley
Payne identifies as one of its traits ‘the emphasis on the aesthetic
structure of meetings, symbols, and political choreography, stress-
ing mystical and romantic aspects’.29

Perhaps Emilio Gentile best sums up this dimension of fascism,
as well as its intimate link with the myth of ‘palingenesis’ (Von-
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dung’s ‘metastasis’, or what he calls here ‘metanoia’) so central to
fascist ideology in Il culto del littorio, which explores the cult of the
Lictor’s rod or the fasces, the symbol of Mussolini’s New Italy. In
the conclusion to an exhaustive analysis of the pervasive political
aestheticisation and theatricalisation of public life under Fascism
to date, he suggests that:

… movements like Bolshevism, Fascism and Nazism have asserted
themselves as political religions and have intensified the sacral aura
that has always surrounded power, appropriating from religion the
function of defining the significance of life and the ultimate pur-
pose of existence. Political religions reproduce the typical structure
of traditional religions, articulated in the fundamental dimensions
of faith, myth, ritual and communion, and propose to bring about,
through the State and Party, a ‘metanoia’ of human nature out of
which shall come forth a regenerated ‘new man’, totally integrated
into the community.30

In short, fascism, if it can seize power, is able to remain true to
its core myth and legitimate itself only by generating an elaborate
civic liturgy (or a ‘civic’, ‘secular’ or ‘political’ religion) based on
the myth of imminent national rebirth. In the two cases where it
managed to conquer the State, it rapidly developed its own char-
acteristic rites and ceremonial, its own iconography and symbol-
ogy, its own semiotic discourse, aping (but only aping) any
established Church. It is in this context of a general ritualisation
and aestheticisation of political culture, shot through with palin-
genetic myth, that a new order was being born that the perform-
ing arts under fascism are to be studied.

The place of theatrical studies within fascist studies

It should be clear by now that the title of this paper, ‘the staging of
the fascist revolution’, does not imply that the sense of participat-
ing in a benign revolution which both the Fascist and Nazi régime
induced in so many of their subjects is to be dismissed as an elab-
orate piece of illusion, as when an audience is carried away by a
skilfully staged open-air rock concert. To analyse dispassionately
the experience of national revolution which fascism succeeded in
conjuring up in its most ardent followers does not imply the
absence of deeply held ideological convictions on the part of those
responsible, any more than an analysis of the semiotics of faith in
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medieval Christian society would cast doubt on the convictions
held in the Vatican (which, after all, bequeathed to the world the
very term ‘propaganda’). The ‘myth’ of fascism can only be per-
ceived as such from outside, and the mechanics of the illusions it
generated are transparent only to the agnostic. There is good evi-
dence, for example, that Mussolini and Hitler were genuine
believers in their private version of palingenetic myth, no matter
how cynically their underlying scorn for the masses allowed them
to manipulate their emotions with rhetoric and propaganda wor-
thy of modern Princes.

Apart from stressing the need to take fascism seriously as an
attempted political and cultural revolution, this essay has
addressed two problems posed for researchers into theatrical cul-
ture in the age of fascism. The first is to distinguish fascist from
non-fascist or para-fascist régimes, so that the operational envi-
ronment of the theatre concerned can be established from the out-
set. The second is to know what aspects of a specific sample of
theatrical culture might be considered fascist (whether produced
under a fascist or non-fascist régime), and hence structurally
linked to other samples of fascist cultural production. If the ideal
type sketched out here is used as a heuristic device, then both
problems can be resolved by paying close attention to the ideol-
ogy, either of the political liturgy fostered by the régime, or of the
performance aesthetics under consideration. In other words,
attention must be paid to which Golden Calves the masses or the
audience are being called upon to worship, to which Moloch they
are expected to sacrifice individual conscience, critical detach-
ment and humanist values. One central criterion should always
be: are these the graven images of a new order ruled by a new élite,
or merely old idols being worshipped in a revised, more ‘up-to-
date’ form of service tailored to meet the demands of the modern
age? Is the regeneration of the national community at stake, or
simply the restoration of an older stage of society? Is the New
Man, the Reborn National Community the hero, or is it the State,
the Church, the Family, the traditional icons of conservative
authoritarianism?

What has also emerged is that even when the application of
this yard-stick has reduced the number of fascist régimes to two,
and anticipated a paucity of overtly fascist theatre in both, any
reduction of the field of study is more than compensated for by
the over-abundance of theatricality in the sphere of public life.
Social reality under Fascism and Nazism might be seen as an on-
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going political miracle play punctuated by regular intervals of
deliberately de-politicising leisure and light entertainment. Seen
in this way, what might at first have appeared a neglected but
navigable backwater within fascist studies becomes a truly
oceanic topic. To study fascist theatre is to bring together the def-
initional, the methodological, the political, the social-psychologi-
cal and the cultural-historical in a comparative perspective, and
thus leads to an unusually sophisticated perspective on the fascist
era as a whole.

Within this perspective certain texts, which might have been
dismissed as empty rhetoric, acquire new significance as testi-
monies of an ideological faith which kept fascism alive for its fol-
lowers. Here is an example taken from an article on ‘magic
realism,’ published in Year 6 of Mussolini’s New Italy (July 1928)
in the Fascist modernist literary magazine 1900 (i.e. ‘Novecento’ or
‘Twentieth Century’) by one of the régime’s most noted writers
and literary critics, Massimo Bontempelli: 

There is a strange and spontaneous correspondence(…) between
the theoretical ideals which ‘Novecentism’ espoused from the out-
set in a purely literary sphere, and the whole spirit in which Italian
life has been renewed. We called for the deliberate creation of the
myths for the new era: and is it not true to say that today the whole
of Italy at every level, in every walk of life, in the most prosaic of
activities, in politics and industry, in agriculture and fashion, is
working as if intent on writing a mythic poem, with a precise sense
of its rôle as the protagonist on the stage of a theatre, which is the
theatre of history?31

Within this perspective the deeper logic behind certain fascist
events also becomes transparent, such as the apparently per-
verse decision by Hitler’s Minister of Armaments, Albert Speer,
to destroy the call-up papers of the members of the Berlin Phil-
harmonic in April 1945. At the very moment when the capital of
the 1000 Year Reich was being reduced to rubble around his ears,
he felt it appropriate that, rather than hold weapons they should
take up musical instruments to play a final concert, the last ever
performed in Hitler’s Germany. It featured not only Beethoven’s
violin concerto and the Bruckner symphony, but Brünnhilde’s
last aria and the finale from Götterdämmerung. It was a pro-
gramme which, as Speer himself boasted, was deliberately cho-
sen for its pathos and melancholy and hence as a ‘gesture pointing
to the end of the Reich’.32
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2 
The Cultural Politics 

of Fascist Governments

Reinhard Kühnl
Translated by Ann Requa-Dahl and Günter Berghaus

Fascist systems and their internal logic

Fascism as a political system was characterised by specific goals
that served as a basis for its policies, as well as by specific

methods with which it strived to achieve its objectives.1 Parts of
the fascist system possessed a certain independence and inner
logic. However, these elements must be seen in the context of the
total system of control, for their essential features can only be
understood when they are analysed as integral elements of the
whole. This holds true for economic and social policy, as well as
for education, culture and the arts, including the field with which
this book is concerned, the theatre.

Since the cultural policies of fascist States were aimed at ‘the
complete mobilisation for the intellectual struggle that is required
to reach the goals laid down by the politicians’,2 one needs to
examine with particular care the seemingly ‘unpolitical’ phenom-
ena in the world of ‘entertainment’. ‘A good mood’, according to
Reich’s Minister of Propaganda Goebbels, was an ‘instrument of
war’, which ‘under certain conditions could not only be important
for war, but even be a factor determining the outcome of war. (…)
It is therefore essential to keep the people in a good mood.’3

In order to analyse the key features of fascist cultural policies,
one has first to identify the main objectives of the political system
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behind them. Secondly, one has to take into account the variations
between fascist systems and the different logics operating within
the various parts of the system (education, culture or, in this case,
theatre). It can generally be observed that the more developed and
powerful the State apparatus was, the stronger it could influence
the various spheres of public life. In countries considered to be
‘strongly’ fascist, such as Germany, the goals of the ‘totalitarian
State’ could almost be fulfilled, whereas individual freedom was
less restricted in ‘weak’ fascist States such as Portugal and Austria.

The ability to centralise the apparatus of power and to attain
political objectives depended upon the extent to which a society
was industrially and technologically developed. Not only did
bureaucracy and the military apparatus determine the course of
history, but also the mass media. All three elements had to work in
close co-operation with each other to achieve an effectiveness of
the fascist system, as could be found in Germany. From end of the
nineteenth century, Germany had been the strongest and most
efficient industrial power in Europe. Part of this was due to Pruss-
ian militarism and monarchical bureaucracy, which influenced not
only the structure of the State, but also determined the conscious-
ness of the middle classes and social élite. However, this was in
part also due to the pervasive acceptance of the ideas of duty and
obedience that had been fostered by Protestantism (just as Confu-
cianism had done in Japan).

The aims and objectives of fascist governments

Empirical research within the cultural, social and political sciences
needs to ascertain how great were the relative freedoms in the
individual parts of the system in any given fascist State. Fascist
systems were marked by strong contradictions. The majority of
the population was to be deprived of their civil rights, at the same
time as being made enthusiastic about the régime that was limit-
ing their freedom. People were to be placed under control, but at
the same time to be motivated to voluntarily take part in the pub-
lic life of their country. The combination of these diverging aims
was not an easy task.

The policies of the fascist system were geared towards a sys-
tematic dismantling of the people’s right to represent their inter-
ests and opinions in a democratic fashion. This applies especially
to the working class, whose organisations had operated tradition-
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ally as a counterforce to the interests of the capitalists. Hence, one
of the first political acts in every fascist State was to ban trade
unions and socialist parties, to arrest their leaders and in many
cases murder their representatives. 

This also applies to the intelligentsia, whose political affilia-
tions or sympathies tended to be oriented towards liberal or
socialist parties, and who therefore represented an important
impediment to fascism. But equally the middle classes and small
entrepreneurs in the fields of trade, commerce and agriculture
were restricted in their democratic rights, although at the same
time they received numerous rewards for having lent important
support to fascist movements.

As a result, all democratic forms of government were destroyed,
a hierarchical system imposed in their stead, and military princi-
ples of order and obedience were imposed on the population. In
the business world, the entrepreneur became the ‘Führer of the
firm’ and was equipped with wide-reaching authority over his
employees. In Germany this was laid down by the Law to Regulate
National Labour (Gesetz zur Ordnung der nationalen Arbeit) of 1934
and the State Security Law (Staatssicherheitsgesetz) of 1941; in Italy
by the Charter of Labour (Carta del Lavoro) of 1927 and the anti-
strike law of 1925; and in Spain by the Law of Labour (Fuero del Tra-
bajo) of 1938 and in the Regulation of National Order (Reglamento de
Régimen Interior). 

The principle of authoritarian leadership was also applied to
cultural institutions. Initially, this meant reserving access to
public forms of exhibition to those works that fulfilled the aims
and objectives of the political leadership. Secondly, it meant
restricting the artists’ control over the form and content of their
cultural production.

In most fascist systems, and those similar to them, the main
focus of power politics was directed towards defending the inter-
ests and privileges of the ruling élite. This holds good for Austria
(after 1934), Portugal and Spain, as well as for the dictatorships in
Greece (after 1967), Chile (after 1973), Turkey (after 1980), and so
on. In countries that were within reach of becoming an imperial
power (e.g. Germany, Japan and Italy), fascism also served to pre-
pare for, and then to conduct a war of conquest. By comparison
with developed Western States such as Britain, Holland and
France, these countries had completed the transition to industrial
capitalism and to a nation-state at a very late date, that is, at a

32 Reinhard Kühnl

Berghaus Ch 2.qxd  1/9/09  5:19 PM  Page 32



time when the old empires had already divided up the world
amongst themselves.

Consequently, the ‘newcomers’ on the political scene sought to
strengthen their economic and military power and to create a
strong and effective administrative system in order to pursue their
imperialist objectives. The fascist systems erected in Germany,
Italy and Japan marshalled the political, social, economic and ide-
ological forces of the nation towards fulfilling the bellicose aims of
their leaders. And in order to achieve this aim, all hindrances (of a
material or human kind) had to be removed.

With the French Revolution the masses had taken a central
position on the European political stage. In industrially developed
countries, labour organisations had been formed which began to
threaten the political power of the traditional élites. Under these
conditions the policies of the Right-wing parties could no longer
be implemented through mere repression of the masses. ‘Mobili-
sation without participation’ was the new maxim. This could
already be detected before the First World War, but it became a
pressing necessity in those States that were preparing for imperi-
alist warfare. Here, the traditional forms of authoritarian rule were
no longer appropriate. The masses had to be convinced that by
identifying with the imperial policies of the government they
would further their own interests. 

Modern forms and methods of government were employed to
attain intrinsically reactionary aims. The ‘modern’ needs of the
masses had to be catered for, not only in political terms, but also in
the spheres of social and cultural life. In this sense, the term coined
by Jeffrey Herf, ‘reactionary modernity’,4 takes on a precise mean-
ing. It was exactly this new quality that distinguished fascism
from conservative Right-wing movements.

Italian Fascism strove towards conquests in North Africa and in
the Balkans. German plans for expansion required a particularly
effective mobilisation of the masses if they were ever going to lead
to a lasting subjugation of the European peoples from the Atlantic
to the Urals. Ideological traditions had already paved the way for
the ‘new man’, the ‘blonde beast’ who was destined to rule the
world. However, this new ‘master race’ was only systematically
created after 1933, through education and through intercourse
with ‘inferior beings’ (Jews, Communists, Poles, Russians, etc.).
Events such as the Reichspogromnacht of 9 November 1938 or the
practices in the concentration camps can be regarded as a method-
ical application of this master-race ideology.

Cultural Politics of Fascist Governments 33

Berghaus Ch 2.qxd  1/9/09  5:19 PM  Page 33



On the one hand, the goals set by the fascist régimes called for
a brutal system of terror and control. On the other hand, they
required sophisticated methods to influence the masses and to
generate enthusiasm for the policies of the régime. What distin-
guishes fascist systems from traditional authoritarian régimes was
their ability to establish a State apparatus that was able to mobilise
a large part of the population, while at the same time eliminating
systematically any oppositional forces. The relative success of the
régimes depended to a large extent on how pronounced were the
plans of conquest, how plentiful the resources, and how highly
developed the communication technology of the country in ques-
tion. In this regard, the dictatorships in Spain and Portugal repre-
sented transitional phenomena located somewhere between
authoritarian and fascist régimes.

In those countries where a fascist system of government could
be erected, a close alliance between the fascist Party, the military
apparatus, the economic leadership and the State bureaucracy
was required. The weight that each power-sharing faction carried,
and the relationship between the Party and its conservative allies
(nationalists, monarchists, ultra-conservatives etc.), differed from
State to State.

In Germany, the NSDAP (Nationalsozialistische Arbeiterpartei –
National Socialist Workers’ Party) became particularly powerful,
whereas in Italy and Spain traditional conservative élites contin-
ued to exercise considerable control in the running of the country.
Between the power-sharing factions there were differences of
opinion, conflicts of interest and battles for spheres of influence. In
other words, ‘pluralism’ existed, but it was a pluralism that was
strictly limited to the ruling élite.

The rôle of the arts in fascist States 

Culture had a significant function in the process of creating a men-
tality that forced people to submit to the dictates of their fascist
government. Furthermore, it was instrumental in persuading the
masses to give active and enthusiastic support to the régime. The
ultimate task assigned to art and other cultural activities was to
offer ideological support to the ruling class, but also to prepare
and mobilise the people for the war of conquest. 

Fascist art and culture ran counter to the universal human val-
ues that had been proclaimed since the Enlightenment: individual
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freedom, equality, democracy, tolerance, and so on. Instead, they
set out to legitimise the concept of the superiority of certain races
and individuals, of a strict hierarchy of classes, nations and races.
Fascism was strongly counter-revolutionary, in as much as it
sought to eliminate the historical achievements of the French Rev-
olution. German fascism, furthermore, aimed at obliterating the
results of the November Revolution of 1918.

The concrete form of fascist cultural policies depended, on the
one hand, on the national traditions of the respective country and
on the other hand on the political and tactical objectives pursued
by the régime. The ideological patterns and artistic forms of cul-
tural production in a fascist State could therefore be extremely
varied. They also changed during the course of development of a
particular régime. In Germany and Italy, the fascist leadership
tried to influence large sections of the population by means of the-
atre and the performing arts. Mass spectacles helped to forge a
national community, whereas theatrical entertainment (farces,
comedies, music-hall, operetta etc.) kept the population and the
troops at the war front in a good mood (just as other actors had
done in the past to entertain those working on the autobahn and
the West Wall).5

In the cultural sector, the modernity of fascism came to the fore
in the use of the most advanced mass media. Film and radio were
made available to the whole community at low prices. At the
same time, the régimes paid close attention to the tastes of the
middle classes and approached the rural population and the
petty bourgeoisie in small cities with other methods (e.g. folk-
loric dances, puppet theatre, religious drama and travelling com-
edy shows). They also employed theatrical forms that had proved
to be effective with the working classes (e.g. the speech and
movement choirs). In addition to the pluralism in the power car-
tel already mentioned, this variety of cultural forms could some-
times provide an opportunity for signalling oppositional
attitudes (for example in productions of classical dramas). This,
however, in no way impaired the overall effectiveness of the ide-
ological apparatus.6

There existed a deep contradiction between fascists paying lip-
service to the lofty traditions of bourgeois culture and their brutal
destruction of the very core of humanist values, although it is pos-
sible that the two aspects were directed at different sectors of the
population. Nevertheless, they were coincidentally, if not symbi-
otically related. German soldiers were morally educated with
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recitations of Goethe and Schiller. On the home front, classical
music conducted by Furtwängler and Karajan lifted the spirits of
the civilian population. In addition, the SS élite or the concentra-
tion camp commanders liked to relax to classical music after hav-
ing performed their deadly duties all day. The way in which the
supposedly unpolitical traditions of classical art and literature
were employed to foster the barbaric intentions of the fascist lead-
ership should be the topic of further investigation. There also
remains the question as to why artists, intellectuals and scientists
supported fascism to such a large extent.7

The outward appearance of the fascist message could vary con-
siderably, since the concrete forms of presentation were tailored to
the national traditions in each country. In Germany, for example,
there dominated a völkisch nationalism that had its origins in the
late-Romantic reaction to the French Revolution and, towards the
end of the nineteenth century, had taken on an increasingly racist
character. In Italy, on the other hand, there existed a much
stronger bureaucratic nationalism that sought its legitimatisation
from the Ancient Roman Empire. In Spain, nationalism was also
determined by the State, but here it was harking back to the Siglo
d’Oro of Ferdinando and Isabella and the colonial empire in
South America.

A second fundamental difference was that in denominationally
unified countries, such as Italy, Spain, Portugal, Austria, Croatia
and Slovakia, the Catholic Church could function as an ideological
buffer. Although elements of fascist ideology such as anti-rational-
ism, anti-liberalism and anti-communism were also propagated by
the Church, there were several countries (especially Spain) where
the position of the Catholic Church proved stronger than that of
the fascist Party. In countries divided in their religious beliefs, such
as Germany, fascism could not attach itself to any one denomina-
tion without appearing to cause damage to ‘national unity’. In this
case, fascism was forced to search for other unifying factors, which
it found in an Aryan and Germanic mythology (the ‘positive Chris-
tianity’ without ‘denominational fixations’ that was proclaimed in
point 24 of the NSDAP programme of 1920, played only a minor
part in the ideological struggle of the Party).

Tactical flexibility could take on many forms and have different
purposes. Just as anti-Semitism could be fostered or discouraged
by a régime, certain cultural forms could be in or out of favour. For
example, the alternating valorisation of Shakespeare or Molière
usually depended on how good or bad relations with Britain or
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France were. Or certain theatrical traditions could gain official
approval or discouragement depending on the régime’s reliance
on the good will of the social classes where the traditions had a
popular following.

Summary

In different countries fascism developed varying degrees of effi-
ciency in the way it propagated its ideologies and turned them
into a social and political force. In the 1930s, Italian Fascism
attained a high degree of consensus amongst the population. This,
however, was a long way from the enthusiasm, fanaticism and
active support that German fascism managed to generate in dif-
ferent social classes, after the terror of 1933/1934 had produced
the fundamental preconditions for widely and efficiently propa-
gating its ideology. German fascism was successful not only
through its use of terror as a means of controlling the majority of
the population, but also through finding ways of generating pop-
ular support for its ideology and politics. It is one of the most
important tasks of research into fascism to explain these diver-
gencies in different countries, and how particular historical, social,
economic and cultural factors contributed towards the success, or
lack of success, of a particular fascist movement.

NOTES

1. I have presented, justified and documented in more detail my interpretation of
fascist systems in the following publications: Faschismustheorien: Ein Leitfaden,
revised edition, Heilbronn, 1990; Der Faschismus. Ursachen, Herrschaftsstruktur,
Aktualität: Eine Einführung, 2nd edition, Heilbronn, 1988; Gefahr von Rechts?
Vergangenheit und Gegenwart der extremen Rechten, 2nd edition, Heilbronn, 1991;
Der deutsche Faschismus in Quellen und Dokumentation, 6th edition, Cologne,
1987; article ‘Faschismus’, in Europäische Enzyklopädie zu Philosophie und Wis-
senschaften, vol. 2, Hamburg, 1990, pp. 53-62.

2. According to Theodor Blahut, Director of the German Academic Exchange
Service (DAAD) in Rome, 1940. See Jens Petersen, ‘Die Organisation der
deutschen Propoganda in Italien 1939-1943’, Quellen und Forschungen aus ital-
ienischen Archiven und Bibliotheken, vol. 70, 1970, pp. 513-555, here p. 520.

3. See Goebbel’s diary entry of 27 February 1942. Peter Adam, author of the film,
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Kunst im Dritten Reich, even maintains that ‘art became one of the most impor-
tant means of propoganda. Art and ideology were identical.’ (Interview in the
Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, supplement to the issue of 12 February 1993).

4. See J. Herff, Reactionary Modernism: Technology, Culture and Politics in Weimar
Germany and the Third Reich, Cambridge, 1984.

5. See G. Murmann, Komödianten für den Krieg, Düsseldorf, 1992.
6. Peter Reichel has published a systematic examination of all media and strate-

gies of ideological manipulation employed by German fascism: Der schöne
Schein des Dritten Reiches: Faszination und Gewalt des Faschismus, Munich, 1991.

7. See O. Rathkolb, “Führertreu und Gottbegnadet”: Künstlereliten im Dritten Reich,
Vienna, 1991.

38 Reinhard Kühnl

Berghaus Ch 2.qxd  1/9/09  5:19 PM  Page 38



3
The Ritual Core of Fascist Theatre 

An Anthropological Perspective

Günter Berghaus

Introduction

The aim of this chapter is to elucidate the dynamic and recipro-
cal relationship between the rulers and the ruled during the

fascist era and to analyse one of the means that was employed to
foster the bond between them: ritualism. Fascist systems were
characterised by the invasion of the socio-political realm by cultic,
liturgic and religious elements. This chapter sets out to apply an
anthropological and psychological perspective to this relatively
neglected aspect of the two fascist régimes in the 1920s and 1930s.
The aim is to interpret, in a speculative and heuristic fashion, the
psycho-social framework in which fascist theatre operated, and
the functions which ritual performances could play in established
fascist systems. 

Although I shall only make fleeting reference to the less suc-
cessful fascist movements (and I do not enter at all into the debate
of what classifies as fascist, para-fascist, proto-fascist etc.), the
results of my analysis can be applied to any fascist ‘mentality’ or
predisposition whatever its degree of realisation. It therefore also
holds true of contemporary developments, where long-term fac-
tors (structural crises) accelerate into acute crises and call forth
regenerationist salvation movements with a neo-fascist thrust.

Fascist parties rose to positions of power by gaining mass sup-
port and winning democratic elections. Millions of people were
inspired by Mussolini and Hitler and developed a genuine enthu-
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siasm for their politics, because they promised an answer to a
need that was widely felt in different sections of the population.
People were ‘fascinated’ by what fascism proposed in response to
a crisis that affected the economic, social and cultural spheres of
their lives. Political promises played a rôle in this, but the emo-
tional appeal of the leaders and their programmes was probably
stronger. Fascist leaders avoided the rational rhetorics typical of
bourgeois politicians, and instead employed a performative lan-
guage that had a captivating force unequalled by traditional
means of propaganda.

A basic premise behind my analysis is that the individual’s rela-
tion to his or her inner self is intimately connected to the individ-
ual’s relation to his or her social surrounding. If a crisis affects the
psyche of many individuals, it can give rise to a social crisis. Fas-
cism has often been described as an illness of the body politic.
This, in my view, is short-sighted, for fascism was rather an ill-
advised cure for a deep crisis that affected individual and society.
An illness requires a cure by responsible healers. But the fascist
leaders exacerbated the pathological condition and exploited it for
other, politically motivated, reasons. The outcome was an epi-
demic, and in Germany it reached catastrophic proportions.

Historians have chronicled and analysed the progression of this
contagion from a political angle. I shall, in this essay, employ the
methods of analytical psychology, the anthropology of perfor-
mance and theatre studies to elucidate the political and psycho-
logical functions of the rituals that were used as an antidote to the
crisis. In the first part of this chapter I shall discuss certain aspects
of the psychology and anthropology of rituals which might help
to explain the success of fascist systems in the 1920s and 1930s. In
the second half, I shall analyse some of the rituals that became a
dominant feature of fascist States, with theatre performances
being only one form beside many others. 

Ritualism and the crisis of the Body Politic 

Rituals are a behavioural constant in the lives of animals and
humans and are designed to co-ordinate conspecifics towards
some social action that creates or re-establishes order. Their func-
tion is to control instinctual reactions to environmental, social, psy-
chological change and to regulate transformations of an organic
system, while at the same time preserving and maintaining its
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integrity.1 If the external change cannot be accommodated, a trans-
formation of the system is required. The main function of rituals is
to ease this transition from one state into a new one. They serve as
a medium of equilibration, providing stability in change, allowing
the development and preservation of complex organisms.

More specifically, rituals are an adaptive technique of individ-
uals and social groups faced with a situation of crisis. They are
evoked to provide ‘an institutionalised way of coping with exis-
tential stress, a means of support and reassurance during identity-
crises (…) Ritual is about change, and the terrors and uncertainties
which surround change, but which must somehow be “accepted
into the system”, both corporate and personal. It is about
mankind’s fear of novelty, of unstructured situations and states of
flux, in which the old way is over and done away and the new one
has not yet really begun.’2

Human life is full of such crises and periods of change. This is
why rituals are so pervasive in both the private and the social
world. Effective participation in ritual as an adult requires the
learning of ritual practices in the early phases of life. Freud has
posited a structural parallel between the patterns of development
of the individual and those of the whole human race. Social
anthropologists have elucidated the connection between family
and social life. In addition, Jung’s studies on the origins of culture
have suggested how dissensions in the political sphere are to a
large extent exteriorisations of conflicts in the individual’s inner
constitution. In order to understand the emergence of fascist struc-
tures, these connecting lines between individual, family and State
need to be examined more closely.

The entry into the world is the first major crisis in the life of
each individual; adapting the demands of the pleasure principle
to the requirements of the reality principle leads to whole series of
further crises. As a result, the adult psyche is, under the best cir-
cumstances, a balance between an infinite number of potential
crises. Through unusual pressure from outside the balance can be
overturned and the crisis may erupt again. If many individuals are
affected by the same symptoms, a highly infectious psychic infla-
tion of the masses sets in. Jung stresses that civilisation has only
occupied the last minutes in the long day of our development
from the animal world. The layers of culture are therefore
extremely thin in comparison to the basic store of the primitive
psyche.3 Human civilisation is, psychologically speaking, still in
its infant years. In a crisis situation, adults may revert to mecha-
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nisms one can still observe in every new-born baby. The psyche in
its early phases of development is essentially collective. The dif-
ferentiation between individual and parent/society has not yet set
in. Even after individuation has been achieved, in moments of cri-
sis the dependence on other members of the social group is once
again activated as a necessary defence mechanism.

Recent research has proven that under the influence of extreme
stress the adaptability and flexible operation of the psychological
system is seriously reduced or inhibited.4 Extreme stress affects
the conceptual apparatus. The destruction of part of the system is
interpreted by the victim as the breakdown of the entire system.
He is stunned by a world of apparent total chaos. What an indi-
vidual may experience after the loss of a limb or the death of a
close relative, a social group perceives in a very similar manner.
Wallace, who has analysed in great depth the social reactions to
ecological and economic disasters,5 has applied his resulting
insights to the study of religion and has found that authoritarian
revitalisation movements are a regular outcome of such crises.6
The individual, overwhelmed by the chaos, no longer perceives
traditional rituals and social structures as effective. The adult
relives the experience of impotence as a young child, regresses to
primitive instinctual behaviour and seeks for a parental figure.
Any messiah who promises radical change, protection and the cre-
ation of a New Order will receive an attentive audience.

If the biological coping mechanism of an individual can be
severely handicapped by neurophysiological factors such as
stress, the same applies to social rituals normally employed to reg-
ulate human response to change. There are different reactions to
crisis and hence different types of rituals.7 Some act as a thera-
peutic measure or a means of ‘social hygiene’,8 whilst others are
pathological and ultimately can be destructive for the individual
or society. Psychologists differ in their opinion as to how ritual
should be viewed. Freud saw a close relation between neurosis
and ritualism and demonstrated their common aetiology in the
child’s mind (see his Obsessive Acts and Religious Practices and
Totem and Taboo). He viewed both the private rituals of a neurotic
and their cultural elaboration in ‘religion as a universal obses-
sional neurosis’9 as protective mechanisms invoked in order to
cope with an inner crisis. Jung, on the other hand, saw in rituals
less a symptom of neurosis than a therapeutic force to release psy-
chic energies and to overcome moments of crisis. Rituals have a
reconciliatory, redemptive, healing quality when they remove
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individual anxieties and interpersonal tensions. However, when
the crisis leads to uncontainable fears, the ‘sane’ half distances
itself from the threatened part of the self, and schizophrenia, para-
noia, projection of the phobic object onto imagined enemies take
place. Jung repeatedly refers to this process as a dissociation from
one’s own ‘shadow’. Melanie Klein has investigated this phenom-
enon further and has found that the ‘paranoid-schizoid position’10

can not only effect the individual, but a whole social group. By
means of splitting and projective identification, the individual and
group transfer the supposedly positive, parental functions onto
the leader, and the unwanted, bad qualities onto an outgroup, per-
ceived as ‘the enemy’. Kleinian analysts have linked this process
to crisis and fear of atomization:

When the mechanisms of projection, introjection, splitting, ideal-
ization, denial and projective and introjective identification fail to
master anxiety, and the ego is invaded by it, then disintegration of
the ego may occur as a defensive measure. (…) Disintegration is the
most desperate of all the ego’s attempts to ward off anxiety: in
order to avoid suffering anxiety the ego does its best not to exist, an
attempt which gives rise to a specific acute anxiety – that of falling
to bits and becoming atomised.11

In order to preserve the illusion of integrity and to fuel the fantasy
of belonging, of being in control, pathological rituals are invented.
A typical example of this is the subject of this study.12

Before we can examine fascist rituals and cultic theatre in more
detail, we have to analyse some of the general features of rituals,
in particular their performative structures, psychological effects
and social functions. From there we can progress to an analysis of
the specific character of the crisis to which fascism was reacting,
and how the rituals of the régimes could be interpreted by con-
temporaries as a functional aid to quell the crisis.

Ritual is a culturally constructed system of symbolic communica-
tion. It is constituted of patterned and ordered sequences of words
and acts, often expressed in multiple media, whose content and
arrangement are characterized in varying degree by formality (con-
ventionality), stereotypy (rigidity), condensation (fusion), and
redundancy (repetition). Ritual action in its constitutive features is
performative.13

Performative anthropology has examined a whole range of rituals
that are employed in periods of crisis and has shown how some
patterns occur again and again in similar situations. ‘Ritual and
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ceremonial behaviours develop in response to situations in which
transition, ambiguity, conflict, or uncontrollable elements threaten
a given structure of relations.’14 According to Victor Turner, four
key stages can be discerned in the development of such rituals:
1) the breach of norm, 2) crisis, 3) redressive or remedial proce-
dure, 4) restoration of social peace.15 Social dramas provide a
motor for social development, and the rituals attached to them
ensure that the change is not destroying the dynamic order of soci-
ety. The most important aspect of ritual performances is the
shared emotional experience that creates cohesion and unity of
the celebrating mass. 

Rituals regularly employ practices that have a strong neuro-
physiological effect on the brain (e.g. dancing, drumming, auto-
suggestion, hypnosis, drugs etc.16). Consequently, rituals lead to
trance or possession states, which allow the individual to break
through the normal state of consciousness and to go through a
cathartic experience that serves as a safety valve to release the psy-
chic tensions that have accumulated in response to the crisis.17

They transform libidinal energy which otherwise may prove
harmful to individual and society.18

As Munn has observed, ritual ‘achieves its instrumental aims
through its capacity to reorganize the actor’s experience of the sit-
uation (…) Symbolic forms provide external templates for inner
experience, and operations within the external, symbolic sphere
are aimed (implicitly or explicitly) at adjusting internal orienta-
tions.’19 Rituals are not grounded in logic but in feelings; they do
not inform, but render experienceable and expressible what oth-
erwise is repressed or inhibited. Rituals allow the community to
act out their collective dreams and fears, and vice versa, through
the numinous quality of the symbols the rituals can act as forma-
tive agents in the creation and fostering of communities. Rituals
and their symbols are a reflection of the collective subconscious.
The desires and anxieties are also objectified in other forms, e.g.
dreams, myths, fairy tales. But in rituals they are acted upon.

Through rituals, the individual psyche becomes connected to
the corporate psyche and experiences a mysterious sensation of
wholeness and unity. Out of the ritualised interaction of bodies
emerges a symbolic ‘body’ of society in its collective holism. Here,
the individual has returned to a foetal state in the corporate womb
of human society. The striving for such undifferentiated Being is
automatically evoked in situations of crisis, when the integrity of
self-hood is in danger of being ripped apart. Ritual performances
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produce a new equilibrium in the psychic household of both
group and individual. They reinforce the individual’s belief in the
binding principles of order and makes him/her accept or endorse
the values of society: ‘Ritual, then, asserts and establishes social
truth, truth about social obligations and expectations, social rela-
tionships, by public performance of an ideal social message.’20

Ritualism acts as a social bonding mechanism. It gives the indi-
vidual a feeling of being connected to something larger than
him/herself. This ‘something’ is both the group and the belief sys-
tem that has brought the community together. Rituals are there-
fore essential tools for the creation and maintenance of social
structures, corporate identities and collective actions (as well as
exercising control and sanctioning power).21

The person in charge of the ritual acts as an agent of the com-
munity. He, or in some cases she, has been chosen for his or her
psychic power, or has inherited the job and practises it in times of
need. This magically effective figure channels the community’s
psychic energies and subconscious desires through the rituals. But
frequently one finds that the medicine man or healer or shaman is
abusing his or her position. The motive behind this may be finan-
cial, or a will for power.

The history of Western civilisation has provided many exam-
ples of messianic ‘healers’ and mass movements seeking a way
out of crises by establishing a New Order: Christian religion born
out the crisis in the Roman Empire; millenarian movements erupt-
ing in the first crisis of the feudal system; Protestantism after the
second crisis of feudalism; the French Revolution after the final
crisis of the feudal organisation of European society; fascism after
the first crisis of capitalism and the liberal State.22

The use of ritual for political purposes is nothing new and was
certainly not specific to fascism. In fact, the older traditions fur-
nished much of the symbolism and performative models for the
secularised religion of the régimes of Mussolini, Hitler et al.: the
cult of the Roman Caesars, the pageants of medieval emperors, the
trionfi and feste teatrali of the Renaissance princes, the cult of the
Sun King in Versaille. Something new came into existence with the
fêtes révolutionnaires of the French Revolution. They were celebra-
tions of the people, not for the people. The masses who had toppled
the ancien régime appropriated the older forms of celebrations and
used them for a different purpose. But the bourgeois leadership
was genuinely afraid of the power of the masses. This trend con-
tinued in the nineteenth century with the added characteristic that
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the festivities revolved around the notion of nationhood. They
were centred around the symbol of national unity, the monarch,
linking him to previous representatives of a historical or mythical
age. But nationalism was very much an affair of the bourgeoisie,
and the working classes generally abstained from lending mass
support to the government. Participation in national celebrations
could involve ten thousands of people, but they were, as Gentile
points out, folla d’occasione and not massa liturgica.23 For this reason,
the rituals of nationalism alone could not function effectively as an
integrating mechanism for the whole people. As long as the liberal
State and capitalist market offered enough substitute pleasures, the
cult of individualism could prevail. But around the turn of the cen-
tury the situation began to change, or rather; conflicts that had
been simmering for a while came to the fore.

Long before the fascist era, the symptoms of a pervasive crisis
could be detected under a seemingly calm surface in many Euro-
pean States. During the nineteenth century, an order that had pre-
viously been provided by the Church, by social hierarchies and
political figureheads, had become eroded by capitalism. The
Industrial Revolution led to a mass migration from countryside to
the cities. It uprooted millions of people and severed their tradi-
tional bonds with nature and their ties to family and social groups
(the ‘blood and soil’ which Nazi ideology tried to re-establish).
Through the break up of communal ties the individual became a
cipher, an anonymous, atomised, interchangeable particle of a
larger mass, but it was a mass without shape, cohesion or direc-
tion. Psychic alienation and social isolation in the urban conglom-
erations evoked instinctual fears of insecurity and disintegration.

The cult of rationality and the development of science as a
rational means of controlling the world reinforced this process.
The Enlightenment had dethroned the old Christian gods and had
attempted to create a new human being ‘released from his self-
incurred tutelage’ (Kant, What is Enlightenment?). But declaring
the psyche a tabula rasa and constructing, with rational means and
through appropriate education, a better person – the dream of
Rousseauist philosophers and educationalists – did not abolish
the primitive psychic constitution of the people. In fact, the
Enlightenment accelerated the neuroses that had befallen early
modern society since the second crisis of feudalism. One set of
gods had been deposed, only to give rise to new ones. In an anti-
religious age, the place formerly occupied by religion and the
Church was absorbed by politics and a ‘deified State’. The psy-
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chological impulses that in earlier societies had been externalised
through religious and social rituals, in the modern age were pro-
jected onto politics. 

The desire for a unifying stream to collect the isolated individ-
uals was partially fulfilled by political groups and movements,
who channelled the primitive and irrational drives of mass man.
The demand for security and order, however, could only be par-
tially fulfilled by the democratic institutions. They offered some
outlet, but not to all and only insufficiently in times of acute crisis.
In those States, where the capitalist process had been slow but
steady over the last two-hundred years and had been accompa-
nied by a maturing parliamentarian order, the fear of disintegra-
tion was counterbalanced by a learning process amongst the
masses. They had generated an order from within to accommo-
date the loss of an order from without. But in the young national
States, which had experienced a sudden capitalist development in
the second half of the nineteenth century and had not developed
any mature democratic structures (especially Italy and Germany),
the cry for a strong figure of authority was greatest.  

Around the turn of the century the situation became increas-
ingly precarious and led to a new and pervasive phenomenon:
the crisis of modernity. The lofty ideals of the nation-state could
no longer hide the reality of the political and socio-economic con-
dition of Italy and Germany. Many of the dreams that unification
had promised to fulfil had gone sour. The result was a conserva-
tive backlash amongst the middle classes, and a revolutionary
activism amongst the working classes. There was also a third
group of intellectuals, who sought to create an amalgamation of
both sources. They saw themselves as the avant-garde of a ‘third
way’ between capitalism and communism. It was out of this
group that the leading ideologues of fascism were recruited. 

However, for fascism to emerge as a qualitatively new phe-
nomenon, other ‘stress factors’ had to exacerbate the latent crisis
that had befallen society in the nineteenth century. During the
course of the first two decades of the twentieth century, European
societies stumbled from one crisis into another: the First World
War, the humiliating peace treaty, the biennio rosso in Italy and the
Inflationszeit in Germany, the world economic crisis of 1929-1932.
The accumulated effect of these events and the extreme anxieties
that accompanied them completely disoriented people, and pre-
vented them from reacting sensibly and flexibly to the situation.
Incapacitated by the alarming scale of the crisis, considerable por-
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tions of the population slipped back into the collective psyche of
childhood and primitive society. They asked for parental care, for
a leader to take responsibility and alleviate the crisis. Individuals
saw their salvation in the absolute State and thereby destroyed the
last remnants of their individual power. A historical development
that had begun with the installation of individual dignity and
freedom led, paradoxically, to the destruction of the very same
values it had once created. The lofty ideals of the Renaissance and
Enlightenment – individual fulfilment, liberation from the bonds
of the Church, abolition of fealty ties to the monarchy – were
turned into their opposite: a new totalitarian order.

The desperate need for security in wide sectors of society was
channelled by the fascist movements, who presented a seeming
answer to the crisis of modernity: a return to the values of the past
that had become eroded on an economic, political, social, spiritual
level, and given way to the capitalist, liberalist, modernist spirit.
They also offered a new imago patris: the Führer, Duce, Caudillo as
a redeeming saviour figure, a man with healing power, a symbol
for a new integration and unity. The masses of disoriented and
economically threatened individuals could fall victim to mes-
sianic leaders, who promised to establish a ‘new order’ (‘new’,
but still based on the traditional values for which people had a
nostalgic desire), where the State would be again a ‘universal
provider’ of emotional, social and economic stability and guaran-
tor of discipline, order, security, etc. Hitler and Mussolini could
make a bid for absolute power and achieve the total subordina-
tion of the individual under the State. In both countries, people
projected the displaced paternal image once fulfilled by the
Church onto the State, which could now claim the totalitarian
authority of the old theocracy.24

A society that had turned ‘psychotic’ under the impact of
intense crisis elected an equally pathological ‘healer’ to effect a
cure by whatever means: ‘Fascism must operate in this century as
the skilful surgeon against all illnesses that threaten civilisation,
family, religion, fatherland.’25 Fascism can be interpreted as a
pathological response to a severe ailment of the body politic. It
was a politicisation of a neurotic reaction to an accumulated reser-
voir of inner and outer conflicts. It made individual pathology
and political ‘madness’ merge. The fascist group or Party or State
organised, under the guidance of a ‘healer’/leader, ‘therapeutic’
practices – in the form of rituals – to alleviate the psychic tensions.
Submersion in mass emotions (ecstatic possession) complemented
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the charisma (fascination) of the leader. The trance state allowed
regression to the unconscious state of debilitating fragmentation.
Exposure to the collective energy of the crowd provided an expe-
rience of wholeness and cohesion. Here, in the mass, the weak felt
strong and they submitted to the strongest, the leader, who in
return, found his confirmation through this contact with the
masses. The cathartic experience bound the individual to the
crowd (the fascist mass movement) and to the leader figure, who
seemingly enabled the individual to overcome the fears and anxi-
eties provoked by the crisis. 

What distinguishes fascism from other animistic responses to
crisis situations is that the healer who conducted the seances was
not a responsible shaman, but a psychopath who was deluded by
his own megalomania or who exploited the illness of the body
politic for his own power and glory. The leader took over the par-
ent function in the group, but being psychotic himself, he could
not act as container of the split-off, unwanted emotions of the
group. These had to be directed against external enemies. The
cataclysmic result of this was the Holocaust and the Second
World War.

Fascism and ritual theatre

Having established some of the basic patterns of people’s ritualis-
tic reaction to situations of crisis, we can now progress to an analy-
sis of how fascism proposed to address the problem, what
repertory of symbolic actions they drew on, and how the concrete
forms of fascist drama and theatre relate to the general pattern of
ritualism sketched out above. That way we can also explain the
genuine hope fascism offered to many people (Party members as
well as followers and voters in elections), the attraction of the fas-
cist programme of renewal and regeneration, and the fascination
exercised by the rituals and the purportive healers. 

The crisis of identity and the intense feeling of insecurity that
had affected Western society since the late nineteenth century led
to an upheaval of psychic forces that could no longer be con-
tained. Society, and the individual who had been ripped apart in
the acute and pervasive crisis, had to be offered a way out of the
situation. What we are concerned with here are not the political
ideologies of Hitler, Mussolini or Franco, but the rituals that were
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invented to offer a healing experience, where the gaping wound
could be stitched together and given a chance to recover.

Although the psychic conditions for the emergence of fascist
movements were pervasive throughout Europe, peculiar local
conditions and specific historical and cultural factors shaped the
crisis in each country. Just as the specific afflictions that had
befallen the masses in each country had to be matched with a fit-
ting leader, so the spectacles organised by the fascist régimes had
to be tailored to the subconscious needs of their nation. The reper-
toire of symbols, the mythical plots, the archetypal conflicts, the
language of mysticism and magic, the stylised histrionic acts: all
these elements formed part of a psychological strategy of persua-
sion finely attuned to the needs of the audiences. Hence, there
existed different types of fascist theatre, but in principle terms,
there were more similarities than differences between the perfor-
mative languages employed by fascist régimes.

Although the propaganda of political programmes and ideo-
logical aims played a significant rôle in the formation of fascist
mass movements, their leadership was fully aware that the press
or radio were not sufficient means to elicit the desired response
from the population. They had to appeal to the subconscious
desires of the masses and give symbolic representation of the polit-
ical system that promised to fulfil the dreams and aspirations of
the population. Translating fascist ideology into a mythical lan-
guage and actualising these myths through ritual performances
was a far more effective way of producing consent and approval of
the presented message than rational propaganda could ever hope
to achieve. ‘Theatre is one of the most direct means of arriving at
the heart of the people,’ Mussolini once said;26 and he knew that
once a presented message had been accepted emotionally, any crit-
ical response of the intellect would automatically be suppressed. 

The symbolic language of drama and theatre was instrumental
for turning ideology into a living force: ‘With the fascist rituals,
politics is transformed from abstract concept to human and living
reality and becomes a dispenser of joy.’27 The critic Peter J. Mellen
summarised the spectacles in Nazi Germany: 

In these ritual dramas the Nazis employed dramatic narrative,
symbolic gesture and elaborate staging techniques in order to
arouse in the audience a willing acceptance of the irrational beliefs
of the myth. Rituals were used to disseminate and win acceptance
for the myth because the ritual’s dramatic form allows the use of
the logic of associated response, a felt logic which finds truth in
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emotional response. Being highly charged, dramatically structured,
narrative based events, the rituals elicited from the audience mem-
ber, not only belief, but a desire to put those beliefs into action.28

The rituals and their underlying mythology were created, designed,
and organised with specific psychological functions in mind.
Whilst fascist mythology provided the ideas for the New Order,
politics established the ‘dogma’ and rituals became the ‘liturgy’.
The fascist leaders were fully aware that well-staged rituals had the
force to produce ‘consensus and blind and global adherence; they
set in motion the forces of feeling and will’29 and ‘constitute the
motive force behind political action’.30 They recognised the value
of these rituals as a medium of political manipulation: ‘Cultic ritu-
als (…) lift the nation out of everyday anxieties into a holy state of
festivity, transform the nation into a festive community, give
expression to eternally true and binding values. They are therefore
a process of highest political significance.’31

Indeed, ritual performance of fascist myths and ideology made
the individual conform to ‘something larger than oneself’, in this
case the plans and ideas of the fascist régime. Many reports on fas-
cist mass meetings testify that the rituals did produce awe of, and
willingness to submit to, the greater power of the fascist system
and its leader: ‘A symbolic figuration like the broad and solid base
of a pyramid with a single, dominant persona at its apex: Mus-
solini’.32 ‘The demonstration rises to an immense religious rite of
faith. It shows one people exalting itself in one Man and finding
itself again in Him’33 so that in the end there was only ‘one people
in perfect fusion with its leader.’34

A typical example of a person who found his spiritual salvation
through theatre and who became one of the key architects of a fas-
cist performance aesthetics was Hanns Johst. Like many intellec-
tuals of his generation, he could not find a model for a new order
in the bureaucratic State and political parties of the Weimar
Republic, nor in the dogmatic system of the Christian Church. The
impact of an existential ‘despair and maddening affliction caused
by exterior economic circumstances’35 made them yearn for
redemption through a ‘secular religion’, which would enable the
‘rebirth of a spiritual community’.36 A concrete realisation of such
a community was to be anticipated in a new form of ritual theatre
that would act as ‘cultic place for giving shape to a people’s yearn-
ing’.37 The effect of such performances was thus described: 
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We, without counsel and direction, visit the places that by their
nature promise some mystical elation. As a restless and tormented
community we form a chorus that is tortured by the adversities of
fate and yearns for redemption. Full of child-like expectation and
helplessness, we stay glued to the mouth of a speaker, who offers
more than empty prattle and rhetorical phrases. (…) Theatre is the
last refuge for an unprejudiced, elementary, living community. (…)
This primitive psychic state has regained a fundamental signifi-
cance today (…) We desire again to experience theatre perfor-
mances that offer more than scenic actions and tableaux. We want
to be put into contact with a Weltanschauung, with the metaphysical
substance of the world. We want to ascend and follow the soaring
flight of a soul that liberates us and instils a new, incomparable sen-
sation of well-being in us. (…) We are all embroiled in a frantic
whirlpool of an unfathomable fate. That’s why we need this [the-
atre] experience as a confirmation of an alleviating and redeeming
force, which in vain we have hoped for in our endless and exhaust-
ing fight for survival in our everyday existence. But in the theatre,
in the community of like-minded, sympathetic brethren-in-faith,
we can experience, as represented and predestined truth, this
dream of a sudden dissolution of the afflictions, which shortly
before seemed to be crushing our lives.38

Johst’s reference to a ‘primitive psychic state’ and ‘child-like
helplessness’, which foster experiences of ecstatic well-being in a
soaring flight of fancy guided by a redeeming leader figure,
describes the basic function of fascist theatre: redemption from
the ‘frantic whirlpool of an unfathomable fate’, from an ‘exhaust-
ing fight for survival’ and the ‘afflictions that seem to be crushing
our lives’. It is a ‘dream’ represented as ‘truth’. The new order
has a semblance of life on a higher plane. It offers reprieve from
the worries of everyday existence. But, because it is experienced
in the community of ‘brethren-in-faith’, it generates ecstasy,
trance and possession states and leads to a ‘rebirth’ of the indi-
vidual’s spiritual identity.

Johst’s ‘confession’ is an exemplary description of what the cre-
ators of fascist theatre sought to achieve. To us it may appear like
wishful thinking, escapism etc., but for them it was a formula to
effect transcendence and the creation of an ideal New Order that
has magical quality and could therefore influence reality. It con-
firms what Freud sketched out in Totem and Taboo: 

There is an intellectual function in us which demands unity, con-
nection and intelligibility from any material, whether of perception
or thought, that comes within its grasp; and if, as a result of special
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circumstances, it is unable to establish a true connection, it does not
hesitate to fabricate a false one. Systems constructed in this way are
known to us not only from dreams, but also from phobias, from
obsessive thinking and from delusions.39

To which one might add: from fascist ritualism and cultic theatre.

Fascism as a civic religion40

One of the first organisations to avail itself of these specific ‘pro-
pagandistic’ possibilities of theatre was the Catholic Church. In
1622 it instituted the Propaganda Fide and thereby bequeathed to
the fascist leadership a concept of art operating ‘like a religion,
which also overcomes the divisions in people’s principles and
sympathies, and institutes – please forgive the comparison – a
kind of parallel to the Pope’s Propaganda Fide.’41

Many uninvolved contemporary observers were struck by the
fact that the public rituals of fascist régimes were ‘more than a gor-
geous show; [they] also had something of the mysticism and reli-
gious fervour of an Easter or Christmas mass in a great Catholic
cathedral.’42 ‘Is this a dream or reality’, asked one of the visitors to
the Reichsparteitag 1936 after the spectacle on the Zeppelinwiese
and concluded: ‘It is like a majestic church service (Andacht) where
we have congregated to find new strength. Yes, it is the ceremonial
hour of our movement, a service held to protect us in a sea of light
against the darkness out there.’43

Speer said that Hitler canonised the formations, processions
and celebrations so that ‘they were almost like rites of the found-
ing of a Church.’44 Once he had worked out the right forms, he
wanted to fix them as ‘unalterable rites’ that gave him the status of
a ‘founder of a religion’.45

The parallels between fascism and Christian religion were par-
ticularly apparent in Catholic countries. Here, a widely known
repertoire of religious symbols were taken out of their originally
Christian context and grafted onto political concepts. As we shall
see, even in Germany – despite the purported recourse to Ger-
manic cults – formal devices and structures stemmed predomi-
nantly from the Christian tradition.

Mussolini stated in 1923 that ‘Fascism is a religious phenome-
non of vast historical proportions’46 and that fascism was ‘a civic
and political belief, but also a religion, a militia, a spiritual disci-
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pline, which has had – like Christianity – its confessors, its testify-
ing witnesses, its saints’.47 The Fascist Party was often described as
‘a new Church’ (La nuova chiesa is the title, for example, of a play
by Caselli48) or as a ‘religious and military order’. This is
explained in the following manner: ‘It is religious because it has its
own faith and conscience. It is militant because to obey its orders
defends the faith and risks sacrificing one’s life for it. This is the
mystic character of fascism. It is a militia of believers in a disfig-
ured and cowardly world.’49 If the fascist State resembled the
Church, the Party as its militant spearhead was modelled on the
Templars or the Società Jesu. Mussolini was elevated to the posi-
tion of ‘High Priest of the Fatherland’,50 if not a ‘god’.51 The Party
was treated like a religious seminary where the apostles and mili-
tants of the fascist faith were educated and trained to become the
leaders of a secularised republica dei. The principal rites of passage
of the Party, the official meetings and public rallies were modelled
on the religious ceremonies and liturgy of the Catholic Church.
There were even temples erected in honour of the Fascist Revolu-
tion and its martyrs. Reviewing the Mostra della Rivoluzione
Fascista, the journal Gioventù fascista (10 July 1932) declared: ‘Fas-
cism is a way of life, therefore it is a religion. A good fascist is a
religious man. We believe in a fascist mysticism (mistica fascista),
because it is a mysticism with its own martyrs and devotees, and
humbly unites a people around an idea.’ Newspapers described
the Mostra as an ‘altar of the fascist faith’ that could accommodate
tens of thousands of ‘pilgrims’. It was proposed to become a per-
manent ‘reliquary of our fight so that, as in a church, the heart of
the faithful and the fascist will each time overflow more liberally
with enthusiasm and be recharged with hope’.52 The exhibition
did not present a historical picture of Mussolini’s seizure of
power, but a mythological interpretation of the Duce, his apostles
and precursors. Garibaldi, d’Annunzio etc., were depicted as the
prophets of the Messiah, to whom the sanctum sanctorum was ded-
icated. As in a religious reliquary, there were displayed for public
veneration the cimelia of the Duce’s life and actions. From there,
the itinerary led to the hall with the Altar of Sacrifice, dedicated to
the hundreds of camicie nere who had given their lives as Martyrs
of Fascism.53

In Piazza Venezia, an Altar of the Fatherland was erected,
which became the focus of many ‘sacred pilgrimages’ undertaken
by Mussolini and the fascist leadership54 to commemorate the res-
urrection of the New Italy in the First World War, an event that
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was viewed as the ‘symbol of the redeeming martyrdom for the
religion of Italy, equal to the symbol of the cross in the religion of
Christ.’55 In fact, all Case del Fascio (local centres of the Fascist
Party) were furnished with bell towers and considered ‘churches
of our faith’ and ‘altars of the religion of the Fatherland’.56 Mem-
bers of the Fascist youth organisations were exhorted: ‘After the
Credo in God, recite every morning the Credo in Mussolini.’57

Gentile reports what the Credo Fascista consisted of:

Q:  What is the Credo of Fascism?

A:  It is the Credo given to us by the Apostles of Italy and of Fas-
cism.

Q:  How many articles does it consist of?

A:  Twelve, in the following order: I believe in Eternal Rome,
mother of my Fatherland, and in Italy, her first son – Who was
begotten from her virginal womb by the grace of god – Who suf-
fered under the barbarian invaders, was crucified, died and was
buried – Who descended into the grave and rose again from the
dead in the XIX century – Then ascended to heaven in the years
1918 and 1922 – And sits on the right hand of Mother Rome –
From whence it shall come in glory to judge the quick and dead
– I believe in the genius of Mussolini – And in our Holy Father
Fascism – And in the communion with the martyrs – And in the
conversion of the Italians – And in the resurrection of the
Empire – Amen.58

Amongst the common people, religious sentiments that had been
fostered by the Catholic Church were projected onto Mussolini.
He became the object of magical veneration. He was treated as an
idol; his portraits were worn as talismans; his voice on the radio
was believed to have occult powers.59 An unprinted report of a
visit of Mussolini to Trieste described people ‘with eyes sparkling
with emotion and that indescribably joyous anguish’ that made
their bodies tremble as they kissed the hand of the man who
‘seemed like a god’.60 Another document describes how a woman
anticipates the Duce’s visit with ‘trepidation and anxiety which
makes the heart beat with unrestrainable force. It is the Father we
are expecting, the Messiah who comes to visit his flock of goats to
give them new faith (…) Duce! This magic word makes the heart
beat as if an electric flash went through it.’

Documents of this kind indicate that the fascist rituals could
indeed be like magical rites that led to trance and possession
states. At the core of the Fascist revolution was ‘a holy madness’,
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which ‘in its sublime and irrational greatness is felt and accepted
by the heart and the spirit’61 However, such ecstasy and fervour
did not square too well with the requirements of an ordered State.
Therefore, with the establishment of Fascism as a régime, it had to
be canalised into clear structures that also offered guidance to the
masses. Institutionalising the initial revolutionary impetus and
religious sentiments led to the rigid structures of a Fascist
‘Church’, complete with a credo, a doctrine, a hierarchy of priests
and acolytes.

However, what distinguished Fascism from Catholicism was
that the former attempted to establish ‘the most glorious reign of
God on earth’.62 Fascism was not a belief system that sought
redemption in the World of Beyond, but a political cult where the
magic was supposed to have effect on the here and now. Whilst
Catholicism preached a metaphysical religion, Fascism promised
to establish Paradise on earth. (Hence the emphasis on Mussolini
as a divinità terrestre, of the Party members as archangeli mondani,
and of Fascist Italy as il regno di Dio in terra, etc.)

The chiliastic doctrine that Christ will reign on the earth for
one-thousand years was equally employed by the Nazis to trans-
figure Hitler’s régime into the Tausendjährige Reich that will finally
bring ‘the thousand years of the Vale of Tears to an end and turn
the world into heaven’.63 However, contrary to Medieval mil-
lenarian belief, which projected the erection of a republica dei into
the celestial future, the Nazi Reich was posited as historically
immanent. Hitler was portrayed as the redeemer who opened the
door to an eternal reign of terrestrial happiness. The official view
was that the fight between good and evil had principally been
won in 1933 and that the transformation of the old world into a
new one had already begun. But, because the process had not yet
reached its conclusion, the ideal State still needed to be evoked
and represented in the form of cultic theatre and liturgical drama.

Fascist cultic theatre

Fascism established an alternative religious practice through a)
plays of a cultic, mystical, magical quality, and b) through festi-
vals and rituals that regulated the life of the individual and the
community. These could take the form of either seasonal festi-
vals, life cycle rituals, or ceremonies related to the fascist move-
ment. In all these cases, the performances were festive events, a
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communion of believers, where the play/ritual served as the
liturgy, the leaders acted as the high priests, and the spectators
formed the congregation. 

The journal Neue Gemeinschaft offered a poignant characterisa-
tion of this cultic theatre: ‘The aim of our festivities is the creation
and consolidation of the Volksgemeinschaft. One of our most impor-
tant tasks is to integrate the celebrants into the celebratory action
and to turn them into the immediate protagonists of the festivity.
The confessional force of our festivities can be significantly
enhanced by making the Volksgemeinschaft confess themselves, at
significant climaxes, to the represented ideals and principles.’64

The most common form of cultic drama were the choric plays
written for political gatherings and open-air festival arenas.65

These plays were meant to offer a ‘mystic transcendence of the
myths of our new times which will be sublimation and choric ele-
vation of the conquests and truths of our age. It is not reality in the
naturalistic, documentary, holographic sense of the nearly-true
tranche de vie, and does not fulfil a chronistic function which is
nowadays reserved to cinema and radio, but seeks a creation of
the Hero who personifies the Myth and purifies our life and soci-
ety in a tragic catharsis’.66

A comparable rôle was played by historical dramas. They
aimed at a similar ‘lyrical transfiguration of the days we live in’67

and had, in fact, little to do with history, but with a mythical ele-
vation of historical figures and events. The distinction between
myth and history was broken up, or rather, both were regarded as
two different aspects of the same process. Myth was seen as the
further end of history, which reaches at its opposite pole into the
here and now. History is rooted in myth, and myth sums up accu-
mulated history. Through myth we are given access to the eternal
aspects of Being. Fascist mythology drew on archetypal experi-
ences, but was also composed, structured and ‘manipulated’. Fas-
cist mythopoeia offered ‘a partly moulded, partly unconscious
representation of the world’,68 i.e., a world as seen and experi-
enced by the mythmaker. It became a vehicle to present Fascism in
the context of a wider historical and metaphysical reality.

Fascist mythopoeia employed and utilised the cyclical time
concept of religion69 and irrational philosophy (such as Niet-
zsche’s doctrine of Eternal Return). A good example of this was
Hitler’s concept of the Aryan race or Mussolini’s recuperation of
the myth of romanità. Roman mythology, as well as selected inci-
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dents of the history of the Roman Empire, were employed to visu-
alise the rebirth of a nation. The mythical past was resurrected in
order to restore an Italian identity. With Caesar and Augustus
reborn in Mussolini, the civitas romana was reborn as civitas fascista.
As the Mostra Augustea della Romanità of 1937, organised in paral-
lel with the Mostra della Rivoluzione Fascista, tried to underline:
under the guidance of Mussolini, Rome can fulfil its historic mis-
sion in the modern world. The ancient and the modern world are
once again linked and brought together under the banner of Fas-
cism. Hence, the Prima Mostra Romana 1923 was commemorated
with a coin that was inscribed: ‘Incipit vita nova’.70 It followed
that a new calendar be introduced to complement and, ultimately,
to replace the Christian datation system (starting with 1923 as
Anno I).71 However, it must be stressed that this myth of ‘Rome
reborn in Fascist Italy’ was not determined by nostalgic venera-
tion of the past. Mussolini was conscious of ‘utilizing the Roman
patrimony’72 and presenting a new and original concept of Roman
modernity, a ‘Roma del ventesimo secolo’.73

This ‘back to the future’ concept applies equally to both drama
and ritual. Myth stands to ritual as playscript does to theatre per-
formance. Acting out fascist myths means giving concrete shape,
visualisation and dramatisation to an otherwise abstract concept
of the world. As to the forms of these rituals and dramas, the fas-
cists again tried to transform the old traditions rather than slav-
ishly copy them. Giménez Caballero’s concept of renacimiento del
teatro, for example, is entirely based on servirse and utilizar the
‘liturgical, hieratic, mystical and therefore mysterious’ master-
works of the past that can inspire, as ‘symbolic models’, a new and
authentic theatre of the future.74 Similarly, the German Thingspiele
were no authentic copies of the cultic rituals of the Germanic peo-
ples, but only rather vaguely inspired by them.

Beside the dramatic theatre of the fascist régimes there were
other, more participatory forms of cults and rituals, which were
aimed at incorporating the wider community into the fascist State.
These celebrations were ‘an enlightening meeting and enthusias-
tic declaration as well as a regular covenant and festive appeal to
the emotional forces of every Party member and Volksgenosse.
Having confirmed his faith in the regularly repeated communal
confession he can let his convictions flow into the collective of the
people, overcome the half-heartedness of his surroundings, and
reinforce the energy of the nation.’75 The basic idea behind these
festivities was to make public and relate to the fascist State what
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had hitherto been a private affair. Secondly, the fascist leadership
was fully aware that the majority of the population remained
attached to the Church and that even amongst Party members the
percentage of atheists was small. Therefore, competition with the
Church could only be won if a parallel cult could take over the
functions that gave the Church such strong roots in society.  

Fascist open-air rallies and pageants made conscious use of
Christian rituals and ceremonies and employed a symbolic reper-
toire and dramaturgical patterns that were derived from such tra-
ditions as the Corpus Christi processions, the Festa di San Giovanni,
autos sacramentales or miracle plays. The marching to the sound of
drums and trumpets and the singing of songs had a heroic and
unifying quality. The purpose of such participatory elements was
apparent: ‘The marching of singing columns is a truly liturgical
gesture of immense power. It is a physical exercise which better
than any solicitation or demand implants the will to conquest and
the victorious confidence of faith in the flesh and blood of every-
one down to the smallest child.’76

In Italy, a new festive calendar fixed by the Gran Consiglio was
introduced to create an annual cycle of rituals, which aimed at
transforming the individual and turning the masses into an instru-
ment of the State (plasmare le masse and fare gli italiani, Mussolini
used to call this.) The rituals were ‘destined to generate collective
states of mind’ and a ‘collective life, directed towards giving the
nation a sense of united existence.’77 The same applies to the Ger-
man calendar of public celebrations. New holidays were intro-
duced to supersede the Christian feast days. Furthermore,
Morgenfeiern were held in order to replace the traditional church
services, or so-called Lebensfeiern to supplant the Christian rituals
of baptism, confirmation, marriage and burial (now re-named
Namensweihe, Verpflichtungsfeier, Eheweihe, Totenfeier). 

As far as indoor meetings were concerned, Vondung has shown
how closely their structures were again modelled on church ser-
vices. The linguistic and musical symbols were either directly
taken from or constructed in parallel to Christian liturgy. The texts
used stylistic devices and formulae such as heroic metres and
rhyme forms, repetition of words and phrases to give them a
sacred and heroic character, and direct borrowings from church
genres such as the responsorium, intercession, confession and
invocation were employed to increase the ‘mysterious’ aura of the
rituals. The music was chosen to ‘flood the hall with a powerful
sound and to permeate it with an enchanting atmosphere and mys-
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tical resonance.’78 The architecture of the meeting places imitated
Christian churches or ancient temples, and the décor emulated the
interior design and requisites of chapels and church houses.

During these rituals, the gospel of fascist ideology was
preached and the followers of the cult entered into a mystical
communion with their leader. However, just as the Christian
priests of the past had found performative means of illustrating
the Bible, so was the reading from ‘fascist scriptures’ (Mein Kampf,
La dottrina fascista, Il primo libro del fascista) meant to be supplanted
or complemented by more effective means of confirming belief in
the fascist ‘faith’. The doctrine had to be given dramatic represen-
tation, or even better, to be turned into participatory rituals. The
most astounding of these rituals were those of the fascist ‘faithful’,
e.g., the initiation rites of the Partito Nazionale Fascista (PNF),
the consecration of banners and standards in the Fasci di Combat-
timento, the hieratic rituals of the SS and Totenkopforden. They
provided a bonding ritual for the members of the organisation
and helped ‘to establish a National Socialist community feeling
through emotional experiences’, as one of their originators, Alfred
Rosenberg, explained.79

The fascist community: The leader and his followers 

Hitler gave a vivid description of the aim and function of rituals in
a fascist State: 

Mass meetings are a necessity because the individual (…) who feels
isolated and easily succumbs to the fear of loneliness, is given here
an idea of a greater community. (…) When he as a seeker is swept
along by the mighty effect of the ecstasy and enthusiasm of three to
four thousand others, when the visible success and agreement of
thousands confirm to him the rightness of the new doctrine (…),
then he will submit to the magic spell of what we call ‘mass sug-
gestiveness’. The will, the longing, as well as the power of thou-
sands of people are accumulated in every individual. The man who
entered such a meeting doubting and wavering leaves it with an
inner conviction: he has become a member of a community.80

Mussolini was equally aware that rituals were the most effective
means of creating ‘the new connective fabric which firmly keeps
the organism of our civil society united.’81 The formation of a
cohesive and harmonious collectivity was an ambitious project of
the fascist State which no form of rational propaganda would
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have been able to achieve. The fascist answer to the outcry of an
anguished people for a protective shield against the effects of cri-
sis was basically a ritualistic one. Rituals were employed to inte-
grate a geographically and socially splintered society, to mobilise
the masses, to orchestrate collective sentiments, to conquer their
consent, and give them a direction. ‘The people: sons of the same
soil united in their vibrant love for their common Fatherland. The
people: all of them sons of Magna Mater (…) The whole Italian
people finding themselves united, for the first time maybe, under
the colours of the banner of the Fatherland, in a spiritual unity
which finally renders them worthy of their victory and their most
splendid aims.’82

Theatrical performances in playhouses, public rituals, festivi-
ties and ceremonies were designed to foster communal experi-
ences. Both open-air and indoor performances were intended to
overcome the traditional stage-audience relationships and to unite
actors and spectators so that ‘the whole theatre would become one
single song’.83 A precise definition of the psychological function of
fascist theatre is given by the critic W. Kurz in his aptly entitled
essay, On the Overcoming of the Ego Through Theatre: ‘The last and
most important function of the theatre is the redemption of the
Ego, the liberation from the captivity of individual narrowness
and individual anxieties, and the surrender into the universe, the
whole, the community.’84 Consequently, fascist playwrights
evoked a large number of situations that indicated a return to a
united people. They propagated a new ethics that was aimed at
overcoming egotism, uniting one individual with other individu-
als, creating a firm bond between them, making them identify
with the aims of the fascist State and submit to the orders of the
leader. The redemptive virtue of this submission to a superior
principle was demonstrated in many plays. To quote one example,
M. Federici’s Lunga marcia di ritorno: ‘For years I’ve travelled the
world in search of a superior harmony. I have dreamed of war, of
the time when we were in the trenches (…) I always hoped. I was
in a crisis (…) And then, you see, from time to time a man comes
forward, one of our men, and he makes himself our leader.’85 The
conduct of this leader was modelled, of course, on the historical
examples given by the Führer, Duce, Caudillo. Or rather, one
should say, on the way these historical figures were mythisised,
legendised and sanctified in fascist hagiography.

In this literature, two basic tendencies can be observed: first, the
stylising of the leader into a messiah and founder of a new reli-
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gion, and secondly, presenting him as a redeemer, saviour, healer,
shaman. Hitler promised the re-establishment of the mythical
Aryan community as the brotherhood of Germans, a harmonious
Volksgemeinschaft without any class barriers. The SS catechism
taught: ‘Why do we believe in Germany and the Führer?’ – The
answer: ‘Because we believe in God, we believe in Germany
which He created in His world and in the Führer, Adolf Hitler,
whom He has sent us’.86 I mentioned above the Fascist Credo
which the Ballilla had to say every morning. In Germany a similar
phenomenon could be observed. Mosse reported that in Cologne
school children began and ended their lunch with the following
prayer: ‘Führer, my Führer, bequeathed to me by the Lord, protect
and preserve me as long as I live! Thou hast rescued Germany
from deepest distress, I thank thee today for my daily bread.
Abideth thou long with me, foresaketh me not, Führer, my Führer,
my faith and my light.’87

Cavallo has shown that the stylisation of Mussolini as ‘a leader
whom Providence has sent’ or ‘the new Moses’ who leads the Ital-
ians to the promised land88 was expressed in dozens of plays
penned by Fascist playwrights in Italy. Mussolini’s divine mission
was thus expressed in one of them: ‘And God looked at our
Fatherland, and to liberate us from our foreign enemies, he sent us
Mussolini of the Redshirts, and to liberate us from our inner ene-
mies, he sent us Mussolini of the Blackshirts.’89 Another of these
plays ends with the protagonist exclaiming: ‘I believe in him, son
of the people and our brother, illuminated by the divine light (…)
He gives fecund inspiration to the creative minds so that they may
achieve new harmony. He is our renewer who reforms the people
who have fallen in disgrace (…) He guides the march of the peo-
ple thirsting for light and song and he leads them to the accession
of the Holy Trinity: Faith, Peace and Labour (…) Thank thee, oh
Lord, for having sent Him to remodel our spirit and body.’90

This grafting of the Christian redeemer and saviour image onto
a historical person was a postfiguration technique often employed
in the Christian drama of the Baroque period and was ultimately
derived from medieval theology.91 Both Hitler and Mussolini were
well versed in the literary traditions of Christian religion and were
fully capable of adopting their conventions. Hitler helped the
transformation of his own person into an archetypal, divine
redeemer figure through his mythological biography, Mein Kampf.
The broad outline of the classical saviour figure emerges from
many stylised incidents in the book: the call from above that takes
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him out of his family, the crossing of the threshold and the passage
into the new world, the descend into the abyss, the wrestling with
the satanic powers, the ordeal with the opponents who need to be
slain, the resurfacing from the lower depths, the calling of apos-
tles, the triumphant progress of his message through the world.
And at the nadir of his career the union with the supreme princi-
ple (God, the People).92

However, the stylisation of own’s own biography is not enough
to provoke reactions such as the one Dorothy Thompson reported
from a woman at the Oberammergau Passion Play: ‘When they
hoisted Jesus on the cross, she said, “There he is. That is our
Führer, our Hitler!” And when they paid out the thirty pieces of
silver to Judas, she said: “That is Röhm, who betrayed the
Leader.”’93 For Hitler or Mussolini to be venerated as Messiahs,
some previous emotional experiences must have taken place in
the souls of their followers. Thousands of reports on fascist rituals
confirm that Hitler’s or Mussolini’s hypnotic qualities kept people
enthralled and took complete possession of them. In primitive
societies, people fall under the magic spell of the shaman. The rit-
uals he conducts sweep them into a state of trance. In this ecstatic
and emotionally intoxicated condition they act as if under hypno-
sis. The compelling effect of the ritual produces these states of
altered consciousness; but equally important is the shaman’s
mana, his divine power and inner force that makes things move
and brings about restoration of health.94 The fascist leaders have
also been described as possessing the magnetic spell of a shaman:
‘He is simply a sort of great medicine man. He literally is that, in
the full sense of the term. We have gone back so far toward the
savage state that the medicine man has become king among us
(…). It is the shaman’s drum which beats round Hitler (…). Cults
and bewitchment are the true element of his spell, and furious
dances to the point of exhaustion. The primitive world has
invaded the west.’95

The redemption of mankind from the evils of the world may
ultimately be the task of the Messiah, but there is no Saviour with-
out his Apostles. Similarly, the fascist leader gathers around him-
self a flock of faithfuls to cure society from the effects of the crisis:
‘[Mussolini] went to the country where the socialist-masonic fight
was raging, and he won apostles for the new doctrine, men of the
people who tomorrow, in the days of need, stand ready with a
faith worthy of the new government.’96 Together, they spread ‘the
new Gospel’97 and engage in a fight against those who are held
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responsible for the chaos, and the ‘false prophets’ who seek to
seduce the people with their erroneous solution to the disorder of
the capitalist/liberalist world. Healing metaphors abound in the
plays that describe their fight against this ‘odious Muscovite con-
tagion’98 and ‘that infectious Communist disease’.99 Another
metaphor for this fight was that of a war of religion. In truly mil-
lenarian fashion the fascists were depicted as the army of God,
whilst the socialists appear as ‘occult forces sprung from the
bosom of Satan’.100 Other playwrights compared this ‘holy battle’
with the Christian crusade against the infidels: ‘Save Europe from
Communist barbarity like many centuries ago Europe was saved
from the Moors and Turks’.101 Or they proclaimed: ‘We have to
show to the Red Mammeluks that the Italian Catholic youth is
strong and pure (…) and ready to give their lives for the greatness
of Italy and for the salvation of Christian civilisation.’ Others
again equated the Bolsheviks with the hordes of Tartars over-run-
ning the Occident, or with the Goths and Langobards destroying
the ancient Mediterranean culture.102

Out of this ‘purifying bloodbath’ and ‘regenerating violence’
the fascist New Man and New Order would be born. Hitler
reported in Mein Kampf how the First World War made him ‘see
the light of truth’ and how he overcame his early infatuation with
socialist doctrines. Similarly, Mussolini had to undergo the con-
version from Socialist to Fascist during the war before he could
engage in his preordained task of setting up the Fasci di Combatti-
mento. These rites of passage, from socialist to fascist, were often
depicted in plays and were compared with the conversion of Saul
into Paul. The dramaturgical pattern was usually sinning – recog-
nition of the truth – perdition – salvation.103 In this apocalyptic
fight between Good and Evil, many of the Apostles lose their lives,
and many of them know so in the hour of their conversion. For
example, in the play Risorgi e cammina, the protagonist is lying in
his barracks and suddenly ‘hears a silver voice: “Get up”, it said,
“and join the national army. You will die, but you will be resur-
rected.”’104 Or in G. Magrone’s Risorgi e cammina a socialist experi-
ences his ‘Damascus’ in a similar manner: ‘You have heard this
voice, the voice of the Fatherland’s God. You have seen an image
surrounded by a halo of celestial light that led you onto the path
of death, which was also the path of resurrection.’105

This ‘resurrection’ of the martyrs of the fascist movement took
place in commemorative rituals celebrated by both the German
and Italian régimes. During the annually repeated ‘Feier des
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Sieges und der Auferstehung’ the names of the sixteen Nazis who
died in the Munich Beer Hall Putsch of 9 November 1923 were
summoned and the Hitlerjugend answered to each with ‘Here!’ to
symbolise their resurrection. The ceremony was not a simple
memorial service in honour of the ‘Blood Witnesses’, but a reactu-
alisation and transfiguration of the historical events through rit-
ual, i.e. a procession with the sacred symbols and holy relics of the
putsch, the firing of sixteen cannon shots, the consecration of the
martyrs’ bodies in their ‘temple’ at the Königsplatz, sermons,
prayers, hymns etc. The ritual, performed annually in Munich,
elevated the sixteen Nazi thugs to the status of saints and martyrs
who had sacrificed their lives in the apocalyptic fight between
good and evil. Their death became integrated into a Nazi Heils-
geschichte and was interpreted as a sacrifice that contributed to the
redemption of mankind: ‘We feel enriched / by the blood of those
who fell / so that their banner pure and bright / shall give us rev-
elation of the Reich / (…) / With your fame our life begins.’106

Summary

In this chapter I have discussed public celebrations and other
forms of ritual theatre, invented and devised by fascist régimes in
response to psychic needs that had arisen in large sections of the
population in reaction to a profound crisis affecting both the indi-
vidual and society. The psycho-social mechanisms of ritual prac-
tices were exploited to serve the political aims of the régimes.
Ritualism was believed to be an effective tool to foster a fascist
community, to instil a fascist ideology in the people, and to win
support for fascist political actions. As to the actual efficacy of
these rituals, a few provisos need to be added.

My analysis has tried to elucidate why fascism could gain mass
support and generate genuine enthusiasm for its political pro-
gramme in the population of many European States. However,
not all citizens fell for the compelling power of fascist ritualism,
and not all performances in fascist States qualify to be designated
‘fascist ritual theatre’. It is not within the scope of this essay to
analyse non-fascist rituals, such as the bourgeois ritual of visiting
traditional dramatic performances in their municipal theatre, or
the rural population holding sagre or village fêtes. The régimes,
who were so alert to the usefulness of ritual practices, did not
want to be seen as a destabilising agency and rarely interfered
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with such relief-giving traditions. As a result, a good ninety per
cent107 of theatre performances in fascist States were non-fascist in
form and content, although their function was firmly integrated
into a wider fascist concept of ritualism.

If rituals can be considered a means to generate enthusiasm,
belief, order, security, a feeling of community, etc., there is also
plenty of evidence that some people found fascist ritualism
exceedingly tedious, or after some initial interest grew tired of it.
This is where the fascinum of the theatre had to be complemented
by the fasces of the military apparatus. The magic spell of the ritu-
als may have compelled people to carry out, voluntarily, actions
that filled them with horror after the war. But to others, the rituals
were not conducive to a wholesale surrendering to their internal
logic; so the coercing force of the fasces was required to make these
people toe the fascist line.

As a result, fascism entered into the chronicles of this century as
the bloodiest and most destructive reaction to a pervasive crisis.
To prevent any repetition of history, the ‘fascinating’ force of fas-
cist ritualism has to be fully understood, since without this
fascinum the terror system of the fasces would not have worked.
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4 
The Theatre of Politics in Fascist Italy

Emilio Gentile
Translated by Kate Rickitt

Political theatre and the theatricality of politics

In classical Greece, the term theatron could mean either a place
for dramatic performances or one for civic gatherings and pub-

lic orations. Similarly, in modern mass society there is a theatrical
dimension to politics, understood in the dual etymological mean-
ing of the term. Since the time of the French Revolution, mass
political movements have exercised considerable influence on pol-
itics and have experimented with a new form of political theatre.
Ideologies were given representation in performance, which
became an instrument of propaganda and a weapon in the politi-
cal struggle. Political theatre has not always been successful
though, owing to its artistic quality or the extent to which it was
able to attract a mass audience. There is, however, another aspect
of the connection between theatre and politics which is intrinsic to
politics as such. I am not talking here about a type of theatre that
serves politics, but rather the form of politics that enters directly
onto the stage. Politics assumes a performative character when it
unfolds by means of mass spectacles, such as political meetings,
processions, parades, festivals, ceremonies and rituals. These
events dramatise the myths and ideologies of political movements
and régimes, and involve the public both as spectator and actor.
This theatricality of politics has acquired, particularly in contempo-
rary society, an important and enduring collective dimension and
has become an integral part of mass politics.1
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Of all the political movements of this century Fascism has been,
from its very inception, the one to give the greatest boost to the
theatricality of politics. Fascism attempted to create a truly politi-
cal theatre. In 1933 Mussolini, himself the author of plays about
historical characters and events,2 launched the idea of the creation
of a ‘mass theatre’. However, the actual result did not live up to
the Duce’s expectations.3 The real ‘political theatre’ of Fascism
cannot be found in the experiments with propagandistic theatre,
but rather in the creation of a Fascist liturgy for the masses, in the
theatre of political rites at meetings, celebrations and festivals.

The importance of theatricality in the mass politics of Fascism
did not escape contemporary observers. The French historian, Paul
Hazard, visited Italy at the beginning of the 1920s and was struck
by the overt ritualism of the Fasci di Combattimenti.4 In the mid-
1920s, the American scholar Schneider attached great importance
to what he defined as ‘the new fascist art of secular celebrations’.5

And yet, in spite of these perceptions, the question of a specifically
Fascist theatricality of politics has been neglected by historians.
Up until now, the tendency has been to view mass spectacles either
as the more ridiculous and grotesque face of Fascism, or as a mys-
tifying instrument used to deceive and manipulate the masses.
This attitude has not completely disappeared in recent studies, in
which the theme of Fascist mass spectacles is analysed using Wal-
ter Benjamin’s concept of the ‘aestheticisation of politics’.6 When
the aesthetic element is foregrounded to the detriment of the politi-
cal element, the theatricality of Fascism becomes viewed as being
only a surrogate of the dearth of political culture and ideological
coherence. This, however, does not suffice.

Certainly, the theatrical aspects of Fascism can often appear
grotesque and as purely instrumental in the mystification of the
collective. Mussolini was not in the habit of hiding the fact that
mass spectacles had a manipulatory function. Nevertheless, an
analysis conducted along these lines is, in my view, too limiting
and misleading, above all because it undervalues the consistent
link between the theatricality of Fascism and its culture as a totali-
tarian movement and modern political religion.

The ‘aestheticisation of politics’ is certainly an important aspect
in the relationship between theatricality and Fascism. The crucial
point though, is to arrive at a clearer understanding of the nature
of this relationship. In so doing, one inevitably discovers another
typical aspect of Fascism, the sacralisation of politics. This, in my
opinion, is an essential ingredient of the political theatricality of
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Fascism, whether in the form of performances of political theatre
or mass spectacles. Both shall be dealt with in this chapter.

The liturgy of a modern political religion

Fascism was a political religion with a coherent system of beliefs,
myths, rites and symbols, with a ‘sacred history’ and a vision of
mystical community. Its most conspicuous symbolic and dramatic
representation was the Lictorian cult. Here, ‘sacred’ and ‘secular’
stood side-by-side and more often than not intermingled to dis-
seminate and reinforce faith in the Fascist religion.7 Fascism’s
greatest ambition was to achieve the rebirth of the Italian popula-
tion, to create the ‘New Man’ and a ‘New Civilisation’, which
would confirm Fascism’s historic mission:

The Fascist era will really have commenced the day on which
Fascism has moulded the whole population by uniting it in the Fas-
cist faith (...). Men of the Fascist Revolution have to perform the
work of Titans: all artistic works and cultural trends of the past
must be closely examined by the Fascist eye. With political religion
and by means of the political religion, which we practise every day,
we must recreate the world as we feel and experience it. The reality
of the past must be subdued to fit the reality of our times: to be
loftier, brighter and more profound, because it is a part of us and
nearer to us, because it is our true self.8

The theatricalisation of politics, in the form of ‘sacred’ rites and
‘secular’ spectacles, was considered necessary to fulfil this aim, to
shape the spirit of the masses and to obtain their consent. This,
however, was not to be attained through free and critical appro-
bation, but rather through mystical participation in the cult of a
lay religion. In this sense, one can view the Fascists as degenerate
disciples of Rousseau. Although rejecting the ideology of the
French Revolution, they nevertheless followed its example in their
attempt to construct a new lay religion.9

In his drawing up of a Fascist political liturgy, Mussolini fol-
lowed a logic that was consistent with his own concept of the
masses. There was an awareness of the collective function of sym-
bols, rites and festivals. The author of a treatise on the Fascist
concept of the State maintained that the masses ‘need spiritual-
ism, religiosity, catechism, rite.’10 Mussolini saw politics as the art
of moulding the masses; he therefore made use of rites and col-
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lective ceremonies to implant Fascist ideology in the heart of the
population: 

For me, he masses are nothing but a herd of sheep as long as they
are unorganised. I am nowise antagonistic to them. All that I deny
is that they are capable of ruling themselves. But if you lead them
you must guide them by two reins, enthusiasm and interest. He
who uses one only of the reins is in great danger. The mystical and
the political factors condition one another reciprocally. Either with-
out the other is arid, withered, and is stripped of its leaves by the
wind.11

According to Mussolini, the Fascist Revolution:

creates new forms, new myths, and new rites; and the would-be
revolutionist, while using old traditions, must refashion them. He
must create new festivals, new gestures, new forms, which will
themselves in turn become traditional. (...) The Roman greeting,
songs and formulas, anniversary commemorations, and the like –
all are essential to fan the flames of the enthusiasm that keep a
movement in being.12

This concept led Fascism to assert the supremacy of mythical
thought in mass politics. Il popolo d’Italia maintained that the true
force of a political movement came from the suggestive potency of
its myths, which would propel people to live and die for it.13 The
Fascist leadership was fully aware of the connection between
myth, symbol and rite as a necessary precondition to instil and
keep alive a collective faith. The Fascists had probably learnt the
lesson of Le Bon, an author much admired by Mussolini: ‘A reli-
gious or political belief is based on faith, but without rites and
symbols, faith would not last.’14 They knew that the masses could
be more enthused by ‘a beautiful symbol than a mediocre reality
of fact’.15 The dramatisation of myth by means of collective cere-
monies was therefore essential to the politics of Fascism, which
primarily aimed at moulding the Italian masses and transforming
them into a community of believers:

In its celebration of solemn rites in accordance with austere, simple
and strong forms, which themselves have so much fascination sim-
ply through their single exterior appearance, Fascism itself, even
before Art, has given aesthetic expression to the new myth by
which it shall speak more profoundly to hearts and minds. (...) But
today, when classical mythology is perhaps more than ever a sign
of cultural dilettantism and artificial symbolism, a whole new
mythology adorns the immense Pantheon of our faith.16
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The rites of communion of the Fascist action squads

From its very inception, Fascism developed its own political style
and placed particular emphasis on the theatrical aspects of its
public events. The Fascists boasted that they had restored the so-
called ‘art of mass ceremonies’. On the eve of the March on Rome,
Il popolo d’Italia proclaimed:

Public demonstrations before Fascism were extremely anti-aes-
thetic. Fascism has returned to Italian cities that art of human move-
ment and group gathering which is referred to in the Statutes of
Fiume. Our processions, winding their way through the streets,
passing under the arches, standing in formation in the town
squares around the belfry and towers, are worthy of our cities, and
their beauty increases that of the stones and marble.

Fascism spread amongst the people ‘the unifying love of civic fes-
tivals, which as such is a love of the city, tradition and therefore of
the country’ and reawakened ‘the love of improvised singing and
choral concerts. Fascist celebrations are great choral celebrations.’17

In 1923, Margherita Sarfatti, an authoritative interpreter of Fascist
aesthetics, wrote that the true art of Fascism was ‘the beauty of its
outward displays – I would go as far as to say that its rituals are
new and ancient, simple and solemn, stately and war-like’.18

The Fascist liturgy possessed a highly militarist character. It
was used to glorify the privileged status of the Fascist Party as an
‘army of the nation’ and to assert the pretensions of Fascism as a
charismatic movement, invested with the mission to regenerate
the nation and erect a new State. All the ceremonies and public
displays carried out by the Fascist action squads – the forays of
challenge and conquest, the processions, demonstrations, funer-
als, consecration of the colours, the occupation of cities – were
staged with the declared aim of conveying ‘the tangible and real
sensation of the power of our movement and the indestructible
fate of its future’.19 Public ceremonies of the Fascist action squads
were organised according to precise choreographic plans. Stylised
gestures and movements were designed to externalise the squads’
war-like spirit in ‘a military formation that marches behind its
leaders, behind its pennants, in step, singing hymns of war and
songs from the trenches’. It was ‘an exercise in discipline and
pride’, which contrasted with the ‘badly designed white or red
demonstrations based on insults, offensive posters, drunken
choirs and shouting down the opposition’.20
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The Fascist war of symbols against the ‘enemies of the nation’
entailed a variety of formal devices and performative elements.
There were the devastating forays of the action squads, the
impressive processions, the inauguration rites of the pennants of
the Fascist action squads, the display of the tricolour on civic
buildings, as well as the reconsecration of squares and streets in
honour of the country’s new religion. A triumphant theatricality
of terror transformed the brutality of Fascist violence into a cru-
sade for the redemption of the country. The political struggle was
symbolically represented as an epochal clash between Good and
Evil, between the black Fascist knight and the red Communist
dragon. On the victorious completion of an action squad’s expe-
dition against the representatives of a socialist city administration,
the Fascists would carry out a ritual display of the national flag or
bless the action squad pennant in the main square. Such cere-
monies functioned as purification rites to redeem the place and
the crowd from the contamination of Bolshevism and to baptise
them in the name of Fascism.

The Fascists compared themselves to the first Christians, who
spread the word amongst the pagans, ready to brave martyrdom
for the triumph of the new faith. The close connection with Chris-
tian martyrology became most apparent in the celebration of
funeral rites, which, from the era of the action squads onwards,
played a central rôle in the Fascist cult. Careful preparation
ensured the prevalence of an extremely emotive atmosphere,
which would leave a deep impression on the public spectators
assembled in the ‘sacred space’ specially decorated for the occa-
sion. A procession, made up of thousands of people, was grouped
according to the locality of the action squads, each with their own
pennant. There were representatives from the different local
branches, from the national leadership and the patriotic associa-
tions, as well as from the Fascist youth movements. The proces-
sions were characterised by hierarchical unity and military
discipline, and the whole ceremony was designed to conjure up a
picture of ordered and lasting strength, effected by the country’s
new religion. However, these rites also had other functions. After
the procession to the roll of drums and the playing of funeral
marches by the Fascist bands, the rite would culminate, amongst
the colours of hundreds of pennants and black flags, with a
funeral oration by a Fascist leader and the slow march of the
action squads past the coffin, silently honouring the dead with the
Roman salute. Then the leader would call out the names of the
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fallen heroes, to which the action squads would respond ‘pre-
sent!’. At his command, they would kneel in silence for a few min-
utes; then, when commanded to rise, they would shout out ‘alala’,
invoking the names of the martyrs.

The presentation of the Fascists as defenders and martyrs of a
national religion continued a tradition well-known from Chris-
tianity, the Risorgimento and the Great War. The set for the funer-
als was designed to symbolically represent this ideal continuity,
integrating Catholic liturgy into the lay Fascist ritual. In these
death rites, Fascism always emphasised the link with life: the
spirit of the fallen heroes is resurrected in the Fascist cult, united
with the action squad community, and consecrated to the immor-
tal memory of the Fascist faith, so that finally they can ascend to
the Fascist Pantheon, where they keep alive the spirit of the Fas-
cist Revolution.

Furthermore, the funerals were celebrated as rites de passage for
the Fascist youth, thereby turning them from death rites into rites of
life. The ritual was no ‘lugubrious ceremony of death’, but rather
‘a serene rite of faith and youth, which unfolds before the glory of
the sun, in a floral celebration, in the benediction of a whole mul-
titude in a melancholy gathering, in the offering of the tears of
women and young girls.’21

The symbolism of the rite and the theatricality of the perfor-
mance are effectively evoked in typical description of a Fascist
funeral by Il popolo d’Italia:

The Milanese Fascists march past, bare-headed and silent, in mar-
tial step, to the rhythm of fanfares. They file past, austere and
proud, without a sound, sorrow written on their faces, but with an
expression of strength, dignity and pride. The gallant battalions
march between two dense bands of people, who know not how to
hold back their admiration. Old and new faces pass by. There are all
the old Fascists, those of 1919 [i.e., the founding members who
gathered in Piazza San Sepolcro], the first formidable, faithful
nucleus of men, who have experienced all the battles of Fascism,
always staying on the road, through sad and happy times, through
the bitterness of disappointment and the joy of triumph. And now
with them are all the new and newest recruits, forming a phalanx of
men equal in pride, courage, enthusiasm and faith to the Fascists of
the old guard, those who are unforgettable.

The pageant is impressive: the battalions march in an admirably
ordered and disciplined fashion. Who, or what has been able to so
perfectly discipline the Italian population? How has it been possi-
ble to attain such a miracle, to organise responsible and strong-
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willed, audacious and generous individuals, to go so far as to make
an army out of them, an army that has nothing in common with the
old processions, with the formless pageants of time past, gatherings
of uncontrolled and incontrollable crowds? What, if not the pro-
found, undefinable, infinite Fascist faith? It is the new awareness,
the new virile and war-like pride of our race, which returns to the
Roman spirit by virtue of Fascism. The Fascist battalions march
past: here they are, joined together in martial rhythm, disciplined
into perfect ranks; here passes the most handsome, the noblest, the
most generous section of our population. Young men with open
and intelligent faces, with sparkling and vivacious eyes, side-by-
side with old men, who do not show any sign of weariness despite
the fast pace of the march. Workers with modest clothing and
employees, who have all relinquished their Sunday afternoon siesta
to respond to the call. Fighters from all the army units and front
lines proudly display their war decorations and march with the
same pride as when they left the trenches. They glorify the dead,
extol victories, strengthen the spirit by paying homage to the mar-
tyrs and heroes, thereby preparing themselves for new victories,
new glories. (...) Strong and wonderful peasants from our country-
side, with severe male faces, bronzed faces of youths, decorated
with ribbons for bravery in war, handsome in their bearing, which
emphasises their appearance as strong, healthy workers. It is in
these strong men, who carry the signs of hard daily labour, that
one discovers the immense, everlasting and historic value of the
Fascist miracle: to have returned to the People, who are the back-
bone of the nation and who seemed to be carried away by the Bol-
shevik madness, but are now the healthy conscience of the Nation
and an inextinguishable pride to our Race.22

The exultation and choreographic display of youth and symbolic
unanimity beyond divisions of sex, age or class prefigured the
image of the New State and the rebirth of the country from the
ruins of the Liberal State. 

The Lictorian Cult

One of the principal aspects of the ‘Fascist religion’ was the insti-
tutionalisation of a State liturgy, not only for the Party activists,
but for all Italians who, willingly or unwillingly, were involved in
the periodic celebration of the régime’s rites. Fascism entrusted to
the State the task of realising the ideal of a mystic community,
involving Italians of every class and every age, in an experiment
of collective regeneration. The theatricality of politics was funda-
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mental to the mass pedagogy of the totalitarian State and domi-
nated every aspect of public life for millions of men and women.
Italians became actor-spectators in an succession of ‘sacred’ and
‘secular’ mass spectacles, distinct but complementary displays of
the mass liturgy of the Fascist religion. Herman Finer, one of the
more perceptive observers of Mussolini’s Italy in the 1930s, rightly
stated that the mass spectacles were the main industry of the Fas-
cist régime.23 Artists and architects were summoned to construct
temporary or durable monumental sets, which played host to the
‘sacred’ and ‘secular’ displays of Fascism’s political theatricality. 

Immediately after the Fascists came to power, they renewed
and enriched the calendar of State lay-festivals and established
procedures for celebration.24 The régime set a calendar which
articulated the annual rhythm of mass ceremonies and the ritual
celebration of great events in the ‘sacred history’ of the Italian
race. For example, there was the celebration of the Birth of Rome
(21 April), the anniversaries of the ‘rebirth of the nation’, such as
the entry into the Great War (24 May) and the Victory (4 Novem-
ber), and the dates fundamental to the Fascist Revolution, such as
the birth of the Fascist combat groups (23 March), the March on
Rome (28 October) and the Foundation of the Empire (9 May).

The First World War played a central rôle in the symbolic legit-
imisation of the Fascist government. In the first years of the
régime, the anniversary of the entry into the war was celebrated
with great solemnity in the capital and in other cities. There were
many participants: the armed forces, servicemen’s associations,
associations for the disabled, for invalids, for mothers of the fallen,
for widows and orphans of war and, naturally, the Fascist Party
faithfuls. Everywhere, public and private buildings were
bedecked with flags, bands played patriotic songs, monuments
were unveiled, orations held to praise the revived country and the
new national government. Over the years, the rites for the ‘rebirth
of the country’ were incorporated into the Lictorian cult and
became less spectacular. In many cases, the ceremonies consisted
of a single rite, the cult of those who died for the country and of
those who died for the Fascist Revolution. Speaking in Enna on
the anniversary of Italian victory in the First World War, at the
unveiling of a war memorial on 4 November 1932, the Under-Sec-
retary of State, Ruggero Romano, described ‘how in the Decennial
of the Régime, the victims of the War and the Revolution have
returned to us, wrapped in the same flag.’25 The typical ritual for-
malisation of the anniversaries of the Great War, after the incor-
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poration of the Lictorian cult, is summed up in a report by the Pre-
fect of Padua, dated 4 November 1932:

This provincial capital – after morning mass celebrated in the
cathedral – present: civil and military authorities, organisations of
the Party, armed troops, representatives of servicemen and war-
disabled – gathered together from all provincial towns – formed
an impressive procession which went to the monument to the
fallen to lay wreaths and assist in the blessing given by the Arch-
bishop – procession re-established – then reached the Park of
Remembrance – singing of patriotic songs – great applause when
victory bulletin, naval bulletin and reasons for granting war cross
to this city were read. 

This afternoon – this municipal theatre – present: city authority,
organisations, associations, and large general public – local Fascist
combat squat has effectively re-evoked victory, eliciting enthusias-
tic and impassioned response – manifestations of consensus and
devotion to the House of Savoy, Duce and régime.26

The start of the Fascist year was 28 October, the date of the March
on Rome. In 1923, Mussolini wanted to celebrate the first year of
his accession to power in a solemn and spectacular manner and
decreed five days of ceremonies and mass rituals. On the morning
of 31 October, an impressive procession, accompanied by four-
hundred aeroplanes circling the skies, formed in the streets of
Rome. It was headed by the Duce, followed by Party leaders and
cadres from all over Italy, representatives of associations for ser-
vicemen, the war-disabled, mothers and widows of the fallen, the
militia, as well as representatives from political parties, trade
unions and Fascist youth organisations. For about five hours, the
pageant wound its way through the centre of the city, retreading
the route taken by the columns of action squads during the March
on Rome. Accompanied by singers and bands and passing
through streets bedecked with flags, it made its way from the
Piazza del Popolo past the Altar of the Country in Piazza Venezia,
where homage was paid to the Unknown Soldier, to the Quirinal
to salute the king.27

The ceremonies commemorating the March on Rome were a
spectacular review of force, which aimed to glorify the Fascists
and reinforce in them a sense of unity around Mussolini. More-
over, the exhibition of the Party’s strength, and the public display
of consensus granted to the Fascist government by the institutions
and the population served both to make an impression on the
sympathisers of Fascism and to intimidate its opponents. In 1926,
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the anniversary of 28 October was included into the State calendar
of celebrations as a public holiday.28

Another annual mass ceremony of particular solemnity was
the celebration of conscription: a young man’s rite of passage
from the Fascist youth organisation to the ranks of the Party. The
rite took place at the same time in all provincial centres before the
eyes of the Fascist faithful and the general public. Naturally, the
most solemn ceremony was staged in Rome, in the presence of
the Duce, either in the Colosseum or in the Mussolini Forum. The
representatives of the various ranks of the youth organisations
would stand to attention. After the swearing in, the rite of pas-
sage would be symbolically carried out. The young Fascist con-
script would be given a gun by a soldier of the Fascist militia; the
Fascist youth would then present the Vanguard Rifleman with a
scarf in the colours of Rome. Following this, the Balilla would
receive white braids from the Vanguard, and the Wolf-Cub would
be given a blue scarf from the Balilla. The whole intricate cere-
mony would be concluded with an embrace and a salute to the
Duce. Comparable to confirmation in the Catholic Church, con-
scription was a rite of passage to admit the youth into the Fascist
community. This perennial renewal of the symbolic bond of spir-
itual continuity between the old and young soldiers of the Fascist
religion found its most conspicuous representation when the new
generation of faithful pledged to consecrate body and soul to the
Duce and to Fascism.

The Fascist rites and festivals took place at different times of the
year in order to distinguish the ‘sacred’ from the ‘secular’. The
rite, which was generally celebrated in the morning, included reli-
gious and martial ceremonies. Rites with a religious function
included those in memory of the victims of the Great War and the
Fascist Revolution. The Party ordered that the ceremonies had to
be ‘marked by the greatest severity and sobriety’ debarring ban-
quets and sumptuous receptions. The oratorial part was restricted
to the reading of messages from the Duce, or a Party Secretary
conveying solemn descriptions of the glorious achievements of
the Fascist Revolution.29 Party members were obliged to wear
black shirts, and in the evenings were expected to meet in their
headquarters for ‘confidential displays of fraternity’ in memory of
the fallen heroes. The place of honour was reserved for the moth-
ers of the fallen, the decorated, the war-disabled, volunteers and
servicemen. After a religious function in memory of the victims of
war and revolution, which would be held near a war memorial, a
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Park of Remembrance, or a sanctuary dedicated to the martyrs in
every branch of the Fascist Party, a procession would form and
move to a recently completed public building, where they affixed
the symbols of the Fascist Revolution to the façade. The whole rit-
ual was interpreted as renewal of the ‘oath of faith’ to the Duce
and to Fascism.30

The military rites consisted predominantly of parades which
sought to convey to both participants and spectators ‘the idea of a
formidable company of forces which rests at the basis of the Fas-
cist Revolution and protects the life and development of anyone
who is part of it.’31 The ceremonies combined both traditional and
modern symbols: public buildings were illuminated and deco-
rated with flags, the bells of civic towers were rung at full peal for
half an hour, Fascist insignia and inscriptions praising the Duce
were hung in town squares and streets, torch-lit processions
paraded through the city, and in the evening fires would be lit on
mountain summits.

Festivals, on the other hand, took place in the afternoon and
included holiday outings, dances, singing and musical entertain-
ment. The performance of choral songs was present in both the
‘sacred’ and ‘secular’ ceremonies. They were meant to give sym-
bolic representation of the spiritual unity of the masses and to
enhance the solemn atmosphere of this feast of Fascist communion.

Naturally, the most important national celebrations of the Lic-
torian cult took place in the capital, in the presence of the Duce.
They were performed against the backdrop of Ancient monu-
ments such as the Colosseum or the Capitol. Piazza Venezia, situ-
ated between the ancient Roman and Italian temples and housing
the Altar of the Country and Mussolini’s residence, was the
‘sacred centre’ of the Fascist religion. It was the ‘piazza of the Rev-
olution, synthesis of all piazze in Italy’, destination of pilgrimages
and assemblies of vast crowds, which would ‘call upon the Duce
to appear [on the balcony of Palazzo Venezia] and speak, which
always rises tension to an absolute high.’32 In addition to the ritual
processions and the Duce’s speeches, ceremonies in the capital
sometimes included other extraordinary acts. In 1928, for exam-
ple, on two Roman altars taken from the Diocletian Baths and
erected in front of the Altar of the Country, the Duce carried out
the symbolic burning of National Debt notes to the value of 140
million Lira as a ‘symbol of the offering of the Italian people to the
National Treasury.’33
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The best-known and most grandiose events in the history of
Fascist mass rituals were the vast assemblies which occurred dur-
ing the Ethiopian campaign. It was perhaps at this point that the
régime and the Italian population came closest to a state of mystic
communion, which Mussolini would have liked to be a perma-
nent state of the nation’s collective life. On 18 December 1935, dur-
ing the Ethiopian campaign, a ‘Day of Faith’ was held throughout
Italy: Italian women donated their gold wedding rings to the
country in exchange for rings of steel. In Rome, the rite was sym-
bolically carried out on the Altar of the Country, where the Queen
and a group of war widows threw their wedding rings into the
burning fire. As a communiqué of the French embassy in Rome
reported, the whole celebration had ‘the solemn character of a
new mystical marriage between the Régime and the Nation (...)
The impression was clearly theatrical, as is almost everything in
this country, but it was not less moving, nor less thrilling for it.’34

The ‘New God’ and His Faithful

Enthusiastic mass gatherings celebrated the Ethiopian victory and
the declaration of the Italian Empire. The successful campaign led
to a veritable deification of the Duce, who now rose to the rank of
‘the new god of Italy’.35 The glorification of Mussolini became the
principal activity of the ‘factory of consensus’,36 which worked
ever more intensely to spread the myth and cult of the Duce
amongst the masses, making his image omnipresent. Mussolini’s
continued encounters with the masses, during public festivals or
on his visits throughout Italy, played a major rôle in sustaining
and feeding the cult of the Duce amongst the population. Mus-
solini was the first Italian Head of State to have visited the length
and breadth of Italy only a few months after coming to power.
Moreover, he visited regions and cities where his predecessors
had never ventured. He established direct contact with the ordi-
nary ‘man in the street’ and gave to him the feeling of being closer
to power and of being heard and answered by the Duce. Many of
the speeches were also broadcast on radio. They often announced
important decisions for which the Duce asked the people’s con-
sent, thereby giving them the impression that they were involved
in his decision-making process.

Mussolini’s encounters with the crowd were an important
ingredient in the theatre of Fascist politics. Careful preparation
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ensured that the right conditions prevailed to create a highly
charged emotional atmosphere and to elicit collective enthusiasm
which, at the climax of the ceremony, would lead to a ‘mystic’
union of leader and crowd. It was a symbolic dramatisation of the
unification of the nation through its leader. The stratagem of the
‘factory of the consensus’ was to produce a collective trance state
in the congregation. Mussolini’s visits were cult events with two
protagonists: Dux et popolo, or the leader and the led.37

The meetings between deity and crowd were carefully
designed to synthesise all aspects of the Fascist liturgy and
mythology: the sacred and the secular, the modern and the tradi-
tional, the national and the regional. In general, the visits were
preceded by an invocation, made by the Prefect or provincial Party
Secretary, to the population to receive the visit of the Duce. Then
followed the announcement by the Duce himself. However, it was
not unusual that a few years would elapse between the invoca-
tion, announcement and visit, so that the feeling of expectation
was all the more intense. For example, on 9 July 1934 Mussolini
answered the invocation of the Genovese Fascists, who, after eight
years, wanted to see their leader again, and announced that he
would visit Genoa in 1936. However, he only arrived in May 1937,
but this helped to make his reception even more fervent.38 As with
a pilgrimage, people rushed from all over the province to be pre-
sent at the appearance of the Duce. On arrival, the Duce stopped at
the memorial chapel for Fascist martyrs, close to the Fascist Party
headquarters, and paid his respects to the fallen heroes. Then fol-
lowed his address to the general public. Lined up in a large square
were the forces of the Party and the army, together with represen-
tatives from patriotic associations and the local government. The
Duce arrived to the sound of trumpets, volleys of machine-gun
fire, bellringing and Fascist hymns. A high podium, dominated by
a gigantic letter ‘M’, the name ‘Dux’ and the Roman eagle, tow-
ered over the crowd assembled in the piazza. The stage was sur-
rounded by pennants, banners and flags and assumed the
symbolic character of an altar, which presented the deity to the
crowd of believers:

The multitude is stupefied for a moment. The eyes of the faithful
multitude are fixed on His face. The podium is, now, an altar. The
delirium is immediate: there is an outburst of voices and gestures,
the loud ringing of fanfares. Flags, pennants, ensigns stretch for-
ward in a wonderful agony of offering (...) There are many minutes
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of rejoicing (...) Now everything is given up to the Leader, down to
the last breath and drop of blood.39

Before beginning his speech, Mussolini gazed, obviously
delighted, at the exultant mass shouting ‘Duce, Duce, Duce’. His
oration was scattered with tags and sententiae, and occasionally
interrupted by jubilant ovations, which took on the character of an
impassioned dialogue between the Duce and the crowd. At its con-
clusion, as after a very successful theatre performance, the Duce
was recalled to the podium many times by the cheering crowd.
The visit then continued with the inauguration of public works, the
laying of foundation stones for new buildings, visits to factories
and agricultural centres, and so forth. During his journey the Duce
stood upright in his car and received the tribute of the crowd, who
exhorted him to extend his stay or to pay a return visit.

Celebrations of the ‘harmonious collective’

Fascist civic religion not only embraced the political rites of the
régime, but also the popular festivals. By means of syncretistic
assimilation, Fascism incorporated the whole complex of existing
displays of collective life into the Lictorian cult and, vice versa,
introduced its own system of myth, symbols and rites into tradi-
tional festivities. In this way, the Fascist cult was divested of its
most overtly political features and as such was made more suited
to influence the lives of those individuals still diffident or resistant
to the Fascist message. For example, the agrarian ‘Feast of the
Grape’, celebrated on the last Sunday in September, was
relaunched by the régime to ‘publicise amongst the masses the
consumption of the exquisite and wholesome fruit of life’ and to
help the Italian wine industry.40

The Feast of the Grape became an occasion for celebrating the
Roman spirit of Fascism and restoring ‘the healthy traditions of
earth and fertility’, which ‘defeat time and reunite the new races,
who create and restore those ancients of the Mediterranean, whose
law it was to construct and produce’.41 As with other rituals linked
to agricultural production and peasant labour, this festival was not
only ‘a colourful and joyous folklore display, but the healthy and
vigorous expression of life in the fields, of the serene joy of agri-
cultural work, of the luxuriant fertility of our vineyards.’42

86 Emilio Gentile

Berghaus Ch 4.qxd  1/9/09  5:33 PM  Page 86



Although Fascism encouraged a certain cult of nature, it did not
follow the mystic ‘religion of nature’43 as it was practised in
National Socialist Germany. In the Lictorian cult, nature is tamed,
redeemed and fertilised by the labours of man. For example, in
1931 a procession of 207 floats took place in Rome, in the presence
of Mussolini, to celebrate the Feast of the Grape. The Lictorian
concept of the ‘work of redemption’ found expression in one of
the first groups of carts, depicting the malaria-infested marshland
of Maccarese. The following carts showed the various stages of
progress towards land reclamation, with the last one offering ‘the
wonderful vision of a grape harvest cheered by the opulence of
bunches of grapes and the festiveness of large casks.’44 The Fascist
régime promoted the wine festival as a ‘joyous and solemn rite’.
The festival added ‘high symbolic value’ to the commercial impor-
tance of viticulture and, as the ‘great autumn festival for the whole
nation’, it played an important part in the liturgy of the ‘harmo-
nious collective’.45 Nature as such was not part of the Fascist reli-
gion, but served as a backdrop for the celebration of Fascist rites:
‘The new life of the new Italy must be taken out of the enclosure
in which it once grew weak and mouldy. It must be brought into
the fresh and sunny air. For many people, physical improvement
will mean spiritual improvement.’46

The mixture of modernism and traditionalism helped to raise
the image of Fascism as the modern heir of the Roman spirit. The
invocation of the past in the production of public celebrations
was a mythical appeal to the ‘sacred history’ of Fascism, and was
used to summon the people in the drive towards the future. Air-
craft circling over the town squares during the solemn meetings
between the Duce and the crowd introduced an element of
modernity into the setting of monuments from Italy’s past. Mus-
solini would often arrive at public gatherings by air, himself at
the controls. In Fascist mythology, the machine was a modern
instrument of power and well-being. Together with the tradi-
tional elements of popular culture, folklore, craftwork and
regional costume, it was employed to enhance the image of Fas-
cism as an integrating and harmonising force linking the leader
and the masses, man and nature, past and future.

The Fascist glorification of all forms of outdoor collective life
encouraged the development of gymnastics and sport, which at
mass spectacles were put to the service of the ‘propaganda of the
faith’. The gymnastic and sporting displays aimed to represent
the Fascist community and ‘to stir up that authentic service and
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civic duty’, which ‘the good Fascist citizen’ had to practise in
order to ‘be a truly integral part of that population, which the
DUCE has proclaimed to be the body of the State and dynamic coef-
ficient of that State which is, by the same high definition, spirit of
the body.’47 The régime made use of its fiscal resources to widen the
practice of gymnastics and sport and to finance the construction of
gymnasia and stadia. Practising the cult of physical health was
integral to the Lictorian cult; it was an essential component of the
education of the masses and the creation of the ‘new Italian’; it
prepared the physique and tempered the character of a virile and
virtuous citizen, a believer in, and fighter for, the fatherland. 

One of the first ‘temples’ of this new sports cult was the Litto-
riale in Bologna. It sprang up in 1927 through the initiative of
Leandro Arpinati, the local Fascist leader, who was described by Il
popolo d’Italia as a ‘visionary and practitioner, the most suitable
champion of lay religions.’48 An equestrian statue of the Duce held
a prominent position at the entrance to the Bolognese amphithe-
atre, to immortalise the discourse of 1926 held by the Duce from
horseback, to fifty-thousand blackshirts gathered ‘in the bare,
elliptical interior of the Littoriale, scarcely laid out, like the ancient
Roman population in the design of a city of the future’.49 In the
most grandiose architectural sporting complex constructed under
Fascism, the Mussolini Forum, the vast entrance square was dom-
inated by a large marble monolith, inscribed with the name of the
Duce in order to ‘project into the future, the epoch and name of
Mussolini’.50 Renato Ricci, president of the Fascist youth organi-
sation, Opera Nazionale Balilla, had designed even more
grandiose projects to glorify the Lictorian cult. For example, he
wrote to Mussolini of a large bronze statue to Fascism, which
would have made ‘the memory of the legendary Colossus of
Rhodes turn pale’. The statue, called ‘Arengo of the nation’,51

would have taken up an area five times the size of Piazza Venezia
and would have been three times higher than the Statue of Lib-
erty; it would have stretched over 120,000 square metres and held
300,000 people. The project was commenced, but had to be aban-
doned as a result of the demands of the Ethiopian war.52 The Mus-
solini Forum became a ‘sacred space’, a place to celebrate the cult
of the Duce. It was a space for gymnastic displays accompanied by
choral singing, which together represented the strength, health
and faith of the new Italians. Fascism promoted sport in order to
‘create passion amongst the masses and not just champions’.53 It
was an essential component of the totalitarian project of collective
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mobilisation, by means of which Fascism aimed to overcome the
mentality of private isolation and to imbue the masses with a
sense of ‘human communion’.54

As a final example of the mass spectacles designed to spread
the Fascist faith I would like to mention the exhibitions organised
to celebrate the great achievements of Rome, Italy and Fascism.
On the occasion of the tenth anniversary of Mussolini’s seizure of
power (the so-called Decennial), a vast array of ritual activities and
mass ceremonies were organised to glorify the first ten years of
Fascist government and to counteract the effect of the ‘great crisis’,
i.e., the growing signs of discontent that were spreading amongst
the Italian population. Numerous exhibitions were organised,
from agrarian mechanics to land reclamation, from fruit farming
to bread production, from anniversary celebrations for the death
of Garibaldi to an exhibition on the Fascist Revolution, all
inspired, as Il popolo d’Italia explained, by one single criterion, ‘the
work of national education, which has been taken on by the Fas-
cist State and is being developed by schools, sports clubs, youth
organisations, after-work groups, all diverse initiatives’.55 The
inauguration of exhibitions in the Duce’s presence almost always
took on a cultic character, in which the ‘sacred’ and the ‘secular’
were intertwined. The visits turned into ‘pilgrimages’ undertaken
as part of the Lictorian cult.

A particularly illuminating example of these ritual representa-
tions of the ‘harmonious collective’ was the opening and closing
ceremonies of the exhibition of the Fascist Revolution, held in 1932
to re-evoke the ‘sacred history’ of Fascism.56 The exhibition itself
was an extraordinary cult event, with the museum designed as a
‘sacred space’ and the visitors serving as a liturgical mass. Differ-
ent groups took turns to perform the changing the guard, and the
public assisted in the rites that took place in front of the entrance:
marches, singing, music and chanting in praise of the Duce and
Fascism. At the opening ceremony, on 28 October 1932, Mussolini
and the upper ranks of the Party were welcomed by a Fascist
hymn sung by a military division, riflemen, 180 consuls from the
National Voluntary Security Forces lined up with their legions’
standards, the Quadrumvir and the national directorate of the Fas-
cist Party. At the entrance, where the Fascist oath was silhouetted
on an illuminated wall, a young Fascist posed the traditional ques-
tion, ‘Do you place your oath?’, to which the division shouted
their response. Having walked through the halls accompanied by
his retinue, Mussolini reached the memorial chapel to the martyrs,
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where he silently paid his respects to the fallen Fascists.57

Throughout the two years of the exhibition, the changing of the
guard was carried out many times a day. It was performed not
only by regular soldiers, but also by representatives of the fallen,
the crippled, the ex-servicemen, the workers, the professionals
and the mercantile community. An official columnist commented
that this participation of different elements of Italian society
turned the performance into ‘a profoundly symbolic act showing
the close spiritual union between the people and Fascism,
between the citizen and his government, between the well-being
of the individual and that of the fatherland’.58

On 28 October 1934, the exhibition was closed with an even
more solemn public ritual. It started in the morning, when the tri-
colour and the black flag of Fascism were raised up onto the
façade of the entrance hall, where throughout the day they were
protected by a guard of honour. In the evening, Mussolini arrived,
accompanied by the Secretary of the PNF and members of gov-
ernment. He returned to the memorial chapel, where he stood to
attention for a few minutes and gave the Roman salute. He then
approached the crowd, preceded by the standard of the Party car-
ried by a group of Men of the First Hour (sansepolcristi). Mussolini
stood alone at the top of the flight of steps, illuminated by the
huge Lictorian emblem on the façade. Achille Starace, the First
Secretary of the PNF, launched the ‘salute to the Duce’, to which
the crowd responded with ‘to us!’. Immediately afterwards, a
Balilla went up to the Duce and, after giving the Roman salute,
swore an oath, to which the crowd responded in chorus. Starace
then declared the exhibition closed and ordered the guard of hon-
our to file off. The flag was lowered, trumpet blasts and volleys of
gunfire made everyone stand to attention, and to conclude the
event, there was a son et lumière spectacle with choirs of young
Roman girls singing patriotic and Fascist hymns amongst the
multi-coloured blaze of torches and flares.59

Faith and manipulation

All ‘sacred’ and ‘secular’ Fascist mass spectacles were instruments
to manipulate public opinion, to enforce obedience and to obtain
consent by appealing to people’s emotions, fantasies and desires.
In the period of greatest economic crisis, the mass spectacles com-
pensated for the privations suffered by the lower classes of society.
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The mass spectacles concealed the régime’s difficulties behind a
façade of order and efficiency. They distracted public attention
from the problems of foreign policy and gave them reassurance
with a joyous picture of the ‘harmonious collective’. As spectacles
of power they served to reinforce a sense of identity within the
Fascist movement and to project to the outside world an image of
unity, solidarity and force, which would fascinate the masses and
intimidate enemies. 

The theatricality of Fascist politics also aimed at propagating
faith. The rituals dramatised the myths of a political religion.
Liturgical devices glorified the sacredness of the State and sur-
rounded the Duce and the Party with an aura of ‘numinousness’,
evoking devotion and fear. Fascism proclaimed itself to be a new
religion, and those who had to compete with its magnetic power
on the masses – e.g., the Catholic Church – became very aware of
the religious aspect within the political theatricality of Fascism.
The Vatican did not underestimate – as many historians have
done – the impact the totalitarian experience had on the popula-
tion, especially through the institutionalisation of the Lictorian
cult.60 In 1940 Civiltà cattolica wrote: ‘In this way, politics is turn-
ing into a lay religion, which demands the complete devotion of
the whole human being, and prevents him from using his ratio-
nal faculties.’61

In this chapter we have seen only a few significant examples of
the theatrical aspects of the Fascist experiment. I have attempted
to illustrate some connection between mass spectacles and Fascist
political culture. The area of research remains open for more
detailed analysis of the nature and function of the theatre of pol-
itics in the lay religion of Fascism. Every conclusion can only be
but provisory.
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5
The Organisation, Fascistisation 

and Management of Theatre 
in Italy, 1925-1943

Doug Thompson

Theatre in pre-Fascist Italy

Fascism inherited a confused, uneven situation so far as the
organisation, the types and rates of development of theatre

were concerned; a legacy which still largely reflected the various
regional customs and practices of pre-unification Italy. Andrea
Camilleri speaks of ‘obvious dissatisfaction with the way theatre
was organised’ during the second half of the nineteenth century,1

while Emanuela Scarpellini indicates that ‘from the closing dec-
ades of the nineteenth century, a breakthrough from the early,
pre-industrial phase’ in the direction of ‘a somewhat more com-
plex, “industrial” kind of organisation’ took place.2 This latest
phase was represented primarily by the entrepreneurial initia-
tives of a few theatre companies, initially in Milan and Rome.
They formed trusts, which soon controlled almost all the major
theatres in the larger cities, and were thus able to impose their
own conditions and rates of remuneration on all categories of the-
atre workers.3

By the beginning of the 1920s, this kind of development had
given some sort of stability to the theatre as a profession, but it had
also created very real tensions as a result of the frequently con-
flicting claims of artistic excellence and commercial viability.
Unfortunately, the late and, geographically speaking, unevenly
distributed take-off of industry, coupled with the slow accumula-
tion of capital available for public spending, meant that State-sup-
ported education had hardly begun to expand by the time of the
outbreak of the First World War. Thus even secondary – to say
nothing of higher – education was still comparatively rare over
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much of the peninsula. The modernisation of theatre organisation
was therefore not matched by any noticeable increase in the intel-
lectual and linguistic sophistication of theatre audiences.4 Their
demand was chiefly for variety shows and low-to-middle-brow
comedy, preferably in their local dialect. The small theatre-going
public was limited mainly to the middle classes since lack of edu-
cation, together with the depressed level of average wages and the
comparatively high cost of theatre tickets, excluded the lower
social orders. Thus, theatre managers generally followed a policy
of giving their audiences what they wanted.

The theatre, dictated effectively by the conservative tastes of
the lower-middle classes, had thus little room for intellectually
demanding plays (although foreign, particularly French, plays
commanded a better market than the home-made products),
while the avant-garde survived precariously only in Rome and
Milan. Not surprisingly, playwrights, critics and those concerned
with theatre as a social and intellectual force, were frustrated and
dismayed by this static state of affairs. Silvio d’Amico, the most
prominent critic of his day, argued strongly that theatre ‘was no
longer in touch with the spiritual reality of the nation’.5 Aware
that the commercial argument was overwhelmingly against them,
they sought to strengthen their tenuous position by using the
national-cultural argument to persuade the Fascist government to
provide guaranteed financial support for ‘good theatre’ and for
the creation of a National Theatre following the French, German
and Russian models. It was an argument which should have
appealed to Fascism with its insistence on italianità and a strong
sense of national identity.

Fascism and the idea of a National Theatre

Prior to 1925/1926, Mussolini’s government was far too preoccu-
pied with securing its political future in the face of opposition
from the old constitutional parties of the Left and Centre, and
from intransigent, grass-roots Fascists in the regions, to have
much time, energy or will, let alone financial resources, to deal
seriously with what was, after all, only a minority concern. Admit-
tedly, early in 1924, Gentile had suggested that the State might
well be pleased to contribute, along with local authorities, to sup-
port a State theatre.6 Indeed, in the same year, Mussolini himself
had hinted at a future policy for the arts (among which theatre
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was specifically named) ‘to educate taste and sensibility, to keep
alive a sense of wonder, to refine the highest, most powerful gifts
of the spirit’. 7 However, when approached with specific proposals
for the creation of a National Theatre, he rejected them on the
advice of his Finance Ministers, on the grounds of prohibitive cost
and more pressing needs for the State’s limited financial resources.
Perhaps not wholly unsympathetic to the needs of the theatre,
Mussolini commissioned Paolo Giordani and Luigi Pirandello to
explore other means of creating such a national organisation, but
in the end nothing was to come of it. 

The idea of a National Theatre persisted, however, and was
strongly revived in the wake of Silvio d’Amico’s cogently argued
case in his ‘La crisi del teatro’ (1931). Readers of Scenario8 would
have been much heartened by the article, which appeared in the
journal’s very first number in February 1932. It enthusiastically
outlined the main features of d’Amico’s imaginative and far-
reaching proposal, only at the very end introducing a salutary
note of caution:

How, we wonder, are we to pass from idea to realisation? Which
points of the programme should we insist on as a matter of urgency
and which, on the other hand, should we be content to see evolve
gradually? For the moment no one can say. In the first instance that
will be the job of the Corporation,9 and only after that the task of
those responsible for directing the new theatre. For the moment it
would be indiscreet, indeed terribly premature, to make any pro-
nouncement on that score.

As we learn from the article itself, a year had already passed and
yet the realisation of the proposal still awaited its ‘first step’; this
in itself was ominous. d’Amico was later to suggest that the pro-
ject was sabotaged by the Directing Council of the Corporation
itself, which was dominated precisely by those commercial inter-
ests which would have been most damaged by it. However,
Scarpellini argues that the real, insurmountable stumbling block,
once again, was Mussolini himself. In his reply (dated 27 May,
1932) to Bottai’s request for funds to construct two theatres, in
Rome and Milan, as the permanent homes for the National The-
atre, he curtly refused:

No new theatres (…). It’s the usual materialistic-positivistic mistake
to think that new modern buildings will rescue the theatre. It’s the
endless confusion between the extrinsic and the intrinsic that Fas-
cists should no longer entertain. It’s what authors create that will
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save the theatre, bring back the audiences, not the technical wiz-
ardry of theatre engineers (...) It is not the right moment, either psy-
chologically or economically speaking, for building new theatres,
when both old and new theatres are empty – and often rightly so.10

This point of view was in any case to be substantially reversed less
than a year later, with the Duce’s prognostications about the
causes of the crisis in the theatre and its salvation through the cre-
ation of a ‘theatre for the masses’. The second part of the 1932
argument was on much firmer ground. The world economic reces-
sion was still not over, and with so many Italians out of work and
very many more living on or below the poverty line it would,
indeed, have seemed insensitive, to say the least, to launch the
National Theatre project (L’Istituto Nazionale del Teatro Dram-
matico) with two new, purpose-built theatres.

Whilst favouring the use of theatre and the other arts to spread
the unifying Fascist gospel throughout Italy, Bottai knew well
enough that authentic art comes only from contemplation of the
individual’s encounter with lived reality. A State-prescribed, for-
mularised art must inevitably be superficial and false, because it
is not ‘felt’ (except as obligation) by its author. It is doubtful
whether Mussolini entertained such a view. What he and the
majority of policy makers sought, although with no apparent
urgency, was an art which would itself be a vehicle of mass fascis-
tisation. Bottai may well have realised that serious theatre, even
if, for the moment, not particularly Fascist in sentiment, must
nevertheless be protected and nurtured, since the national culture
would be much poorer without it. He was dismayed by the
Duce’s rebuff.

Mussolini’s views on theatre and its functions

In contrast to Bottai, Mussolini regarded theatre as essentially a
vehicle for strong emotions, as ‘one of the most direct means of
getting through to the hearts of the people’.11 This view was to be
reiterated and further elaborated in his 1933 speech to the Società
Italiana Autori ed Editori, which was to be the source of so much
debate and policy-making for the theatre. Mussolini argued on
that occasion that the theatre was much more efficacious as an
instrument of popular education than was the cinema. Thus, it
‘must be directed at the people, and for that reason, theatre pro-
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ductions must provide what the people need.’ This sentence alone
embodies his popularising vision and programme for the theatre.
Its ‘wide appeal’ was to be essentially emotional in character, for
the theatre ‘must arouse great collective passions.’ If ‘collective
passions are given dramatic expression’, he told his audience, ‘then
you’ll see the theatres filling up.’12

It is ironic that the support and protection which proponents of
serious theatre had sought from the State (in the face of the com-
mercial philistinism of the powerful, private trusts), should have
opened the floodgates to what amounted to a State policy of per-
haps even greater debasement of theatre, for political ends. Mind-
ful of this, Lucio d’Ambra scornfully dismissed the popularising
Fascist vision as ‘il teatro UPIM’.13 At the Convegno Volta, a con-
ference which took place between 8 and 14 October 1934, Silvio
d’Amico argued, as had Pirandello before him, that a new theatre,
expressing the new, Fascist times, could not come either from
decrees or from theses, but rather from ‘a deep faith, from bound-
less feelings’. The State, he argued, should subsidise the theatre
but not seek to impose themes or styles of presentation upon it. If
there was indeed a new spirit abroad, then playwrights would
inevitably give expression to it anyway. It is difficult to judge
whether d’Amico was expressing a modicum of doubt with that
‘if’. Others, however, holding positions of political power and
influence in these matters, were not willing to take the risk, per-
haps because they, despite their habitual rhetoric to the contrary,
lacked the necessary ‘faith’ in Fascism’s ability to bring about real
‘spiritual’ change among the Italian people.

Theatre and Italianità

According to Arnaldo Mussolini, a tight political discipline was
required in the theatre and the other arts, to regulate what the
public saw, to foster the expansion of art and to create awareness
of the new Italian spirit abroad.14 Paternalism and an accompany-
ing xenophobia were hallmarks of Italian Fascism. Both implied
exclusion (including, of course, censorship), since both were prob-
ably expressions of a deep-seated fear of the inadequacy of what
Fascism itself offered the Italian people at the material and spiri-
tual levels. Dino Alfieri, who had succeeded Galeazzo Ciano as
Minister for Popular Culture in July 1936, argued that the govern-
ment’s propaganda was ‘intended simply and exclusively to facil-
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itate knowledge of the truth, objective expression of the Fascist
reality as opposed to the bad faith of its opponents, to clarify what
seemed unclear’. In short, its aim was to implant its own ‘truths’
in the minds of ‘the people’ – which was merely another manifes-
tation of the extreme paternalism that characterised the régime in
the 1930s.

What then did Fascism seek to convey as opposed to withhold?
It has long been argued that its ideology (as opposed to its organ-
ising principle) contained nothing that was original. After its ini-
tial, revolutionary phase, when it organised around an absolute
rejection of all existing political creeds and parties in favour of the
national principle of italianità, the régime settled into an eclectic
mixture of elements, which came precisely from those previously
anathematised ideologies, in support of that same principle.
Whatever it was, it did not constitute a new ideology, but rather a
means of organising a nation around an exaggerated awareness of
its own identity and importance.

It is in seeking to identify the individual components of italian-
ità that one is made aware of the strength of its negative, as
opposed to positive, principles. Fascism is defined more by what
it rejects than by what it proposes. At its centre was an ideological
vacuum which the mystique, the faith, the credere, were intended
to cover. The only positive principle was national unity, perceived
as a source of limitless, unassailable strength. If this ideological
simplicity proved effective as a political spur, it certainly did not
make for engaging theatre.

The poverty of the ideology to be conveyed by Fascist theatre
should not be allowed to mask the much more effective, elaborate,
framework constructed to control theatre in all of its aspects.
Alfieri admitted as much (although with different emphasis) in his
speech to the Camera dei Fasci e delle Corporazioni, reported in
the June 1939 issue of Scenario. There, he argued that the State had
tried to provide an infrastructure which would guarantee a viable
theatre in most Italian cities, and to ‘facilitate artistic output wor-
thy of our traditions and our times.’15 His conclusion, despite its
understatement, was clear enough: ‘However much one might
point to the infrastructure, the theatrical results have not always
been proportionate to the generosity of the State’.

As was suggested earlier in this chapter, the theatre was pri-
marily the domain of the middle classes. In its exclusiveness,
guaranteed by its prices, its customs of dress and behaviour, even
the intimacy of its ambience, and especially its repertoire, it sym-
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bolised resistance to the all-embracing goals of mass-based fas-
cism. Its preferences were overwhelmingly for those kinds of the-
atrical experience which reinforced its own sense of identity. For
these reasons, Bontempelli proclaimed that it was the principal
task of theatre to ‘de-bourgeoisify the bourgeoisie, which coin-
cides precisely with the principal task of the ongoing Fascist rev-
olution’16 and that the State should mount an aggressive
campaign against dialect theatre in particular (which it soon did).
Gherardo Gherardi went a good deal further in his idealistic ver-
sion of ‘andare verso il popolo’ (going out to the people). In an arti-
cle commemorating the recently deceased Pirandello, he
confessed that:

...we authors have to find the words which synthesise and define so
that [the masses] can understand. Up to now we have spoken to the
narrowest and most selective of audiences, who did not represent
reality. Reality is this: an immense stream of peasants and labourers
who, from their daily contact with the forces of nature (with which
they work, live and struggle all the year round), assume a mysteri-
ous, mythical, essential spirituality. We must start with that raw
material, transfigure it and exalt it.

His article concludes with his own expression of ‘faith’ in the
outcome – ‘we must attempt to create the tragedy, the political
mystery, in which the lives and the adventures of the people-as-
hero are exalted.’17 The ‘people-as-hero’ was to be both the pro-
tagonist and the recipient of this new theatre, which would
effectively function as ‘a mirror held up to nature’. In practice,
whatever they proclaimed in public, few playwrights shared
Gherardi’s views.

The creation of a legal and institutional framework
for theatre and the performing arts

It was not until 30 March 1931, when the very first Corporation
(which happened to be the Corporazione dello Spettacolo) came
into being, that the State seriously set about creating a legal and
institutional framework for theatre and the performing arts.18 Ini-
tially, it was intended that the Corporation would be the keystone
in the State’s policies for, and administration of, these arts. How-
ever, with the establishment of the Ministry for Popular Culture,
under Ciano, in 1935, it became virtually redundant.19
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Censorship
Censorship, which had been on the statute books long before Fas-
cism came to power, was made much more efficient and was more
widely used under the régime. At the beginning of the 1930s, man-
uscripts began to be examined by the Minister of the Interior,
whereas previously the task had been in the hands of local pre-
fects. The law which brought about this change in policy (No. 599
of 6 January 1931) aimed at much greater consistency in the appli-
cation of the relevant criteria and at much greater rapidity in
reaching decisions than had (notoriously) been the case until then.
It also made provision for a standing commission to undertake the
task, but this was never to come into existence. Bocchini, the Chief
of Police, appointed a civil servant from the Ministry of the Inte-
rior, Leopoldo Zurlo, to the post of censor and, in practice, it was
he who made the final recommendation about whether or not any
play (new or old) was suitable for public performance. Copies of
all theatrical works had to be presented to the censor within thirty
days of their publication or of their intended performance. The
law decreed that all such works submitted had to have printed on
their covers (or frontispiece) the name and surname of the author,
the title, the names and addresses of the publisher and printer,
and the year of publication, while translations must, in addition,
indicate the language of the original. Each of these requirements
was aimed at making it easier to identify writers and others
involved in the production of play scripts, who might show sub-
versive or critical tendencies towards the régime and its policies.

Zurlo’s criteria were both political and moral. They not only
provide close insight into the cultural policy of the régime, but
also demonstrate that rarely anything new, much less revolution-
ary, was introduced by Fascism. Indeed, the underlying ideology
in most censorship decisions was that of the Catholic Church.
Thus, it was extremely unlikely that plays would be accepted if
they hinged on or dealt with adulterous relationships, illegiti-
macy, breakdown of the family, abortion, suicide, or if they used
sexually explicit or suggestive language. The ‘new’ drama (which,
in truth, never emerged) was thus pushed towards social ideal-
ism, as conscious object lessons for the theatre-going public, part-
ing company with the portrayal of any reality with which that
public could identify.

When, in the mid-1930s, Fascism embarked on its warring
adventures and, towards the end of the decade, drew closer to
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Nazi Germany, criteria of a more overtly political nature gained
much greater prominence. Respect for the police and the armed
forces, the unacceptability of non-European or Jewish characters
and ‘situations’, of anything at all which might upset Italy’s polit-
ical allies – even the treatment of dictators, past or present – were
the kinds of criteria used in the evaluation of plays by the censor.
By the beginning of the 1940s, the whole dramatic repertoire of
certain nations such as Britain, France and the United States were
excluded. Once Italy was at war with Greece (from late 1940), this
principle of general prohibition was even extended to the theatre
of classical Greece!

From the beginning of the 1930s, however, pressure was
exerted on companies to include a very high proportion of Italian
plays in their seasons. Although seen as patriotic and in the inter-
ests of national unity, such a policy did the Italian theatre little
good, either artistically or commercially. There were simply not
enough plays being written by Italian authors that were worthy of
performance, and therefore this policy led to a further decline of
theatre audiences at a time when the theatre was already deep in
crisis. Companies often found themselves faced with a dilemma in
that the government’s policy of promoting competitive subven-
tions rather than guaranteed funding (which would, of course,
have cost a great deal more) meant they had to tread warily when
balancing Italian against foreign plays in their repertoires, and
indeed, in many other matters too. When applying for subsidies,
companies had to provide very detailed information about the
works they would present, the names of all those who would be
employed in whatever capacity, of other sources and likely levels
of funding, predicted income and expenditure, and so forth. Other
important criteria were the presentation of new Italian works, 
the engagement of young Italian directors and/or actors, and
intended venues – if the season or part of it was to be given in
towns which were not normally a part of the professional circuit,
this would be likely to count in the applicant’s favour. Further-
more, and most importantly, the company had to prove that its
various personnel were complying with all the legal obligations
(including hiring through the government employment agencies)
laid down by the sindacato.

As if this were not enough, further investigation of a company
applying for a subsidy was likely to be carried out through the
prefect’s office or from police surveillance records, particularly
where actors or directors of unproven Fascist sentiment were
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involved. The subvention system was itself an indirect extension
of censorship since it was extremely difficult for companies to sur-
vive, let alone mount ambitious programmes, without substantial
financial assistance from government sources. They tended, there-
fore, to comply rigidly with all legal obligations and directives –
official, unofficial or merely rumoured. The end result was a rig-
orous process of self-censorship, which led to a safe but frequently
dull repertoire.

The Theatre Inspectorate
The introduction of a Theatre Inspectorate in 1935 was yet another
powerfully oppressive factor which Fascism brought to the theatre
industry. The appointed inspector, de Pirro, whilst certainly
believing in the need for widespread discipline and organisation,
was also both knowledgeable about, and sympathetic towards,
the artistic aims and potential of the Italian theatre. Although
much of what he attempted to achieve in that role was resented
by many, his approach was not that of a disinterested bureaucrat
but of one who genuinely had the interests and future of the the-
atre at heart.

Among the duties mapped out for the inspector, were those of
overseeing the modernisation of antiquated theatre buildings;
strict controls over the formation of new companies; the establish-
ment of a State Academy of Dramatic Arts which would give
instruction in all aspects of theatrical production; keeping a care-
ful watch over playwrights and their output; the aforementioned
‘Italianisation’ of the repertoire; striking a just balance between
artistic and commercial interests; and the creation of a National
Theatre. Funding for the Inspectorate was to come from several
ministries, some of whose responsibilities the new Ministry for
Press and Propaganda was taking over, and also from radio
licence fees, 6.17 per cent of which were earmarked for the pur-
pose. The funds, however, were exceedingly small when set
beside the prescribed objectives.

Other forms of State intervention in the world of the theatre
included extensive powers given to prefects, including the right to
close down plays and theatres if, in their judgement, public moral-
ity was likely to be offended or a public disturbance might occur;
competitions and competition prizes; the creation and operation
of the theatrical employment agencies; the publication of new
laws affecting the theatre in journals such as Scenario; as well as
control over foreign companies in Italy and tours by Italian com-
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panies abroad. The range and depth of control and management
were impressive and generally quite effective. It would be mis-
leading to give the impression that these factors, despite their 
irritants, were not widely appreciated by those working in an
industry in which the livelihoods of many had traditionally been
precarious. State intervention brought a stability which had hith-
erto been largely lacking; it regularised wages, sickness benefits
and pensions, and whilst it often legitimised injustices, theatre
workers nevertheless had a much clearer view of their rights
than before.

The Corporazione dello Spettacolo and the trade unions
Much of the work of the Corporazione dello Spettacolo was dele-
gated, from the very outset, to a variety of specialist commissions,
so that in the first two-and-a-half years of its existence it met fewer
than ten times. There were very real doubts about the ability of the
Corporation to deal adequately and efficiently with the many
problems of an industry in crisis. For one thing, it was hamstrung
by its legal obligations to other bodies (such as the Federation of
Industrialists and that of the Theatre Workers, as well as to the
National Council of Corporations) whose consent it had to secure
before it could issue regulations or grant subsidies it had agreed
upon. Almost invariably, it encountered opposition, indecision
and inevitable delays, so that its achievement was modest indeed.

Another area of difficulty during the first two years of opera-
tion was uncertainty about the precise nature of the relationship
between the Corporation and the unions it purported to link, 
co-ordinate and advise. Theoretically, the much greater degree of
centralisation it represented was to guarantee greater efficiency
and unity in the theatre. There was much resentment in the ranks
of the sindacati not only about their subordination to what they
saw as merely a new tier of bureaucratic control, but also about
their emasculation as effective economic representatives of their
particular categories of workers. Indeed, the Corporazione dello
Spettacolo had come into being against a background of wage
cuts in the order of five to twenty per cent (1930). Increasing
rivalry from both cinema and radio – new industries both in a vig-
orous expansionist phase – fuelled unemployment in the theatre
by poaching its audiences and thus reducing takings at the box
office. Unfortunately, despite Bottai’s idealism, promises and
good will, the Corporation itself had autonomy neither as a plan-
ning organisation nor as a body exercising economic management
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of the theatre. Consequently, it merely added further complication
and control in an economic sphere which was already complex
and precarious.

With all their limitations, the sindacati continued to do a useful
job so far as regulation of work relations and working conditions
in the theatre were concerned. From the employers’ point of view,
they were a calming hand inside the industry as well as a means of
lobbying public bodies for the furtherance of their sectorial aims.
As far as theatre employees were concerned, they frequently estab-
lished favourable collective agreements with management for all
categories of workers and particularly those whose positions had
traditionally been weak. To some degree they safeguarded the
rights of their members against abuse by employers, and set up
health insurance, pension and financial assistance schemes where
none had existed before. From the government’s point of view, the
unions had not only brought all categories of theatre personnel
under control, but had also been instrumental in curbing the spec-
ulative activities of private entrepreneurs who had effectively lost
control of an industry they had previously dominated.

The President of the Corporation, Gino Pierantoni, reported on
its activities towards the end of 1932, when it had been in exis-
tence for less than two years. The tone of his address (to a Confer-
ence in Venice) was, with the benefit of hindsight, somewhat
over-optimistic, yet it is clear from what he said on that occasion
that the Corporation had by no means been idle since its inaugu-
ration in March 1930. 

The Corporation had hitherto been fully occupied with the dis-
cipline and regulation of foreign companies performing in Italy
and of Italian companies applying to undertake tours abroad; the
setting up of registers of singers and musicians; of insurance
schemes for all categories of theatre workers; the just regulation of
work relations between employers and employees; the fitting out
of performance spaces; with problems relating to the film indus-
try; the staging of particular plays; and with the administration of
popular opera seasons. Additionally, Pierantoni reported that the
State had granted long-requested reductions for travel and trans-
portation of theatre equipment by rail; it had sanctioned an
increase in the cost of radio licences to subsidise different theatri-
cal enterprises; and it had granted subsidies totalling more than
one million lire for the opera seasons in the smaller, provincial
theatres. Work had progressed on the proposed creation of the
Istituto Nazionale del Teatro Drammatico (National Theatre

Organisation, Fascistisation and Management of Theatre 105

Berghaus Ch 5.qxd  1/9/09  5:36 PM  Page 105



Organisation), and government-approved theatrical employment
agencies had been in operation since October of that year.

Nevertheless, solid achievement was a good deal less than this
catalogue suggests. The Corporation was cumbersome in its oper-
ations and generally out of touch with constituent associations. 
It failed singularly to quell the jealousies and disagreements
between associations; it lacked initiative and was generally per-
ceived to be too closely associated with the private sector (notably
the Suvini Zerboni trust), so that it was suspected of suppressing
or subverting measures which would run counter to the interests
of the latter. It was also dependent on the close personal support
of Bottai, and with his transfer to the Ministry of Education, it lost
a powerful and knowledgeable champion.

Owing to its multifarious activities and connections in the pri-
vate sector of the industry, the Corporation could never become
the instrument of the totalitarian policy that Mussolini’s govern-
ment aspired to. This was not the case with the Ministry for the
Press and Propaganda, which was suddenly transformed into the
Ministry for Popular Culture in 1935. As a consequence of this,
government pressures on the theatrical sector during the second
half of the 1930s were considerably greater than they had been
when the Corporation was still the leading government agency for
the theatre. Effectively, with this transfer of power, the theatre
ceased to be controlled by people who had a genuine interest in its
future. From this point on, it became the responsibility of bureau-
crats who were much more interested in efficient systems than in
the well-being of the industry.

The popularisation of the theatre

The government pressed ahead with its popularisation of theatre
for ‘educational’ purposes, encouraging at minimal cost the cre-
ation of the Carri di Tespi, the Carri Lirici (travelling theatres, dra-
matic and operatic) and other forms of open-air theatre. The
performance of classical-historical dramas in restored Greek and
Roman amphitheatres was a form greatly favoured by Mussolini,
not least because it served to strengthen the myth of the legiti-
mate and ideological continuity of the régime with the cultural
and political glories of classical Greece and Rome. The very notion
of open-air theatre was thus seen by Fascist ideologues as a 
quasi-religious, mystical experience. It is questionable, however,
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whether this idea of popular theatre permeated down to the lower
levels of society which, by and large, remained impervious to the
régime’s efforts to reach it, particularly with this kind of ‘intellec-
tual’ entertainment.

The sabato teatrale (by analogy with the sabato fascista, the ‘Fas-
cist Saturday’) met with greater popular success and approval.
This was probably as a consequence of the government-imposed
reductions in the cost of tickets and even greater reductions for
block bookings from the dopolavoro (working men’s clubs) and filo-
drammatici (amateur theatrical) organisations, which made even
the greatest and most opulent theatres accessible to all sections of
society. Nevertheless, it still tended to be the lighter, intellectu-
ally less-demanding forms of music-hall entertainment which
appealed to the masses. The régime had already entrusted the task
of the ‘spiritual’ control and education of the peasant and factory
workers to the Opera Nazionale Dopolavoro (OND – National Fed-
eration of Working Men’s Clubs), through management of welfare
benefits, sporting and other recreational facilities. That mandate
was extended to include the use of the dopolavoro organisation to
inculcate a practical interest in live theatre among workers. To this
end, many new amateur theatrical clubs (filodrammatici) were cre-
ated. Although their usual fare was the light-hearted and the 
comical, they nevertheless served their ‘educational’ purpose by
stimulating active cultural experiences and promoting a sense of
discipline. As in the professional theatre, a predominantly Italian
repertoire was favoured. Royalties for the performance of foreign
plays were, in any case, usually so high that most amateur organ-
isations simply could not afford them.20 The activities of the filo-
drammatici did not stop, however, at the production of plays at the
local level. Through the Provincial Federations of the OND, enthu-
siasts were able to participate in theatre courses and workshops,
make use of theatre libraries, attend festivals and competitions as
well as lectures and conferences. It must be acknowledged that the
OND was highly successful in promoting the idea and the reality
of theatre among the working classes, where hitherto it had been
the exclusive preserve of the better-off. 

The Carri di Tespi and Carri Lirici grew directly out of the
OND’s work with the filodrammatici towards the end of the 1920s.
The intention was to take theatre to the remoter parts of Italy
where it was rarely, if ever, seen. The Technical Office of the filo-
drammatici demonstrated a prototype of a travelling theatre, which
could be assembled or dismantled in an hour, at the Fiera di
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Milano in 1928. Giovacchino Forzano was entrusted with the
organisation of the whole venture at the beginning of 1929, and
the first performance of the Carri was given in Rome, in the pres-
ence of Mussolini, on 4 July of the same year. The first summer
season followed immediately, with plays being mounted in no
fewer than forty-two different towns throughout southern Italy to
something in excess of 300,000 spectators. This success led to the
repetition of the experiment in the following year, only this time
with three companies touring, so as to be able to cover the whole
of Italy. Forzano also introduced the idea of the Carri Lirici and
their first short season also took place in 1930. Initially, the com-
panies were made up of professionals, and there can be no doubt
that they successfully extended theatre into geographical areas
and to social groups which had not previously experienced it. The
Carri had the added virtue of alleviating the high level of unem-
ployment in the theatre. They created many new jobs, and since
their season exceeded that of the more conventional theatres by
several weeks, they provided a longer period of employment. 

The major problem faced by the Carri, one of whose major func-
tions was propagandistic, was that of putting together a suitable
repertoire. As has already been indicated, ‘Fascist’ plays of an ade-
quate artistic standard were simply not forthcoming. Thus, it was
not so much what appeared on stage, but rather the very presence
of the Carri themselves which provided the opportunity for pub-
licising concrete evidence of the ‘caring’ State. It was a far cry,
however, from the ‘educative’ function which Mussolini had orig-
inally envisaged with his theatre for the masses (teatro di ventimila).

A National Theatre, had it been created, would have deflected
from this policy of andare verso il popolo by virtue of the huge cost
involved and the narrow social base of its audiences. In political
terms, the comparatively small funds made available by the
régime for the promotion of theatre were much better spent in
making it available also to the lower classes. The extension of the-
atre to the masses, against a background of deep economic reces-
sion and at so little expense, must be accounted a positive
achievement of the régime, as indeed must its concern (whatever
its real motivation) to include the whole of Italian society in its
own cultural heritage. Silvio d’Amico points out, however, that
the commercial and artistic success of the Carri Lirici did not usu-
ally extend to the Carri di Tespi. Their professional talents were
often quite modest. Instead of setting up their theatres in remoter
settlements they often operated in towns which were already well
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catered for, frequently in competition for limited audiences with
more ‘permanent’ companies, themselves sometimes also sub-
sidised by the government.21

Yet it is doubtful whether the theatre, despite its rigorous
organisation, played any significant role in the fascistisation of the
masses. It may, from time to time, have appealed to a fairly shal-
low, sentimentalised national pride, but even in this it was hugely
eclipsed by Italy’s achievements in the sporting world. Perhaps
the main reason for the failure to produce a truly Fascist theatre
lay deep within the very nature of Fascism itself. Successful the-
atre is always concerned with tensions and conflicts which it seeks
to explain and resolve. Between the March on Rome and the inva-
sion of Abyssinia there were few tensions and conflicts which
could be openly acknowledged in Italian society. They existed – as
writers in exile (external, internal or ‘hermetic’) such as Ignazio
Silone, Alberto Moravia, Carlo Levi and Eugenio Montale demon-
strated – but virtually all overt opposition had been silenced. The
‘battle for wheat’, land reclamation, the ‘demographic battle’, and
so on, did not inspire the kind of theatre the ‘continuous revolu-
tion’ required. Even after 1935, when once again real battles were
being fought in real wars, the many attempts to turn them into
theatre ended in failure. Totalitarianism always expects its art to
be celebratory, eulogistic, paternalistic, monumental. This require-
ment derives from the fundamental absolutism which drives the
régimes. The division of the world into opposing pairs, simplistic
in the extreme, removes the essentially human problems of not
knowing where one stands or where one is going. Such a division
is based on certainties, whereas human uncertainty would seem to
be a sine qua non of all good art. Even in 1935, eight years before
the fall of the régime, Silvio d’Amico was openly acknowledging
the failure of ‘Fascist’ theatre and the reasons for it:

Anyone like me who samples the manuscripts which the endless
drama competitions produce, knows what the situation is. An ever-
increasing percentage insist on patriotic, war-like or Fascist themes;
even the best of them are nothing if not didactic, presenting a world
conventionally divided between villains and heroes, with a moral-
ising conclusion. In the very unlikely event of such works ever
reaching the stage, they wouldn’t even score any marks as propa-
ganda, while the theatre, for its part, would surely die the death as
a result of final and total abandonment by its audiences.22

At the moment of the fall of Fascism in July 1943, the editorial of
Scenario observed that:
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...the theatre will now once again be able to resume its function of
interpreting collective feeling through the sensibility of its poets
(...) despite everything that has been done by those responsible for
the theatre, it is very clear that they have never managed to achieve
the sort of theatre they wanted – political, propagandistic, belong-
ing to the régime. It has been, if not the only sector, almost the only
sector, at which tremendous political pressure has been directed
without obtaining the desired results.23

There appears to be no reason to disagree with this judgement, in
so far as it refers to the type of theatre exhibited under Fascism,
but it is far from correct if applied to the theatre industry as a
whole. The government was not able to create a Fascist theatre
repertoire, but on the other hand it was able to ensure that the the-
atre did not become the voice of social and political discontent. It
did this through taking control of every conceivable aspect of the
industry, through continuous vigilance with regard to organisa-
tions and individuals, and by providing a career structure with
proper pensions and other financial benefits for all categories of
theatre workers. It went well beyond control of the purely profes-
sional theatre, however, providing the means and the organisa-
tion for practical and spectator interest at the amateur level,
whether in the OND-sponsored filodrammatici or, on a different
intellectual plain, the Littoriali della Cultura e dell’Arte (national
student competitions which were held for seven years between
1934 and 1941). Whatever its motivation, more was done under
Fascism to promote theatre than ever before in the short history of
united Italy. Unfortunately, the amounts of finance made avail-
able to theatre by the government were exiguous and the industry
had to survive as best it could. Nonetheless, for the theatre worker
it was now the law and much less the whim of an individual
entrepreneur which governed professional life. Ironically, despite
the many shortcomings of the system, the great majority had
some reason to be grateful to Fascism’s forceful intrusion into the
life and work of the theatre.

NOTES

1. Andrea Camilleri, I teatri stabili in Italia (1858-1918), Bologna, 1959, p. 7.
2. Emanuela Scarpellini, Organizzazione teatrale e politica del teatro nell’Italia

fascista, Florence, 1989, p. 1.
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3. Scarpellini ibidem notes (pp. 3-4) that the Società Anonima Suvini Zerboni was
established on 7 September 1905 and very soon gained control of many the-
atres in Milan and neighbouring cities. A virtual monopoly was sealed by
agreements made with rival theatres in Rome, Bologna, Turin and Genoa. By
1925, Giordani and Riboldi had taken over the Suvini Zerboni empire, the for-
mer already owning the Società Italiana del Teatro Drammatico (Sitedrama).
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6 

Theatre Politics of the Mussolini
Régime and Their Influence 

on Fascist Drama

Pietro Cavallo
Translated by Erminia Passannanti and Günter Berghaus

Fascism and theatre

During the years of Fascism, Italian theatre was characterised
by complex and contradictory features. Against all expecta-

tions, the ‘official’ theatre of the time avoided subject matters
inspired by the ‘new time’ and ‘new spirit’ of Fascist Italy. This
lack of commitment was often commented on and condemned by
intellectuals close to the régime, by Ministers of the Cultura Popo-
lare and, of course, by the Duce himself. Mussolini had complete
faith in the educational power of the stage: ‘Theatre is one of the
most direct means of reaching the heart of the people’.1 In 1933, he
coined the ambiguous expression teatro di massa (theatre of the
masses), which implied that the traditional theatre, due to its lim-
ited seating capacity and antiquated repertory, was inadequate to
rally people under the banner of Fascism. Soon, the expression
became the object of (often contradictory) interpretations. On 28
April 1933, on the occasion of the fiftieth anniversary of the Soci-
età Italiana Autori ed Editori, Mussolini delivered a speech at the
Teatro Argentina and declared:

I’ve heard that theatre is going through a crisis. This crisis does
exist, but it is mistaken to believe that it is in any way connected to
the rising popularity of cinema. We must take into account both the
spiritual and the material aspects of this crisis. The first concerns
the authors, the second the number of seats. We have to make plans
for a theatre of the masses, a theatre with a capacity of 15,000-20,000
seats (...) The art work of the stage has to possess the wide-ranging
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appeal that people are asking for. It must stir great collective pas-
sions and must be imbued with a sense of vivid and deep human-
ity. It has to present matters that truly count in people’s spiritual life
and that reflect their aspirations. We have had enough of the obses-
sion with this ill-famed ‘theatre of adultery’! The spectrum of these
‘triangular’ complications has at last been exhausted. Allow the col-
lective passions to find dramatic representation, and you’ll see the
stalls crowded with people again.2

And yet, the Duce’s warning went unheard. Italian dramatists
remained ultimately deaf to the appeal, despite their respect for a
government that seemed to hold them in great esteem and, for the
first time in Italian history, showed an interest in promoting the
theatrical arts. Throughout the years of the Fascist régime and
even during the Second World War, they clung to innocuous
themes, especially to that ‘ill-famed triangle’ the Duce had casti-
gated and rebuked.

Although there is clear evidence that many people in show
business endorsed Fascism, they made little attempt to deal with
subject matters directly related to Fascist myths and ideology.
Throughout the Fascist era there were few signs of a truly Fascist
theatre as envisaged by intellectuals and students close to the
régime. At several congresses they demanded a theatre that would
give expression to the ‘new spiritual climate’ Italy was experienc-
ing, a theatre innovative in form and content, capable of revealing
both the ideals and ethics that were already inspiring the ‘faith’
and behaviour of the masses.3 However, a theatre of this kind
would have implied an overcoming of Fascism itself; or, to be
more precise, the superseding of the traditional and reassuring
values, which for large strata of the Italian society – especially the
petit and middle bourgeoisie in urban centres, who formed the
social basis of the régime – represented the main reason for lend-
ing their support to Fascism. It was, in other words, an overcom-
ing of the tranquillity and certainties so effectively summed up in
a popular song of 1937 that spoke of ‘one-thousand lira a month’,
the ‘modest job’, the ‘little cottage in the suburbs’ and the ‘pretty,
young wife’.4

There was a general tendency for dramatists to comply with the
taste of their audiences (who showed no interest in experiments
with new themes and forms of presentation). Therefore, play-
wrights continued to deal with traditional topics and employ pop-
ular formats. In addition, when a first attempt was made to create
a theatre for the masses (with 18 BL on 29 April 1934 at the open-
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ing of the Littoriali del Teatro5), it failed abysmally. The same ‘cata-
strophic’6 results – to quote an expression used by the stage censor,
Leopoldo Zurlo – could be observed at the première, given at the
Teatro Lirico in Milan, of Simma, a drama in which Francesco Pas-
tonchi outlined the conflict between spirit and materialism so dear
to the régime. Despite Mussolini’s support for the production, and
in fact, for several others to follow, little popular enthusiasm could
be generated for spectacles of this kind. There was even active
opposition in Fascist circles to such plays. For example, between
February and March 1935 the Compagnia del Nuovo Teatro of
Fernando de Cruciati staged two of the most emotionally charged
Fascist plays in Rome: La lunga marcia di ritorno, by Mario Federici,
and I tre atti, by Marcello Gallian. The message behind the first
play was that because the First World War had not lived up to
expectations, the soldiers’ ‘march’ had to be taken up again,7

whereas the author of the second play exalted the revolutionary
spirit of the early Fascists and contrasted this with the petty quib-
bles and narrow horizons of the middle-classes.8 The productions
of these two plays were organised under the auspices of the Ispet-
torato del Teatro with the aim of promoting a Fascist youth theatre.9

However, the reactions were so violent that Zurlo felt bound to
intervene, noting that the opposition to the production ‘seemed to
be organised by someone who either had not viewed the plays or
had done so with a deplorable lack of attention’.10

However, there was another form of Fascist theatre, mainly
produced by amateurs (teachers, journalists, lawyers, but also
workers, housewives, unemployed people). Their plays hinged
upon situations, characters, plots and slogans more or less dear to
the régime. These dramas were far more popular than one would
imagine: thousands of scripts were submitted to the censor, who
with unrelenting dedication sifted through every piece of dra-
matic writing to be performed on stage (irrespective of whether
the boards were erected in a rural hamlet, a small parish, a Casa del
Fascio, or a major playhouse). Hence, there are hundreds of files
that can still be consulted in the Central State Archives in Rome,
giving us a detailed insight into the dramatic aesthetics of dedi-
cated Fascists.

Fascist theatre came into existence soon after the March on
Rome. Salvator Gotta claimed in Comoedia his right of primogen-
iture,11 staking a claim for having written the first example of Fas-
cist drama with Il convegno dei martiri. It was performed at the
Teatro Argentina in Rome, on 21 April 1923, and dealt with the
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tragic destiny of a young Fascist, Gustavo Doglia, who had died
in Turin in a clash with left-wing partisans just before the March
on Rome. 

The régime showed a rather ambivalent attitude towards such
openly propagandistic theatre. Although striving to foster new
dramatic writing with competitions and prizes awarded by Fascist
organisations such as the Dopolavoro, it did not create any struc-
tured network of performance spaces, where the stream of new
and Fascist plays could be performed. As far as the Carri di Tespi
and the Dopolavoro amateur dramatic companies were concerned,
they had a repertory which resembled that of the normal theatre
and show business. Genuinely Fascist theatre lacked even the
kind of support which the Catholic theatre movement (founded
by Don Giovanni Bosco in the second half of the nineteenth cen-
tury) had enjoyed during the first post-war years.12

Much of this was due to the fact that the régime preferred to
entrust its propaganda to newspapers, magazines, cinema and
radio rather than to the theatre. This choice was determined, per-
haps, not so much by the failure of the practical experiments made
with a Fascist theatre for the masses, but rather by the unsatisfac-
tory quality of the scripts submitted to the censor or the juries of
important national competitions. 

A typical example of this situation was Renata Mughini’s I figli,
a play infused with the Fascist spirit of the time, which won the
San Remo Prize in 1938. As Zurlo noted, this altogether mediocre
work offered an ending which was ‘too contradictory to be logi-
cal’.13 Equally tangible were the other weaknesses of the play, and
they had not escaped the members of the jury, Marinetti, Rosso di
San Secondo, Simoni and d’Amico, or its chairman Ettore Romag-
noli. In their final verdict, they emphasised the freshness and lack
of rhetoric in the play: ‘Even though the play does not reach a
high artistic standard, as a typical juvenile work it seems to
embrace at least the spirit our time’.14 This episode is quite
remarkable, for among the 177 competing plays there were those
such as Chilometri bianchi, by Mario Federici – who also wrote the
already mentioned, and often fiercely criticised, play Lunga Marcia
di ritorno – which put themselves in the wrong by presenting anx-
ieties and doubts, rather than certainties or reassuring realities.
Chilometri bianchi, which was put on at the Teatro delle Arti in
Rome and published in Il dramma a few months later, portrays the
anguish of a survivor who, returning from the war after having
wandered through half of Europe, no longer feels inside himself
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the old love for his Fatherland. For this reason, his wife persuades
him to avoid meeting their children:

We, who love our children so dearly, could hurt them in their purest
sentiment, their unshakable faith. Even though they are good boys,
they would start having doubts, they, who never had any doubts.
Maybe we wouldn’t even notice it immediately. It’s terrible, Marco,
it’s like a hidden illness for our poor children! They would start
wondering how you, their hero, has been able to lose yourself. And
they would start thinking that the love people feel for their country
is not as absolute as they thought.15

In all the drama competitions, the quality of the plays which drew
their inspiration from Fascist mythology fell short of expectation.
Zurlo himself came to realise this when he was correcting, often at
the explicit request of the author, both the grammar and syntax of
the scripts submitted to him. It is probable that these dramas
found their only attentive reader in this scrupulous officer!

Furthermore, Fascist theatre experienced the hostility of Silvio
d’Amico, one of the ‘High Priests’ of Italian theatre. He resolutely
opposed didactic theatre as practised in Soviet Russia or Nazi Ger-
many. In October 1934, at a congress organised by the Fondazione
Volta on the state of Italian drama, he declared:

A theatre with didactic aims might be expected to be alright for the
working class, but it falls outside the realm of art. Posters displayed
on school walls are fine to impress and move our pupils. So, in a
sense, they do work, but who would dream of showing them in an
exhibition among genuine works of art?16

The following year, d’Amico placed his ban on the theatre of pro-
paganda, which for some authors had become their only chance to
achieve popularity:

Those who have to scrutinise the flow of scripts submitted to drama
competitions, which succeed each other almost incessantly, know
well that an increasing number of plays deal with patriotic subjects
like soldiers, Fascists, and so on. They are, in the best cases, nothing
but mere didactic compositions with edifying endings, conven-
tional pictures of a world inhabited by heroes and villains. If, by an
absurd coincidence, these plays would ever reach the stage, propa-
ganda would gain no profit from it and theatre itself would decline,
forever deserted by its audience.17

Confined as he was to a logic still anchored to a canon of tradi-
tional aesthetic standards, d’Amico could not understand that the
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criteria he was applying to that form of theatre had to be
extended. As a matter of fact, the points he objected to were
indeed the key features of those plays. They tried to communicate,
as efficiently as possible, a simple message which could not be
misinterpreted by the audience. Such avoidance of any ambigu-
ous touches led to a rather Manichean character divide into good
and evil, with a positive hero often identifiable from the very
beginning of the play (even when he initially fought on the side of
the enemy). As a result, the plots of these dramas were of the most
predictable and elementary kind, and the dialogues full of slogans
and apodeictic phraseology. (‘In a work of art, nothing is more
anti-fascist than irony!’ Salvator Gotta rightly affirmed18). In short,
this form of theatre was aimed at confirming and strengthening
the convictions of a public that was already tuned into the
author’s feelings. In some plays, the dividing line between fiction
and reality was entirely dismantled: the actors addressed their
speeches straight to the audience, or mingled with the spectators
in the auditorium. Along with this new mannerism came the habit
of resorting to strongly symbolic or allegorical characters. Some
scripts ended by displaying either the Fascist insignia or a portrait
of Mussolini. For example, M. Dorta advised in the final stage
direction of his play Ritorno (1935): ‘The scene remains in the dark
– while against the sky the Duce’s figure appears, surrounded by
applauding young Blackshirts’.19

This, however, must not lead us to the conclusion that Fascist
theatre was erected on the same principles as left-wing militant
theatre. Formal devices such as direct addresses to the audience or
symbolic characters were rarely exploited in an inventive fashion.
Compared to the traditional bourgeois theatre, agit-prop intro-
duced remarkable innovations in staging technique (for example,
when performing in the courtyards of working-class tenements, in
front of factories, in the streets, or even on tramways20). Fascist
theatre, however, remained rooted in the schemas of nineteenth-
century dramaturgy and stage design. The plays possessed a tra-
ditional beginning, a linear development of the chosen theme, a
peripetic climax and a conflict-resolving finale; the stories imitated
real-life events; the characters embodied, except in some rare
cases, real people. Left-wing agit-prop, on the other hand, turned
‘characters’ into ‘stereotypes’ that schematised some fundamental
characteristics of the various social classes.21 It must be empha-
sised that agit-prop theatre made its ‘debut’ in a revolutionary
period during which the cultural patterns of the nineteenth cen-
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tury were breaking down and a fruitful dialectic relationship was
established between political innovators and creative intellectuals.
Fascist theatre, on the other hand, appeared on the scene after the
March on Rome, when the ‘revolution’ had already taken place;
therefore, its task was not so much to mobilise the masses against
the constituted order, but rather to reinforce an already estab-
lished system.

Fascist theatre from the March on Rome to the
African War

As one would imagine, the first years of the Fascist movement
assumed a significant position in the drama and theatre of the
régime. Since the birth of Fascism had been closely linked to the
experience of the First World War, the movement regarded itself as
the direct heir of the ideals that had been kindled by the conflict.
For example, in Retaggio di trincea, an ex-serviceman alludes to the
Fascists by saying:

These ‘hot-heads’ are our followers, our only heirs, to whom we
trustfully hand over the weapons still stained with the blood we
have shed on the fields of Glory. In so doing, we will make them
continue the never-ending march of our people towards a goal that
is afar, but not unattainable for our legions.22 

Often enough, the principal characters in Fascist dramas were
either ex-servicemen wearing the old scars of war, or people too
young to have taken part in the conflict, but who had nevertheless
suffered the loss of a father, brother or uncle. To have been
involved in the war – either personally, or vicariously through a
close relative – became the distinctive sign of an hero (an hero
who, to begin with, did not necessarily have to be a Fascist). It was
a common trait of the plays to show, at the outset, the main char-
acter to be a Socialist and how he, after a period of crisis and
reflection, would abandon his Party in order to join the opposite
side. The official blessing of the hero’s conversion or, to use the
term favoured by most authors, ‘redemption’, came through his
death. To die for a good cause was presented as the hero’s ultimate
liberation and purification from his previous faults.

At times, the clash between Fascists and Socialists was
reduced to a troublesome relationship between members of the
same family. Naturally, the conflict ended by having the charac-
ter who initially displayed an hostile or sceptical attitude
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towards the ‘new ideas’ being converted to Fascism. Here too,
the death of a loved one (a relative or a friend) represented a
prime cause for redemption.

As for the plots, they principally revolved around three basic
and constantly recurring topics: Socialism, Fascism, sacrificial
death. If the starting point was not Socialism, but something sim-
ilar (like, for example, an intemperate and licentious life style),
the ending was still more or less geared towards the protagonist’s
conversion to Fascism.

Such story developments can ultimately be interpreted as rites
de passage. The journey of initiation can be long or short, easy or
fraught with obstacles. As in any initiation rite, the new status is
exemplified by reaching a new stage in the life cycle, where the
experiences of the previous life are subsumed. In most cases of
Fascist rites de passage, this ‘previous experience’ was the First
World War. The hardship and feelings endured at the front had
formed the hero’s ethical and moral values. He had felt what it
meant to be part of a whole – a whole that had a precise name:
Fatherland. In the trenches, the individual merged with a group
that knew no social distinctions or barriers. In these plays, war
was presented as a unique opportunity to overcome the alien-
ation, egotism and materialist thinking that characterised human
life in the industrial age. 

Socialism had proven itself to be as materialistic as capitalism,
and not to be substantively different from the society it pretended
to fight against. In La morte degli eroi, Romano, a young man who
had volunteered for war service and who, in the end, dies while
defending the casa del fascio from the ‘Reds’, confronts his father,
an industrialist who has profiteered and grown rich from the war,
as follows:

PROSPERO: Say what you like! But your motivations are as
abstract as those of the poets you read.

ROMANO: No, they are firm realities, but realities you can’t grasp
because you only talk, act and think in the name of your personal
interests. Of course, for you they are the only things you consider
worth saving in this chaos.

PROSPERO: Yes, you’re right, they are very important, at least for
me! – 

ROMANO: You’re living by instinct!

PROSPERO: How else should I live then? Please tell me!

ROMANO: Through your spirit! – 
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PROSPERO: Do you really think it’s worth ruining both your
health and career for the sake of ideas which nobody understands?

ROMANO: Who says that nobody understands them? Stepping
into the trenches is enough to be able to feel that you are a small but
necessary part of a whole. (...) There reigns a sublime unselfishness,
down there! – But here, you can only find shameful egotism! –
Daddy, I will go back to the front immediately! 

PROSPERO: You dramatise the simplest things!

ROMANO: You haven’t seen them dying; that’s why you speak
like that! – Sacrifice exalts life. Have the dead no meaning to you?
And their crying mothers? – No, they mean nothing to you! For
you, nothing is of importance but money. It’s your strength and
your shame! – The soldier despises you, but he is a great man: he
suffers and gives his life away, also for you! – Down there, we learn
to love each other more than we ever thought we were capable of!
– That love will be our invincible weapon against the enemy,
against you. Our will-power is inexorable. We are the new world!23

The Fascist hero did not confront his enemies with any sophisti-
cated or definite programmes: he simply suggested a way to
‘spend’ one’s existence, a way that can give meaning to life (and
death). He was ultimately professing a ‘faith’, a willingness to lis-
ten to his heart rather than just following the dictates of his
‘belly’,24 as both the Socialist and the bourgeois characters do.
There was a willingness to believe that life cannot be determined
merely by material interests and that the engine of history keeps
on going by virtue of the same ethical and moral forces that had
brought about the final victory in 1918. In Retaggio di trincea, the
Fascists are accused of being nothing but ‘mad dreamers’, which
prompts the main character to respond:

You just can’t see. A bank note is covering your eyes – money has
clipped the wings of your soul. You can’t fly in the name of Glory,
as we do, across the clear skies of Thought and Action (...) Shut up!
Don’t look at us, you can’t understand us.25

In plays like these the difference between the Fascist hero and his
antagonists is primarily indicated through language (‘you do not
understand us’). Although both may use the same vocabulary, the
meaning of their words is radically different. Their import is not
based on their content (the ‘signified’), but on the language itself
(the ‘signifier’). Their main referent is an attitude towards life,
acquired through the conquests, but also the sacrifices and suffer-
ing endured during the war period. Words assume, in this way, a
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symbolic charge and a power to eliminate – or, at least, to weaken
– their conceptual referent, or ‘meaning’. Words no longer count
for what they designate in common speech, but for their evoca-
tive power. The rational, compared to the symbolic, content of a
verbal proposition is only of minor significance. Logical reason-
ing was in fact precluded, because the Fascist characters confront
their opponents only with ‘faith’, a sentiment that can only be
instinctively apprehended. They never present political pro-
grammes or precise and articulate aims, but rather a set of sym-
bols to guide people through their lives and to act as models for
concrete actions. But these ‘actions’ possessed symbolic meaning
rather than clearly defined objectives. Their value primarily con-
sisted in being ‘action’, in providing the pleasure of forming part
of a wider ‘battle’:

The élite of the trenches (il fior fiore delle trincee) together with those
who were too young to take part in this war, do not have the plea-
sure of knowing you, yet they also fight and die for you. In the
game of life they play the desperate card, only because it gives
them ultimate pleasure.26

What we discover here is the contradictory nature of Fascist the-
atre. Although regarding the stage as a medium of propaganda,
the Fascist playwrights did not present explicit political pro-
grammes, but transmitted myths and symbols designed to shape
a new, a Fascist, mental attitude which embraced each and every
aspect of life. Thus, the Fascist hero became representative of the
values and symbols that had shown the ‘way to victory’ in the
Great War. In a sense, the main reason for joining the Party was
not so much to participate in a political association, but to express
one’s love towards the Fatherland. The decision to become a mem-
ber of the PNF was often attributed to instinctual and sentimental
feelings rather than to any rational motivation. For example, in
Alba di rinascita, Nino explains to his brother the reasons why he
has become a Fascist supporter:

There is something new in me, Riccardo, something I can’t explain!
It’s a strange sensation! It is both an urge to fight and to sacrifice
ourselves. It makes us love life with no fear of death. It makes us
look into the future whilst keeping in mind what we leave behind.
I can’t tell what came over me, but when they asked if I wanted to
join the Party, I immediately answered: yes! That ‘yes’ sprang from
my heart, not from my mind. My lips uttered it long before my
brain had ordered them to do so.27
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The motivating force was more than a political doctrine; it was life
experience elevated almost to the status of religion. In Mistica
fascista, a character says of the Blackshirts:

Their belief has religious significance. It stands for something that
is far more than a method: it is a way of life, mystical in its sources,
palpitating, restless, and heroic in its deeds.28

This attitude generated a pronounced tendency towards adopting
a linguistic code and discoursive style borrowed from the Catholic
tradition. For example, Claudio, the priest in Giovinezza, asserts
about Mussolini:

It is as if He had to climb another Calvary, a kind of new ‘via cru-
cis’, which leads to His resurrection. Aided by our faith we will go
beyond our limits! Its powerful echo will squash the interests of
Plutocracy. Our helmsman knows very well what needs to be done.
I, who have the honour of often staying close to His side, know
what fruits His sleepless nights bear for us.29

The Catholic idiom was the only language available to those
authors who wished to translate into widely intelligible form the
force and intensity of the hopes people placed both in the Fascist
movement and in Mussolini. There was the recurrent use of terms
such as ‘redemption’, ‘deliverance’, ‘ascent’, ‘salvation’; the fre-
quent declaration of being ready to offer one’s blood for the sal-
vation of ‘sinners’ (i.e., those who had not yet joined in the Fascist
Party); the elevation of Fascists, who had been killed by the ‘Reds’,
to the status of ‘martyrs’; the designation of the Fascist doctrine as
‘the New Gospel’; and, finally, the figurative assimilation of Mus-
solini’s image with that of Christ. 

The Fascist movement was born out of the wish to renew those
‘natural’ and ‘immutable’ values the war had temporarily
depressed. These values were mainly connected to a rigidly hier-
archical society, where each person had a definite function and
occupied a fixed position. Socialism was accused of having
pushed the country into chaos by upsetting this ‘natural order’
and by suppressing the legitimate distinctions among the social
classes. In I ritornati, a play of 1934, a character speaks of ‘the
shame of social equality’ and explains this by saying: ‘“Social
equality” is a beautiful, high-sounding word! It’s even rather
seductive. But tomorrow, I am sure, people will have to suffer the
unpleasant consequences of that equality.’30
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In Ha ‘tama (a play on the subject of the African War), de Rober-
tis translated the need for inequality onto the international scene:

Yes, Pinuzza! There are human beings in this world whose fate it is
to give, always to give, just as history shows us that there are coun-
tries whose destiny is exactly the same: to give, always to give! –
Nature rightfully makes them stronger than anyone else, to let
them withstand all the tribulations Man and Fate unrightfully
inflict upon them. They are the strongest, Pinuzza, indeed they are!
It’s their distinctive characteristic! This means that it is Nature who
does not want to throw things into confusion, neither amongst
those poor souls nor among the nations. All this fuss about abol-
ishing the frontiers and putting everyone on the same footing is just
like levelling all the distinctions between the souls!31

At the basis of these arguments we can discern a profound lack of
confidence in the people’s ability to govern their own lives and the
fate of their country. In Fiamme nere it is stated: ‘People wish to be
wisely guided; only in this way can they enjoy freedom.’32 The
leaders (either of the earliest Fascist squads, or of the subsequent
public and private organisations of the régime) impose them-
selves by virtue of either their skills or merits. Consequently they
become the ‘new aristocracy’ and take the place formerly held by
the aristocracy of blood or wealth. 

This trend becomes most obvious in the scripts based on the
African War, which was the culmination of an historical process
that began at the outbreak of the First World War. The Ethiopian
War was meant to reveal to the ‘new Italy’ and the ‘new Italians’
their hidden energies and abilities and to bring to light a new élite
of diligent and conscientious leaders. The plays dealing with this
subject matter often have as their protagonist an engineer, whose
rôle it is to show that Nature can be tamed to serve the people and
the Nation. Such an educated, energetic, adventurous and deter-
mined élite had to take the place of the old aristocracy without,
however, severing its popular roots, but proudly holding claim to
them. This is exactly what Giovanna, the female protagonist in
L’eroica barriera (1937), a play about the opposed love-affair
between a common girl and an aristocrat’s son, does:

I am a daughter of the working-class, and this is my noble lineage.
These hands of mine have endured work since I was a little girl.
These tired eyes of mine have stayed open during the long hours
of night. This back of mine has been bent by the never-ending
labour that earned the daily bread for our family. This heart of
mine still bears all the anxiety and suffering of a troubled soul. –

124 Pietro Cavallo

Berghaus Ch 6.qxd  1/9/09  5:37 PM  Page 124



Aren’t they the sign of a higher nobility than anything to be found
in your dark world?33

Thus, appealing to a distinctive topos of popular romances – the
opposed love-affair between characters belonging to different
social classes – these dramas emphasised two closely connected
assumptions: aristocracy is no longer a question of blood; and
nobility can only be valiantly earned through fighting (e.g., in the
First World War or in the African War). However, those who per-
form their duties in peace time also deserve to be given elevated
status and honour. The human qualities that had guaranteed vic-
tory in war were placed on equal standing with the sacrifice, risk
taking and boldness required in civil society. Personal gifts
replaced the caste privileges of the old order: ‘We must keep on
working. This is the only path towards a better life. The nobility of
labour will replace the nobility of blood.’34

The plays of the period gave testimony to the emergence of
new social classes on the national scene. Nevertheless, these texts
must be interpreted as symbolic rather than actual data of con-
temporary social realities in Italy. The frequent attacks on both the
aristocracy and the upper-middle class, who had always sanc-
tioned individualism, hedonism and wealth as means to attain a
higher social standing and who had for a long time prevented the
birth of a real national community, gave expression to the desire
for a social life beyond egotism and personal interest. In other
words, this critique was aimed at those who, by following the life
style of the enemy countries – especially England – were jeopar-
dising the unity and social harmony, which the Nation was to
achieve under the ‘attentive and far-seeing guidance’ of the Duce
(whose image was increasingly overshadowing that of the régime
itself). The Ethiopian war was meant to reflect what, supposedly,
had already happened within the country: it metaphorically rep-
resented the military side of a coin, which on its reverse was dis-
playing the civil achievements of the Fascist régime.

Epilogue: The Second World War

Fascist theatre reached its widest radius of diffusion during the
years 1936 to 1940. Exemplary figures pointed out the correct form
of behaviour to the Italians and acted as rôle models for the devel-
opment of the country. This, naturally, produced a celebratory
rather than polemical type of theatre, which became fully appar-
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ent at the outbreak of the Second World War. The lack of victories
that could be exploited for war propaganda forced dramatists to
indulge in episodes which epitomised singular feats of civil or
military heroism. Already during the second year of war, episodes
which were actually defeats began to proliferate in the plays,
marking in this way the wretched conditions of both the soldiers
and the civilians. No wonder the censors judged these plays to be
counter-productive in terms of propaganda.35

By reading these plays, one gets the impression that, initially,
the armed conflict was no traumatic experience for the Italians.
People continued to treat it as a remote event which did not inter-
fere with the ‘normal’ course of their daily lives. In 1940, the cen-
sors recorded a dearth of suitable plays based on war topics. The
following year, the percentage of ‘performable’ scripts had
increased considerably, but they progressively lost their peculiar
ideological features and, step-by-step, revealed the intrinsic hor-
rors of war. This is not to say that there was a linear progression
from enthusiasm to condemnation of the war. Public opinion
oscillated just as much as the view points expressed in the plays,
although by winter 1942-1943 eloquent signs of disapproval could
be heard everywhere in Italian public life.36

From the scripts preserved in the censorship archives one indis-
putable fact emerges: for a large number of Italians, the war was
gradually causing serious disruption to the fixed pattern of every-
day life. The plays I have been able to analyse display a consider-
able variety of attitudes and dramatic narratives, and such
heterogeneity was more pronounced than one would normally
expect to find in this type of theatre. In short, clear and authorita-
tive patterns that could be used to interpret the war events were
vanishing. The images of armed conflict conveyed by the authors
(mourning and suffering caused by the bombings, food shortages,
restrictions of every kind that were imposed on civilians) were
more and more often based on real-life experiences rather than on
the official war propaganda.

From 1942 onwards, the stage functioned as more than a
medium to broadcast phrases and slogans imposed from ‘above’.
It turned into one of the few channels authors could employ to
express personal anxieties, even to question the reasons for fight-
ing the war. Although some of these doubts may have been purely
rhetorical and were ultimately aimed at reinforcing the official
Party line, they nevertheless offered unexpected answers to the
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questions civilians and soldiers were asking themselves during
those years.

Let us take, for example, Sulla Manica visibilità discreta, a play by
a young student of the Genoese GUF37 Federico Pescetto, staged at
the Teatro Sperimentale dei GUF in Florence. The main character
is a war pilot, Mietti, who does not have enough courage to face
the enemy. Mocked by his comrades, he finds in the captain of the
squadron his only friend and confidante. Having understood the
drama of the young pilot, the officer comes to his aid, explaining
that to be brave does not necessarily mean to be reckless, but to be
capable of overcoming one’s fear. Mietti does find the strength to
hurl himself upon the enemy, but only after seeing his captain’s
aeroplane being shot down. Only then does he find an answer to
his sceptical self-questioning: ‘Why must I kill other men and be
killed by them?’38 So, Mietti fights and dies as an hero not for ide-
ological, but purely personal reasons. The human sentiment of
pity and compassion pushes the ideological world of propaganda
into second place. 

It is of some significance that only a few of the plays produced
after 1942 were concerned with the actual front-line battles (and it
must be underlined that the Russian front, which alone amounted
to a large-scale tragedy, completely disappeared out of sight), but
with the soldiers’ return to their family and home towns. The
scripts were crowded with survivors, exhausted, wounded, blind,
at times proud of having sacrificed themselves in the name of their
country, but more often utterly distressed because of their dis-
ablement. For example, the main character in Famiglie eroiche cries
out: ‘No! – Don’t uncover my eyes! I could horrify you. Make me
strong enough to bear my misfortune, my God! Oh, unlucky
mother of mine! (...) Why didn’t I die? Much better to die hun-
dreds of times than to live such a disgraceful life.’39 In a way, this
play can be regarded as emblematic of the Fascist stage during the
last years of war. That which in this play started off with
unbounded enthusiasm for Italy’s entry into the war, progressed
in the third act to ‘palpable sadness’40 and ended in the last act
with a gloomy air of despair.

Plays of this last period were increasingly characterised by a
dreary and agonising atmosphere, which emphasised the gap
between the author’s purpose and the effect the play actually had
on the audience. Zurlo was more and more often compelled to
forbid those performances which could cause ‘bitter thoughts pro-
voked by the display of innocent victims’, and he felt obliged to
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ask: ‘How can it be desirable for a play that purports to exalt war
to show at its beginning an ambulance out of which the desperate
cries of both the mothers and the wounded can be heard?’41 In a
letter to Pavolini he stated: ‘I can’t deny that I fully support a glo-
rification of war; however I also find it most inopportune to offer
a realistic reproduction of it. Too many hearts in the audience
would bleed when the dangers, sufferings and pains of war are
demonstrated on stage.’42

Zurlo’s remarks reflected the vision of the war that was, albeit
often unintentionally, projected by the scripts submitted to his
office. In La rinuncia, for example, the author relates an ordinary
day in a girl’s school. The pupils talk about their innocent dreams,
their elevated hopes, their love affairs, etc. They discuss their like
or dislike for this or that teacher, but this garrulous atmosphere
soon comes to end, and the uncertain life in war-time rises to the
surface. Erminia, one of the students, learns that her fiancé has
been killed at the front. In order to avoid reminding her of her sor-
row, the other girls ask their boyfriends not to come and meet
them by the school gates. This ‘renouncement’ is suggested by an
old spinster, who went through the same pain in her youth: ‘I can
still remember – them happily walking off with their boyfriends,
and me, alone, standing in the middle of the road and feeling so
bewildered and unhappy. I could have died staring at the house
from which he was never to appear again. I would have given
anything to escape looking at their happiness, which only multi-
plied my torments.’43

Fascist theatre concluded its trajectory by giving evidence to
needs that hardly corresponded to the imperatives of the régime
(it is no coincidence that the shows promoted by the Dopolavoro
delle Forze Armate [the Armed Forces Recreational Service] were
primarily escapist comedies and music-hall entertainment). While
the régime’s propaganda machinery continued to deal with war
topics, promising more justice, a new redistribution of wealth
among people and nations, and a new social and moral order, the
playwrights confronted the burning emotional issues that were
on most people’s minds. Initially they interspersed them with offi-
cial ideological rhetoric, but eventually these slogans were almost
completely supplanted by evocative descriptions of the soldiers’
experiences in the trenches and those of their brides, mothers and
children suffering at the front-line. 

This is to say that the war, depicted in the early stages of Fascist
drama as a collective event, had slowly been transfigured into a
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merely individual and private matter. The symbolic system of sig-
nification, on which Fascist theatre and drama of the 1920s and
1930s relied so heavily, had entirely collapsed. The supremacy of
Fascist ethics over the real and existential needs of the people had
collapsed. The events of the war had underlined the fact that
human virtues, such as the courage and the strength to endure
sacrifices and suffering (i.e., the ‘blood’ which the régime had
always placed in opposition to the forces of ‘money’), could no
longer suffice to triumph over the enemy’s (i.e., the plutocracy’s)
indisputable technological superiority.

This situation caused dramatists to change direction in their
plays written after 1942. The authors had basically two choices:
the first was to base their works on values alien to both Fascist cul-
ture and propaganda. In this case, the word ‘faith’, having lost its
polysemous significance, assumed again a merely religious con-
notation and re-established prayer – especially the one addressed
to the ‘Madonnina’ – as the only possible medium to escape the
atrocities of war and to instil hope for a better future.44 The alter-
native was – in a desperate attempt at re-affirming the natural
desire to live – to operate with common values even though they
had by now learned that these values were by no means the
engine of history, nor could they lead to victory: ‘It’s wonderful to
fight like this’, it is stated in Il labirinto, a script dated 1942, ‘with
no hope of escaping: no hope of winning. The only thing we can
do is to hold out, to hold out to the last.’45

NOTES

List of abbreviations 
ACS = Archivio Centrale dello Stato di Roma

= Central State Archives in Rome
SPD = Segreteria Particolare del Duce

= Special Secretariat of the Duce
MCP = Ministero della Cultura Popolare

= Ministry of Popular Culture
cens. teatr = fondo censura teatrale

= censorship archive 
c.o. = carteggio ordinario

= ordinary collection of documents
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c.r. = carteggio riservato
= secret collection of documents

b. = busta
= envelope

f. = fascicolo
= file

sf. = sottofascicolo
= subfile
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7 
Mussolini’s ‘Theatre of the Masses’

Mario Verdone 
Translated by Isabella Madìa

Theatre for the ‘New Age’

It is well known that the theatre policy of the Fascist régime
aimed at re-educating the population, and particularly the

younger generation, by offering them new types of theatrical per-
formances that were in line with the ‘new spirit’ of the times.
Authors were encouraged to write plays imbued with Fascist sen-
timents, and theatre directors were given the means to develop
new staging methods in order to present these dramas to a wide
array of audiences.

Part of this drive towards a ‘mass-theatre’, initiated in 1929,
was the institution of so-called Carri di Tespi, circus-like organisa-
tions that were to perform plays and operas in remote or small
cities, which in the past had been excluded from the circuits of
major or minor touring companies. Other forms of reaching new
audiences in the lower strata of society were attempted by insti-
tuting ‘Theatrical Saturdays’ (sabato teatrale), where performances
were given at very low prices, or by encouraging the foundation
of amateur companies run by the Opera Nazionale Dopolavoro,
the national agency for after-work entertainments.

In order to promote the idea of education through theatre, an
Experimental Theatre of the Fascist Associations of University
Students (Teatro Sperimentale dei Gruppi Universitari Fascisti)
was created in Florence. Young authors were encouraged by
national drama competitions (the littoriali) and by the creation of
Teatri-GUF, in analogy with the Cine-GUF, to write and produce a
body of revolutionary, Fascist drama. However, neither the theatre
nor the film section of the GUF fulfilled the hopes the régime had
placed in them. They managed, on the whole, to remain indepen-
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dent of political influences and to pay little more than lip-service
to their ideological mission.

As far as the professional theatre world in Italy was concerned,
it is a well-known fact that it was entirely governed by commercial
interests and by the conservative tastes of the predominantly mid-
dle-class audiences. The acting profession did not possess any
public training institutions and was often suffocating in the age-
old formulae of histrionic rhetorics. In order to ameliorate this sit-
uation, in 1935 the Accademia d’Arte Drammatica was created in
Rome by Silvio d’Amico, the leading critic of his time and cer-
tainly not a Fascist. This institution injected new energies into the
Italian theatre. It was here that Vittorio Gassman, Alessandro Bris-
soni, Ettore Giannini, Luigi Squarzina, Orazio Costa, Luciano
Salce, Vito Pandolfi and other leading actors and directors of the
post-war period received their training. 

Apart from fostering a new type of acting, the régime also
showed an interest in promoting a modern art theatre. At that
time, there were only two theatres in Italy that operated on a line
similar to the Moscow Art Theatre or the Munich Künstlertheater.
Mussolini repeatedly showed his esteem for Anton Giulio Bra-
gaglia and gave public funding to his Teatro degli Indipendenti
and, through the Confederazione Artisti e Professionisti, financial
assistance to build the Teatro delle Arti in Via Sicilia in Rome.1

The Teatro d’Arte of Luigi Pirandello was also given generous
support by the Fascist régime. However, none of the many new
plays that were performed in Pirandello’s theatre had anything in
common with Fascism,2 whilst Bragaglia’s cosmopolitan reper-
toire included Brecht’s Threepenny Opera and, at the time of inter-
national ‘sanctions’ against Fascism, plays by Shaw, Wilde, Wilder,
O’Neill, Synge, O’Casey and Yeats (pretending they were all ‘Irish’
or ‘of Irish origin’). He also presented Futurist, Dadaist, Surrealist
or Expressionist authors in his theatre, rather than performing
dramas with nationalist or patriotic tendencies.3

Two Fascist playwrights: Forzano and Pastonchi

As regards the professional authors, the most successful writers
(amongst whom was Aldo de Benedetti, a man of Jewish extrac-
tion) concentrated on romantic comedies and on grotteschi, which
had nothing to do with the new political situation. When Luigi
Pirandello accepted to join (formally) the Partito Nazionale
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Fascista (probably in order to avoid losing public subsidies for his
Teatro d’Arte), it was hoped that his works would be in keeping
with the new political climate. However, not one line of the the-
atrical writings by Pirandello makes the least allusion to Fascism. 

An author who undoubtedly represented Fascist theatre par
excellence was Giovacchino Forzano (1883-1970). On 18 December
1930, the Teatro Argentina in Rome staged the play Campo di mag-
gio, jointly written by Forzano and Benito Mussolini.4 Vittorio
Mussolini (son of Benito) said to film critic Dario Zanelli: ‘My
father enjoyed working with Forzano on theatrical projects,
because theatre belonged to his cultural background and therefore
interested him more than movies’.5

In 1929, Mussolini expressed the idea of writing a drama about
the end of Napoleon and gave Forzano several sheets of notes. He
trusted this writer, who was the author of traditional dramas with
pseudo-historical settings. They were not particularly refined by
our standards, but well-liked by the public of the time. Campo di
maggio was a drama of anti-parliamentary propaganda. The Duce
used to intervene, both with suggestions and then with amend-
ments to the text that Forzano was submitting to him for approval,
as he was writing the play. The result of this collaboration, signed
by Forzano alone, who had faithfully executed the Duce’s instruc-
tions, was published in 1931 (it was only in the French, English
and German translations that Mussolini agreed to have his name
appear as co-author on the title-page6).

The play was a major success in many Italian theatres:
‘Applause began early, after the first dialogue; it was warm and
persistent and continued until the last scene’, wrote Renato
Simoni after the performance given by the Compagnia Za Bum in
Milano at the Teatro Olimpia. He continues: ‘This drama shows
the most touching part of Napoleon’s life: the tragedy of the hero,
when his contemporaries lose the sense of his greatness’.7 The
‘conflict between a giant and the pigmies’ runs throughout the
play, but is particularly emphasised in the scenes depicting
Napoleon’s departure from Elba, his landing in France, his enthu-
siastic reception by the soldiers and the people, his defeat at
Waterloo and the fight between Parliament and Emperor.

From this time on, Gioacchino Forzano was the Fascist play-
wright most frequently staged in Italy. He was also appointed
director of the above-mentioned Carri di Tespi initiative. 

On 15 December 1931, the Teatro Lirico in Milano staged Vil-
lafranca, another patriotic drama by Forzano, dedicated to the
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memory of the deceased brother of the Duce, Arnaldo Mussolini.
Again, the drama was initiated by the Duce who, after the success
of Campo di maggio, had continued his exchange of opinions on the
theatre with Forzano and had suggested a play dealing with the
political manoeuvres against Camillo Cavour, the hero of the
risorgimento and first Prime Minister of the unified Italy.8

Another major success was Giulio Agricola, premièred on 27
April 1939 at the Teatro Argentina in Rome in the presence of
Mussolini. In this pièce à clef, Forzano extolled the greatness of
Caesar and, by analogy, that of Mussolini. The Emperor’s
grandiose schemes to reclaim swamp-land and to cultivate newly
conquered territories in Africa bear more than a superficial resem-
blance to Italy’s colonisation of Abyssinia, whereas his generous
treatment of treacherous patricians and his pardoning of enemies
who deserve capital punishment alluded to the Duce’s ‘magnan-
imous’ predisposition.

All stage designs of the productions mentioned above (in the
theatre as well as in their film versions) were the work of Antonio
Valente, a regular collaborator of Forzano’s. For the Opera
Nazionale Dopolavoro he built the Carri di Tespi, and his film
décors include Camicia nera, directed by Giovacchino Forzano and
shot in Cinecittà in 1933. In 1943 and 1944, they worked together
on the film Piazza San Sepolcro, which was intended to become a
commemoration of the creation of the Fascist Party. However the
film was never distributed, possibly not even completed.9

The poet Francesco Pastonchi (1874-1953) was also engaged in
writing drama during Mussolini’s régime. His Simma was written
in 1935 and was an experiment in Fascist poetic theatre, a kind of
tragedy of supermen and heroes, written in high-sounding lan-
guage and rhetorical hyperbole, not dissimilar to the style of
Gabriele d’Annunzio. Pastonchi was an old-fashioned ‘poet’
rather than a man of the theatre (he is not even mentioned in the
Enciclopedia dello Spettacolo edited by Silvio d’Amico). 

Simma was inspired by the cities that the new Italy was to erect
in an imaginary and Utopian future. Pontia is a mountain town
built by the visionary architect Pietro Brea, with a Temple that
should defy the centuries. Although the play is set in a mecha-
nised world, constructed in the style of the Futurist architect Anto-
nio Sant’Elia and bravely addresses avant-gardistic themes, the
poetic language spun around the rickety plot (the exiled Simma
returns to Pontia, when the inhabitants are about to inaugurate the
Temple; he foretells its collapse and goes mad) is extremely distant
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from Futurism. The ‘tragedy’ was given a rather controversial
reception. The Fascist leadership did not like its symbolism –
which they regarded as nebulous and conceited – despite the fact
that the Temple of Pontia boasted four fasci littori (the well-known
symbols of ancient Rome, adopted by Fascists). The drama
expresses desire for transcendence, exaltation of a creed, of a new
political and social order. The symbolic Temple of Art is due to col-
lapse, and old Brea has taken the initiative to have it replaced with
a new one. But Simma does not believe in the project and in vain
tries to dissuade the others from it. Finally, a new hero takes over:
Aeli, an inspired, pure, artist, who is not looking for perfection
and will combine tradition with modernism. The text is full of tags
and sententiae (for example, ‘Everything comes from the people
and goes back to the people’ or ‘The time of the tragedy is today,
and perhaps tomorrow’). Even so, under the rhetorical bombast
and poetic bathos the author’s message remains cryptic, unclear
and confused. When the play was first performed (on 27 January
1936), Renato Simoni appreciated the religious sentiments
expressed in the production, but found it otherwise to be of little
dramatic value.10

Theatre of the Masses Italian style: 18 BL

The most notorious production of a play tailored to fulfil all key
criteria Mussolini demanded of the new ‘theatre of the masses’,
was 18 BL by the film director Alessandro Blasetti (who also shot
the Fascist film Vecchia guardia in 1935). 18 BL was indeed theatre
for the masses and theatre of the masses, inspired by Josef von
Fielitz’s Spartacus spectacle in Leipzig and Evreinov’s Storming of
the Winter Palace in St Petersburg (both performed in 1920). It was
produced in 1934 by the music festival Maggio Musicale
Fiorentino and presented in an open-air location in Florence, in
the park Le Cascine.11

What does ‘18 BL’ mean? It was the logo of a Fiat truck that had
carried soldiers to the river Piave (just as the Parisian taxis had
conveyed French soldiers to the Marne). The trucks had also been
employed to transport the Fascists on their ‘March’ on Rome
(which was not, in fact, a walk on foot but a journey on Heavy
Goods Vehicles). Alessandro Blasetti, who a year previously had
shot the much-appreciated war film 1860, had turned the Florence
production into a ‘mass battle’, excavating trenches and building
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earthworks in the area between Le Cascine and Albereta del-
l’Isolotto. Engines were roaring, muskets and machine-guns were
crackling, bombs and mortars exploded. One could hear the Marcia
del Piave (a song from the First World War), the stanzas of Giovinezza
(a well-known Fascist song) and music by Renzo Massarini. The
words of some actors (among whom Ugo Ceseri) were delivered
through loud-speakers. The script had been written by a large
group of writers and playwrights: Luigi Bonelli, Gherardo Gher-
ardi, Nicola Lisi, Riccardo Melani, Alessandro Pavolini, Corrado
Sofia, Giorgio Venturini, Luciano de Feo. There must have been
insufficient consultation between them, for the resulting script
lacked coherence and all too often amounted to little more than a
collage of independent scenes to be acted out in various locations.

Why was the performance such a prime example of ‘theatre of
the masses’? Mainly because large numbers of soldiers and farm-
ers acted out the drama on the vast terrain near the river Arno, in
front of an even larger audience of approximately twenty-thou-
sand spectators. The national and regional federations of the
P.N.F. had organised collective trips (this was the time of ‘trains
for the people’) and had recruited spectators in several Tuscan
cities and villages. I, myself, went to Florence with other students
(balilla and avanguardisti) from Siena, my hometown. During the
performance, when it had become dark, and military searchlights
were being switched on (as well as lights on boats moored on the
river Arno), there was a terrible dust storm and, to be honest, one
could not see or understand very much, especially if one had been
allocated one of the cheaper seats. It is therefore not astonishing
that the audience showed little enthusiasm after this ‘exemplary’
mass-spectacle, and that the negative reception in the Fascist
press12 persuaded the authorities to relinquish the plans for more
high-flying productions in the ‘theatre-for-the-masses’ mould.
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Censorship in Nazi Germany

The Influence of the Reich’s Ministry 
of Propaganda on German Theatre 

and Drama, 1933-1945

Barbara Panse 
Translated by Meg Mumford

The Theatre Section of the Reich’s 
Ministry of Propaganda

On 13 March 1933, the Reich’s Ministry for Enlightenment of
the People and for Propaganda (REPP) was founded. Only

one month later the Theatre Section of the Department for Propa-
ganda came into being, and in August 1933 Rainer Schlösser was
appointed to the post of Reichsdramaturg. The Reich’s Theatre Act,
passed in May 1934, formed the legal basis for his work as Chief
Inspector and Censor. However, it was Goebbels who assumed
ultimate responsibility for all the German theatres: he was granted
the legal authority to intervene in their repertoire and to order or
ban performances.1 Within the space of a year and in quick suc-
cession, the pre-requisites for controlling the German theatres
were established. 
By 1934 Goebbels had managed to rid himself of all rivals. Even
his strongest competitors, Rosenberg and Göring, were not capa-
ble of disputing the decisions of the Reich’s Minister for Propa-
ganda (Göring controlled the Prussian State Theatres of Berlin,
Wiesbaden and Kassel, for whom all the laws, decrees and cen-
sorship regulations passed by the REPP were likewise valid).
Goebbels’ instructions2 and his diary records3 as well as the mem-
oranda of the Theatre Section reveal the wrangling over respective
areas of responsibility by individual Reich’s governors or impor-



tant local Party figures. The records verify that most of the clashes
in the battle for power and spheres of influence occurred in the
first two years of the régime. After that, Goebbels’ supremacy was
unchallenged. The disputes that arose in the ensuing period
amongst the inner circle of NSDAP leaders concerned individual
plays (for example, The Sword by Curt Langenbeck4) and a number
of authors (such as Eberhard Wolfgang Möller5). In terms of the-
atre politics, however, the disputes were hardly of any con -
sequence, merely serving to confirm and strengthen the path
already taken towards rigid control and censorship of the theatre
repertoire through the REPP.

Goebbels’ rapid and sustained success is also attributable to the
theatre managers, directors and dramaturgs, who immediately
after 30 January 1933 adapted to the new balance of power. All
remaining theatre managers6 bowed down to pressure from above
and followed, without showing open resistance, the directives of
the NSDAP’s local leading figures, thanks to whom their posts
had been confirmed. Even in the first months after the so-called
‘seizure of power’, while the Theatre Section of the Department
for Propaganda was still being constructed, many of these man-
agers already practised a type of self-censorship and celebrated
the Führer and his Party in speeches of homage. The majority of
those who were dismissed in the first months of 1933 (and were
not of Jewish ancestry, or did not belong to the Communist or
Social Democrat Party) found a new engagement at other theatres
in Germany, often as soon as the very next season. And after suf-
fering the shock of dismissal, they went along, probably all the
more keenly, with the political line demanded by the Nazi author-
ities. When in the summer of 1933 the Theatre Section began to
operate in Berlin, the theatres’ seasonal plans had to a great extent
already been adapted to the new situation: plays that could possi-
bly incur disapproval – owing to their political or aesthetic quali-
ties, or because their authors were known to be Jewish – had been
withdrawn by the theatre managers from their repertoire. Conse-
quently, the Reich’s Minister for Propaganda and his officers had
no difficulty at all in submitting the theatres, who had given such
evident proof of their compliance, to the apparatus of control and
direction adopted in the interim. 

Within a year, the REPP’s Theatre Section had found the practi-
cal ways and means – which were used from then on until the clo-
sure of the theatres (on 31 August 1944) – to bring the repertory, as
quickly and inconspicuously as possible, in line with the require-
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ments of the political concerns of the day. Control, direction and
censorship instructions were put into motion and carried out 
via the Stage Publishers’ Union, the publishing companies, the
authors and theatre managers. In addition to this vertical plane, in
which the Theatre Section operated as the leading authority of
directives, there was a horizontal plane of action, where the inter-
connected and interdependent institutions and individuals con-
trolled and denounced each other. The Theatre Section supported
this interlinked system of control for two reasons: firstly, its own
rôle as the supreme authority of censorship remained to a large
extent hidden from the uninitiated public; and secondly, through
these channels it could receive new information about the authors
kept under surveillance and about their plays.

The REPP imposed the rule that before each season all theatre
programmes had to be sent to Berlin for assessment. Thereby a
method was found, as simple as it was effective, of keeping tight
control over all theatre managers in the government’s realm of
power. Year after year, the censors in Berlin examined the pro-
gramme lists submitted; neither the far-flung theatres in the
remote provinces, nor the well-known theatres of the Reich’s cap-
ital city were excluded. Amongst the first to be removed were
plays by tolerated or acceptable authors, which due to internal or
external political considerations were no longer deemed to be
appropriate for presentation. The extant programme lists provide
no indications that a theatre ever attempted to include a work in
its submitted plan by an author known to be banned. Only occa-
sionally did theatre managers venture to make timid inquiries
about whether this or that play might again be performed. How-
ever, after receiving a clear ‘piece of advice’ from the Theatre Sec-
tion, none of the theatre managers dared insist further!

The publishing houses specialising in dramatic literature pro-
vided an important link between the theatres and authors and
were, in turn, despotically organised within the Stage Publishers
Union. The Union functioned as a second instrument for dis-
creetly guiding and censoring the theatre repertoire from a central
observation point. Following the instructions received from the
Theatre Section, the Union allocated certain plays only to selected
theatres. Due to internal political considerations these were either
not allowed to be performed in large cities or only in a particular
region. In addition, the Union sanctioned both the textual correc-
tion, undertaken in accordance with the orders received from
Rainer Schlösser and his officers, as well as the production of new
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versions. In the end, it was this organisation which held ultimate
responsibility for checking that only the censored play versions
went to the theatres. 
The implementation of concrete censorship instructions from
the Theatre Section was also delegated to the publishers. They
passed on the REPP’s comments to their authors (to change cer-
tain text passages, for example, or to completely rewrite a play)
and conveyed to the respective theatres any advice on perfor-
mance matters (e.g., to withdraw or give particular emphasis to
certain passages from the questionable play). 
Only in a few cases did the Theatre Section send its orders, for-
mulated as ‘comments’, directly to the authors. In addition, it was
usually only in correspondence addressed to prominent authors
that reasons were given, and these in a more or less roundabout
fashion, for why the play under question did not meet the politi-
cal or aesthetic standards and how it should be rewritten. If inter-
nal or external political considerations dictated that the drama
was no longer ‘performable’, the prominent authors were
instructed to withdraw it from the market. In cases where the
author was less well-known, the ban simply went into force. In the
extant files of the Theatre Section there is no indication that an
author refused to comply with the ‘requests’ of the censorship
authorities in Berlin. On the contrary, a number of authors rewrote
their plays several times in order to adapt them to the changed
political situation. Even so, in the majority of cases, even these
concoctions did not escape the censor. 

The influence of the censor 
on the repertoire of German theatres

The result of this censorship practice was a radical break with
existing theatre traditions and one with far-reaching effects. In
several theatres, approximately half of the plays that had had a
firm place in the repertoire prior to 1933 were banned.7 Two dates
mark the development of severe measures by the Nazi apparatus
of control: the period after 30 January 1933 and that after 1 Sep-
tember 1939. From 1933 onwards, all authors and plays which, so
it was claimed, did not fit the National Socialist world view, were
removed from the repertoire. Aesthetically unpopular and politi-
cally undesirable texts alongside all Jewish authors were put on
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the ‘Index’. After the outbreak of the war, dramas by authors from
the so-called ‘Enemy Countries’ were also forbidden.8

How restrictive these theatre politics were can be gauged by
two interrelated features: the drastic alteration of the programmes
after 1933 and the tough judgement of all plays by the Theatre
Section. Not only contemporary drama, but also works from
antiquity right up to the twentieth century were subject to the cri-
terion of ideological usefulness. These assessments were crucial
for selecting opportune dramatists and for determining the ideo-
logical-propagandist rôle of plays in the Nazi theatre repertoire.

In the period prior to 1933, the National Socialists were already
labelling the contemporary leftist and liberal drama as ‘degener-
ate, Jew-infested asphalt art’. It was a declared aim of the pro-
gramme planners after 1933 to expel these contemporary authors
from Germany or to silence them, to ban their plays once and for
all. Within a few months, this goal was achieved: barring a few
exceptions, the German-speaking drama of the 1920s and early
1930s had been ‘eradicated’ from the German stage.

How brutal this blood-letting actually was, is illuminated in
the following statistics compiled by Thomas Eicher:9 The perfor-
mances of German works written in the 1920s and early 1930s con-
stituted, percentage-wise, the greatest part of the repertoire during
the period 1929 to 1933. Their share per season amounted on aver-
age to 30 per cent of the total programme. After the ‘takeover’, and
by the first ‘National Socialist’ season of 1933/1934 it sank to 5.56
per cent due to the prohibition of numerous works. These plays
were particularly hit by the Nazis’ censorship measures. How rad-
ical the break brought about by the ban was, can be gleaned from
the statistics of the first seasons after the take-over: in the second
half of the season 1932/1933 (after 30 January 1933) the share
amounted to almost 16 per cent (191 performances); over that
entire season it just reached 35 per cent (473 performances), the
highest figure in the period under investigation. Beginning with
the season 1933/1934 (5.56 per cent) the percentage share in the
total programme sank continuously: in 1937/1938 it fell short of
the 2 per cent mark (48 performances) and in 1943/1945 it reached
its absolute low at 1.49 per cent (25 performances).

The place of the outlawed was now taken up by ‘patriotic’ and
völkisch authors, who to some extent were already represented in
the repertoire of the Weimar Republic. The performance share of
their plays rose considerably in the ensuing years: incorporating
the dialect folk plays, farces and comedies, it stood on average at
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58 per cent in the entire programmes of all theatres. After 1933, the
share of ‘accepted’ contemporary German-language drama dou-
bled in comparison to the seasons from 1929 to 1933.

A characteristic feature of this drama is its confinement to his-
torical subject matter. Apart from a few exceptions, from 1934
onwards none of the ‘serious drama’ allowed to be performed was
set in the present. Several explanations can be found for this phe-
nomenon. In the understanding of all Nazi ideologists, contem-
porary drama was causally linked to the Führer State, and its
producers were envisaged as bringing about the ‘New Age’. Every
play was to uphold the professed ideological models and princi-
ples, and to either instil or reinforce them in the consciousness of
the German people. Historical conflicts and situations were to be
portrayed in such a manner that they could be seen as mile stones
on the way to the creation of the German Nation State. Addition-
ally, the centre of attention had to be those mythically transfigured
and often tragically foundering Führer characters. They were sup-
posed to have been a driving force in the unification of Germany
and the struggle against the ‘racially inferior’ foreign peoples and
States. These characters, who represented central figures in Ger-
man national history, were placed in a paradigmatic situation that
could be used to legitimise the National Socialist claim to power.
For only now, according to the omnipresent message, would the
‘mission’ of the exemplary Führer characters and the connected
fate of the German nation be completed.

However, the closer the historical events depicted in the plays
came to the immediate present, the more difficult it was for the
authors to invent a believable version of that favoured monumen-
tal hero. It is not any economic or social position that pre-deter-
mines the hero to become a fighter; rather it is sheer will power or
commitment to the concept of the ‘supra-individual’ – that is, to
the race, the people, the nation – that forces him into action. All
attempts to portray the complicated turmoil of the post-war
period or of the Weimar Republic had, by 1934/1935 at the latest,
been declared failures by the Theatre Section and were subse-
quently stalled and prohibited. This was due to the fact that the
playwrights had not sufficiently exorcised social reality from their
texts, in the main written shortly before or after Hitler’s take-over.
Although they distorted historical events by giving them an ideo-
logical gloss, some of the actual historical reality was still dis-
cernible and could be interpreted in its political significance for
the course of the most recent German history. They presented, at
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least, real people of the time, individuals who, although they
acted in exemplary fashion, were not mythically transfigured
heroes (and the audience members could always, by means of
their own personal experiences, verify the truthfulness of the
plays by comparing them with the real events and people
depicted in the works). Moreover, given such themes, the authors
were unable to avoid bringing the political opponent onto the
stage. Albeit distorted for demagogic purposes, the enemy’s tri-
umphs, aims and slogans were nevertheless reported. Herein lay
the central problem with these plays, for after 1933 political oppo-
sition was no longer allowed in Germany. The anti-Nazis of the
late 1920s and early 1930s had been murdered, had fled abroad,
sat in concentration camps, or, and this was the most important
factor, had gone over to Hitler’s side. Why remind us – so went
the argumentation of the censors – that in the years of turmoil
Germans had fought one another? Why recall that in the fifteen
years of the Weimar Republic the German people were divided
amongst themselves by deep political trenches? In terms of pro-
paganda nothing could be gained from it. Now the majority of the
German population stood united as never before, behind their
Führer (less so behind his Party). German industry flourished –
which manifested itself in full employment – and in foreign poli-
tics Adolf Hitler scored one success after the other. Through the
propagation of the ‘national community’, every reminder of the
previously ubiquitous class struggle had been silenced. Why
now, of all times, open up old wounds?

From 1935 onwards, even the plays about the First World War
by conservative or National Socialist authors only rarely passed
the censor. Written in many cases before 1933, they told of the vio-
lence of war, the horror of the battles, and the heroic courage of
individual soldiers faced with death. These dramas did not con-
ceal that the Great War had demanded a terrible toll of lives (two
million German soldiers had been killed or were regarded as miss-
ing); that the period afterwards was determined by post-war
chaos, ‘the diktat of Versailles’, inflation and world economic cri-
sis. This approach no longer fitted in with the ideological plan of
the programme directors, who knew that, with regard to politics
and propaganda, the Führer now had other objectives. In 1936,
universal conscription was introduced and the Third Reich started
to mobilise. Hitler was already planning the next war. From now
on, plays which glorified the war in a new, symbolic, way were
called for: the focal point was not the personal fate of the individ-
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ual soldier, but rather the ‘supra-individual’ sacrifice for the peo-
ple’s community.

The Theatre Section also banned or censored all plays which
referred to the immediate present, in which Adolf Hitler or other
well-known leaders in the NSDAP as well as so-called martyrs of
the ‘movement’ (e.g., Horst Wessel) were mentioned by name or
made an appearance as dramatis personae. In addition to this,
neither uniforms of the Wilhelmine Empire, the Reichswehr, the
SA, the SS nor the Wehrmacht could be worn on stage. Barring
the first two seasons after 1933, these prohibition orders were
rigidly administered.

An exception to this rule was Dietrich Loder’s drama Boom
(Konjunktur) subtitled ‘Comedy of the Revolution 1933’. The play
begins in January 1933 before Hitler’s appointment as German
Chancellor (30 January 1933). It is then set in March after the
Reichstag Election (5 March 1933) and ends around the time of the
Enabling Act (23 March 1933). Boom is a scornful satire of the so-
called ‘March victims’, who are all presented as opportunistic
members of the upper class, only interested in their own economic
advantage. In addition, a Jewish ‘man of letters’ enters the scene,
a speculator, who at the end of the play is put under ‘protective
custody’. At the centre of attention is a positive hero in the figure
of a selfless SA officer, to whom the fate of Germany is everything
and his own career (in the civil service) nothing. Boom was first
performed on 19 June 1933 at the Munich Residenztheater, and in
the season 1933/1934 it was performed fifty times. Barely two
years later, on 2 January 1936, it was again produced, this time at
the Saarbrücken Stadttheater; after that the play was presented
once more in the season 1936/1937. 

The ‘new’ drama of the Nazi period

Many of the plays by new authors that were admitted into the
repertoire after 1933 gave expression to the political objectives of
the Nazis. Excessive nationalism, glorification of war and military
death, rejection of democracy and a declaration of belief in the
Führer State were characteristic of these ‘serious dramas’. Many
similarities in the choice of thematic emphasis can be discerned in
the most frequently performed plays. Ideological concepts such as
the ‘Führer Idea’, heroic sacrifice for the ‘people’s community’ and
the inevitability of the ‘racial struggle’ played a major rôle. His-
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torical dramas that put the conflict between the Reich and the Vat-
ican at the centre of the scenic debate took pride of place. The
hegemonic strivings of the Catholic Church, which over the cen-
turies had obstructed the establishment of the ‘Greater German
Reich’ – the final historical aim of all Germans – were subjected to
pillory. In many works, ‘Lutheran’ is assigned to the positively
regarded pair of concepts Germanic/irrational, while on the other
hand ‘Catholic’ stands for Romance-speaking/rational. 

Plays such as Thor’s Guest (62 performances) by Otto Erler or
Uta von Naumburg by Felix Dhünen (109 performances) describe
the Teutons’ conflict-ridden conversion to Christianity. Both
authors extol the struggle for freedom of the proud Germanic war-
riors against fanatical Catholic priests. Führer characters, all of
them experienced fighters, free from the torments of doubt are,
thanks to their racial qualities, victorious over the degenerate rep-
resentatives of Rome, or willingly sacrifice their own lives. Other
playwrights turned historical defeats into victories of ‘the people’.
The plays Gregor and Heinrich (twenty performances) and Heroic
Passions (seventeen performances ) by Erwin Guido Kolbenheyer,
both set in the Middle-Ages, present Führer characters who fear-
lessly challenge the power of the Catholic Church. In the former,
the German Emperor Heinrich IV, after a long battle and terrible
casualties, ‘triumphs’ in Canossa over his adversary Pope Gregor
VII. With this victory, young Germany – so runs the author’s mes-
sage – had for the first time broken the hegemony of Rome. In the
second play, the protagonist Giordano Bruno publically opposes
the intellectual supremacy of the Catholic Church. An exemplary
Führer figure, Bruno heroically sacrifices his own life for his con-
victions. In doing so, according to Kolbenheyer, Bruno gained the
all-important ‘spiritual victory’ over his opponents. 

Not historical figures, but mythical Führer characters, are cen-
tral in other dramas. A ‘rider’ in Heinrich Zerkaulen’s eponymous
play, Der Reiter (ninety-nine performances), rescues a German girl
from certain death at the stake. This theme emerges in many
works. Naïve girls and women of ‘natural’ femininity (character
types that were declared specifically German) are always at the
mercy of witch hunters. In contrast to the pathological and per-
verted henchmen, the Führer character, Paroli, offers a ‘shining
light’-type figure. In Eberhard Wolfgang Möller’s The Franconian
Game of Dice (nineteen performances) it is likewise a rider, though
this time in black armour, who prevents the execution of Austrian
farmers at a time when the Counter-Reformation was beginning
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to flag and the farmers were to be forcibly converted to the ‘true
faith’ (Catholicism). They are in a hopeless situation until a Führer
is found in their midst. When he enters the scene, the day of judge-
ment has come for the Papist Kaiser and his followers. Irrespective
of whether the battle is lead against fanatical Catholic priests or
against secular rulers, these mythical Führer characters always act
in accordance with a ‘higher law’. In Zerkaulen’s play, the Kaiser
grants the rider the authority to act in the name of the Reich
against injustice. In Möller’s drama, there is no longer anyone
who stands above the almighty Führer figure. He alone embodies
law and order.

In other lands and ages too, model heroes struggle or beat the
drum for the idea of a great ‘Reich’. In Isabella of Spain by Hermann
Heinz Ortner (ninety-four performances) and Thomas Paine by
Hanns Johst (seventy-four performances) they ultimately die a
sacrificial death for their national ideals. Ortner also condemns
the Catholic Church, which wants to subordinate an entire coun-
try – in this case Spain – to its political influence. The Church’s
instrument of power is the Holy Inquisition, and it is this tool that
Rome uses to pressurise the Spanish Queen in 1492. When a
young aristocrat appears at court, the power struggle enters a new
phase. Only one thought inspires this ardent patriot: to conquer
the Americas for the glory of Spain. It is the mission of the State,
according to the ideology represented here, to subjugate foreign
lands. Ortner shows that Rome fails to recognise this ‘natural law’
of State politics, and that instead it attempts to assert its particular,
religiously based, interests. The intrigues of the Church dash the
hero’s greatest hopes, and in the end he chooses sacrificial death.
Before doing so, however, the Führer figure indignantly rejects the
help of a Jewish merchant. The protagonist is presented to the
spectator as an heroic example: he would rather die than play a
part in the shady dealings of ‘world Jewry’.

In Hanns Johst’s play, Thomas Paine is the ideological Führer of
the American War of Independence. He, too, upholds the notions
of colonisation and conquest. With the propagandistic slogan,
‘America needs land’, he seeks to mobilise the exhausted and
hungry insurgent army so that they venture to take the path into
the unknown, to victory or death. His appeal to faith and com-
radeship forges the ‘racially worthy citizens’ (völkisch wertvollen
Glieder) of America into a nation. In this play, the life of the Führer
character also ends tragically; but his mission is fulfilled: the
‘national idea’ has come to fruition.
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Another theme favoured in Nazi drama is the fate of the exem-
plary German Führer figure abroad. Many plays foreground the
idea of a German hero tragically foundering in a foreign world
that is hostile, corrupt, decadent and immoral. These ‘leaders
without followers’ are stylised as visionary precursors and pio-
neers, whose mission is ‘to relieve the northern race, exhausted by
centuries of struggling to assert themselves’,10 but who fail in their
preordained task.

This ideological thrust is exemplified in plays such as The Min-
ister’s Fall by Eberhard Wolfgang Möller (thirty-four perfor-
mances), Struensee by Otto Erler (thirty-four performances) and
Petersburg Crowning by Friedrich Wilhelm Hymnen (twenty-one
performances). In Struensee, the eponymous doctor hero is unsuc-
cessful as a minister in Denmark, just as the fortress civil engineer
Münnich does not achieve his self-devised purpose. The idea
being conveyed here is that the reformation of the Russian State
and the restructuring of its economy along the lines of the German
example cannot be accomplished by one individual alone. Both
protagonists become tragic martyrs for the people’s cause and
ultimately die. 

The situation is somewhat different in Friedrich Bethge’s The
Veteran’s March (fifty-five performances). The drama is set in
Napoleonic Russia, and the sovereign Führer character is a Pruss-
ian officer. Through his realistic decision-making – testimony to
the fact that he was trained in the Prussian State under Frederick
the Great – the Governor-General of St Petersburg forces corrupt
Russian ministers and large-scale landowners to their knees. For
the simple Russian soldiers, who in the war against Napoleon
were reduced to cripples, and who are now provided neither with
honour nor a bearable existence, the Prussian becomes a Führer,
the bearer of hope. Bethge’s message to the spectator is: only
through Prussian discipline can the terrible conditions in the vast
realm of Russia be changed.

As from the beginning of the Second World War, Bethge’s play
was no longer performed. There are two reasons for the ban:
firstly, the Theatre Section feared that the ever-present image of
the crippled victims of war, eking out a miserable existence,
would compromise the German war propaganda. Secondly, after
the declaration of war against the Soviet Union, the thrust of Ger-
man propaganda concerned with Russia changed abruptly. In
1942 and in connection with the banning of Hymnen’s play, The
Petersburg Crowning, Reichsdramaturg Rainer Schlösser wrote to
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Goebbels: ‘It can no longer be the task of a German loner as Führer
of the Russian people to pursue an exclusively Russian politics.
This Asiatic bloc of millions can only be taken into hand correctly
when you have Frederick the Great behind you.’11

In February 1943, a general ban on all contemporary plays deal-
ing with Russian themes came into effect.12 Only Herbert Rei-
necker’s The Village by Odessa (75 performances) was expressly
excluded. This drama is a special case in the contemporary Ger-
man-language drama, for it is set in the present during the sum-
mer of 1941 in a Bessarabian village near Odessa. The German
troops find themselves ten kilometres from the town, whose
inhabitants feverishly resist being liberated from the ‘Bolshevik
yoke’. Suddenly, a straggling commissar appears in the village
who, with the help of the Russian supervisor and just before his
own downfall, wants to rekindle the flames of merciless terror.
Reinecker shows how the defenceless villagers, faced with a hope-
less situation, eventually triumph over the despotism of the Russ-
ian. The heroic sacrifice of two young Germans leads to the village
community being saved. 
Even in this topical play, the names of neither Hitler nor Stalin
are mentioned; the Russian commissar wears no uniform, and
German soldiers do not make an appearance. Similarly, the con-
trast between National Socialism and Bolshevism remains super-
ficial and the question of why Germany is at war with the Soviet
Union is never raised. In this way, Reinecker cleverly circumnavi-
gated all obstacles placed by war-time censorship and managed to
slip in numerous allusions to the daily political happenings, and
in particular, to the current war events. Instead the author argued
in a political and philosophical way: the opposition between Ger-
mans and Russians was fundamental and insurmountable mainly
due to the ‘racial-national’ superiority of the Germans. The con-
flict between the village community and the Russian commissar is
presented as a ‘racial struggle’. The play’s finale resounds with the
overtones of Goebbels’ exhortations to endure: no peaceful agree-
ment can be arrived at with ‘subhuman creatures’, only ‘ultimate
victory’ guarantees the survival of the German people. In turn –
and Reinecker demonstrates this in exemplary fashion – the strug-
gle can only be won, when all Germans are unconditionally will-
ing to sacrifice themselves. 

Prussian history is a theme dealt with in many contemporary
dramas. Concurring with the official propaganda in the Third
Reich, the Prussian State, its virtues and military code are inter-
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preted as presaging National Socialism. The two most frequently
performed plays of this kind, Katte by Hermann Burte and The
Eighteenth of October by Walter Erich Schäfer, were produced in
many theatres even before 1933: Katte, first performed 1914, was
presented at sixteen different theatres in the seasons 1929/1930 to
1932/1933, and by ninety theatres after that. The Eighteen of Octo-
ber, given its première in February 1932, had reached seventy-one
performances by January 1933, and from then onwards achieved
a total of sixty-two performances. Burte gave an account of the
famous conflict between Frederick William I and his son, which is
resolved in accordance with the Prussian ethos of duty. Katte is the
main protagonist, who must give up his life for the successor to
the throne. The Prussian officer confidently faces his death, for, as
Burte formulates it, he conceives of himself as ‘a martyr to the cre-
ation of the Prussian State’. Schäfer’s The Eighteenth of October is
set in 1813 shortly before the beginning of the Battle of the Nations
at Leipzig. Here, the centre of attention is a German regiment
which is supposed to fight on Napoleon’s side. A young Prussian
officer obstructs the fratricidal war between Germans. After the
sacrificial death of their commander, the regiment unanimously
goes over to the Prussian side. 

In contrast to these works, Hans Rehberg’s plays with a Pruss-
ian theme elude the obligatory heroic transfiguration, supposedly
a defining characteristic of Prussian history. Rehberg also deals
with the expansionist power politics of the Prussian kings, which
as a natural consequence demanded that any human stirring
must be repressed in favour of the idolised State. However, the
author manages to present realistic and multifaceted characters.
Reared on Shakespeare, he broke through the clichéd character
typing to be found in other Nazi dramas. In The Seven Years War,
for example, Frederick the Great is a sensitive person, deeply dis-
turbed by the horror of war, but never forgetting his historical
task: Prussia’s victory over external and internal enemies. Even
though the productions of Rehberg’s plays at the Berlin Staat-
stheater directed by Jürgen Fehling and Gustaf Gründgens were
important theatre events in the Third Reich, his works continued
to raise controversy. 

The Seven Years War is also a rare example of a National Social-
ist historical drama in which Jewish characters are not portrayed
in an obviously anti-Semitic way. As early as 1935, plays which
assigned to Jews the rôle of protagonist were suppressed by the
Theatre Section.13 In terms of internal politics such texts were
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superfluous, for the German population – partly overtly and
partly tacitly – accepted the anti-Jewish laws. It was feared that a
public discussion of the delicate theme might lead off in an incal-
culable direction. After 1935, any play in which Jewish figures
appeared was an historical play. Faceless and nameless caricatures
of the ‘eternal Jew’ always operate on the fringe of the events
without having any connection to the central conflict. ‘The Jew
has been like this for centuries, and this is what he did to the Ger-
man nation’: such is the characterisation that occurs, for instance,
in the following plays: Panama Scandal (fifteen performances) and
The Downfall of Carthage (fifteen performances) by Eberhard Wolf-
gang Möller; The Lonely Man (forty performances) and Prophets
(thirteen performances) by Hanns Johst; Isabella of Spain (ninety-
four performances) by Heinz Hermann Ortner. 

One exception is Möller’s Rothschild Triumphs at Waterloo (34
performances), for here a Jew, the banker Nathan Rothschild, is
the protagonist. Nevertheless, a characteristic feature of the work
is its penetrating anti-Semitic tendency, perceptible in every line. It
is not astonishing, therefore, that contemporary critics celebrated
Möller’s play as a contribution to ‘the national reckoning with the
Jewish cast of mind’. 

Only a few ‘blood and soil’ plays (i.e., those dealing with the
idea of the unification of race and territory) achieved such a high
number of performances as Sigmund Graff’s The Homecoming of
Matthias Bruck (111 performances) or Richard Billinger’s Titan
(forty-four performances). In Graff’s play, first performed in 1933,
the rural world is represented as a solid bastion of natural,
unspoilt life. The archaic existence of the villagers, exemplified by
their elders, is glorified as typical of the ideal. The farmers subor-
dinate themselves unconditionally to the ‘eternal law of blood
and earth’. Anyone who is no longer suitable for the ‘duty’ to the
soil or who does not fit into this world view is cast out. Even the
protagonist, a disturbed and late homecomer from the First
World War, internalises this ‘natural law’. Placing the welfare of
the rural (national) community above his own life, the farmer
goes to his death.

In Richard Billinger’s The Titan, first performed in 1937, the
rural world has a more modern appearance: there are no dull hill-
billies here. The protagonist is a skilful, world-experienced farmer,
the owner of a large flourishing agricultural estate in Moravia. In
this play, danger threatens from the negatively characterised city
Prague and from the Czechs, who attempt to undermine the
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‘racial superiority’ of the Germans. Despite the thematic differ-
ences, in Billinger’s play the sentence passed on the outsider who
betrays her native soil is exactly the same as in Graff’s drama: the
farm girl is expelled and goes to her death. Only thus can she expi-
ate her guilt. 

The censorship criteria of the REPP

Internal and external political reasons dictated that between 1933
and 1944 the Theatre Section censored a list of works by contem-
porary German-speaking playwrights. Entire thematic areas,
regarded before 1933 as the preferred domains of nationalist or
National Socialist authors, were increasingly banned from pro-
duction. The internal political situation and the external political
manoeuvres of the Third Reich always provided the guide lines
for the draconian decisions taken by the programme makers,
resulting in oscillating and at times almost contradictory censor-
ship directions issued between 1933 and 1944. 
Several contemporary plays, which made reference to or were
set in Czechoslovakia, Austria, Poland, France, Britain and the
Soviet Union, were subjected to a particularly tough assessment
by the Theatre Section. If the relations between the Third Reich
and these countries had been settled – temporarily or through for-
mal treaty – to Hitler’s satisfaction, all contemporary plays that
inveighed against the humiliating Treaty of Versailles, and thereby
showed the ally in a negative light, were indexed. Likewise, a pro-
hibition was placed on texts which denounced the ‘humiliating’
treatment of border-zone Germans and of German minorities in
foreign countries, or which aggressively called for their Anschluß
or ‘return home to the Reich’. Those historical dramas which, for
the purpose of analogy, moved the military conflicts of the past
into the centre of attention, were taken out of the repertoire. How-
ever, when foreign relations had deteriorated and Hitler was
threatening his former allies with the imposition of war sanctions,
then plays which supported a friendly co-existence between the
nations were censored. After the outbreak of the Second World
War, the censorship measures became even more stringent. Dra-
mas set in the aforementioned lands had to be rewritten or were
immediately banned. 
No less restrictive was the censorship practice based on internal
political considerations. After 1933, plays dealing with war, avia-
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tion, espionage and counter-intelligence, written in many cases
during the 1920s and early 1930s, were surveyed not only by the
Theatre Section but frequently also by the headquarters of the
Wehrmacht and by the Reich’s Ministry of Aviation. The majority
of the plays came up against considerable reservations on the part
of these censors. They had to be rewritten or were withdrawn
from the repertoire. As of 1939, the Theatre Section exercised sys-
tematic control over all texts which in any way referred to an his-
torical armed conflict or to the present war situation. Only in a few
instances did Schlösser and Goebbels establish and duly push
through other ideological propagandistic priorities. The two
known exceptions are both set during the Second World War:
despite the reservations on the part of the Wehrmacht’s Supreme
Command, the Theatre Section released Edgar Kahn’s play The
Eternal Chain (eighteen performances).14 Although armoured sol-
diers provide the background, the play actually deals with a fam-
ily conflict which is resolved in a ‘soldierly’ way. Just as in Herbert
Reinecker’s Village by Odessa, the war is omitted from the stage.
Curt Langenbeck’s U-Boat Soldiers, commissioned by the admi-
ralty, fell through because of Goebbels’ veto.15 A skilful propagan-
dist, the minister did not wish to tax the audience with a realistic
scene – a reminder of the victims of war – in which the entire crew
of a German submarine is sent to the bottom of the ocean.
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9 
The Municipal Theatre 

in Frankfurt-on-the-Main 
A Provincial Theatre under National Socialism

Bettina Schültke 
Translated by Laura Tate and Günter Berghaus

Introduction

Most existing publications on theatre in Nazi Germany are to
a large extent based on, or influenced by, self-portrayals of

theatre artists, who were actively involved in productions during
the Third Reich and who sought to whitewash their past in the
form of memoirs, interviews, or ‘confessions’. Consequently, a lot
of myths were perpetuated in the ‘critical’ literature published
during the post-war period. A significant factor in this delayed
critical examination of Nazi theatre was the rôle that leading the-
atre scholars, such as Heinz Kindermann, Hans Knudsen, Otto
Carl August zur Nedden and Carl Niessen, played during the
Third Reich and the position they continued to occupy in the uni-
versity departments of theatre studies after 1945.

The autobiographical material published after the war was
soon complemented by historiographical studies, which took the
Nazi declarations on their theatre policies at face value, rather
than examined to what extent the central directives were actually
implemented in the playhouses and productions. The first serious
attempts at putting research on Nazi culture on a sounder factual
footing were undertaken in the 1960s. Joseph Wulf’s five-volume
collection of documents on Nazi theatre, film, literature, fine art,
music, press and mass media1 is still fundamental for the pre-
sent-day scholar. Hildegard Brenner’s study on the artistic poli-
cies of the National Socialist régime revealed how politicians
were able to manipulate artists for their political aims. Ilse Pitsch,
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in her dissertation on theatre as a means of directing public opin-
ion, showed (and often over-estimated) how artists practised an
active or passive resistance against the régime. And Wolf-Eber-
hard August demonstrated in his study of the acting profession in
the Third Reich how cunning and manipulative both politicians
and actors were in their interactions.

However, it must be emphasised that these studies were heav-
ily biased towards the theatres in the capital of the Reich. Many of
their findings have to be reconsidered when one analyses the sit-
uation in the provincial theatres, where directors and managers
possessed much less artistic licence than Gründgens or Hilpert
had in Berlin.

It was only in the 1980s that a more complex picture of the
contradictions between artistic policies decreed from above and
their actual implementation in the theatres began to emerge.2

Three of the most significant studies, all supported by extensive
documentary evidence, were published by Jutta Wardetzky,
Bogeslaw Drewniak and Konrad Dussel. They examined in great
detail the legal and administrative framework of National Social-
ist theatre politics and demonstrated the principal objectives
behind the decisions taken by the Reich’s Ministry of Propa-
ganda, the Reich’s Chamber of Theatre, the Reich’s Office of Dra-
maturgy, Rosenberg’s Militant League for German Culture, as
well as Göring’s influence through his position as Prime Minister
of Prussia. However, none of these studies fully assessed the effi-
ciency of these offices or the actual control they exercised over the
theatre practitioners and managers. Many more detailed analyses
are required before a comprehensive history of German theatre
during the Third Reich can be written. Only then will it be possi-
ble to understand how the ideological or personal rivalries
between the political authorities in Party, administrative and the-
atre positions affected the running of companies and the produc-
tions of plays.

As to the drama of these years, literary studies have dwelled
virtually exclusively on the volkish plays, their predecessors and
ideological intentions.3 No scholar has assessed their position
within the overall repertoire of German theatre between 1933 and
1945, and consequently a highly distorted picture of German the-
atre-life during the Nazi period gained ground. It is only with
Thomas Eicher’s recent statistical analysis of 40,267 productions
(carried out as part of the research project ‘Structural History of
German Theatre 1933-1945’, directed by Henning Rischbieter at
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the Free University Berlin) that we can fully assess the changes in
the German repertoire of the period and the rôle played within it
by distinctly National Socialist drama. Further elucidation is pro-
vided by his colleague, Barbara Panse, whose Habilitation thesis
examined the themes and ideological content of these plays (a
summary of her findings is contained in her essay published in
this volume).

The changes in provincial theatres during 
the Nazi period

It is common knowledge that many leading National Socialist
politicians and functionaries were unsuccessful artists; it is not so
widely known that they declared politics to be the one and only
true art. The Municipal Theatre in Frankfurt opened its 1933/1934
season with a commemorative speech that begins with a state-
ment by the Reichspropagandaminister, Joseph Goebbels, on the
close links between art and politics:

As politicians we also think of ourselves, so to speak, as artistic
people. I would go so far as to say that politics is the highest form
of art, for the sculptor shapes only the dead stone, and the poet
shapes only the word, which is also dead in itself. But the politician
shapes the masses, gives the masses law and skeleton, so that from
the masses the Volk may emerge. This captures the essence of art so
succinctly, that from now on the discussion will be closed once and
for all.

Accordingly, the politician surpasses the director – who shapes
the actors in his productions – because as ‘super-creator’ he
models all mankind according to his imagination, like a modern
Prometheus. Art was no longer allowed to be a medium of reflec-
tion; instead, artistic forms of expression were deployed at
National Socialist mass events and marches to bring the masses
into alignment and overpower them. By means of theatrical
devices the National Socialists succeeded in a cultic aesthetisa-
tion of politics.

The dichotomy of pure art and everyday politics, which was
generally insisted upon within the theatre community, was hardly
appropriate when dealing with the totalitarian strategies of the
Nazi régime. National Socialism was characterised precisely by its
meshing of culture and terror, which reached its bizarre and grue-
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some climax in the concentration camps, when inmates’ orches-
tras had to accompany the extermination by day with classical
music and entertain SS guards in the evening with otherwise for-
bidden jazz. The public nature of theatre work ruled out any
‘inner emigration’ of the type claimed by the fine artists and writ-
ers who chose to remain in Germany until 1945. The allegedly
unpolitical nature of the theatre could not be maintained in the
raging storm of the time, and Gründgen’s attempt to preserve the
Prussian State Theatre in Berlin as an artistic ‘island’4 in a brown
sea was doomed to fail. 

The effects of National Socialist totalitarianism on the theatre in
general are best demonstrated through the example of a specific
theatre. I have chosen to present the case of the Municipal Theatre
in Frankfurt-am-Main. In order to include all institutional and aes-
thetic aspects and changes, its organisational structure and reper-
toire will be analysed. 

The most noticeable change in the German theatre world after
1933 was one of centralisation. Individual towns lost responsibil-
ity for their municipal theatres and control passed to the new Min-
istry of Propaganda, headed by Joseph Goebbels. The creation of
a second authority parallel to existing State institutions and con-
trolled only by the Party led to an intertwining of State and Party
political power. There was no dualism of State and Party, as most
representatives of State authority were exponents of the NSDAP
and no longer an independent arm of government. However,
since tasks were never clearly allocated, horizontal and vertical
disputes over respective areas of responsibility became unavoid-
able. Power struggles took place both between and within the
local, regional and central departments. The new apparatus of
central control, comprised of the Ministry of Public Information
and Propaganda, the Reichstheaterkammer and the Prussian The-
ater Commission, assumed responsibility for Frankfurt’s theatre.
In the regional area, the Gau (Nazi administrative unit) of Hessen-
Nassau, the theatre was responsible to the Gauleiter and the
Gaupropagandaleiter.

The director of the theatre was answerable to the mayor or
his appointed cultural administrator. Before 1933, the Municipal
Theatre committee was a democratic body, which reflected the
composition of the town parliament. Under the National Social-
ists, its responsibilities were systematically curtailed and passed
to the mayor, in keeping with the National Socialist principle
of leadership.
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Frankfurt am Main had the highest proportion of Jews in the
Reich after Berlin (five per cent compared to the national average
of under one per cent). More than half the patrons of the Munici-
pal Theatre and of the Art and Museum Societies were Jewish.
The mayor, the cultural administrator, and the directors of both
the opera house and the municipal theatre were all dismissed in
1933 on racial grounds.

The phases of discrimination

On 30 January 1933, ten SA men stormed the Municipal Theatre
and hoisted the Swastika on the roof of the opera house. At the
end of March, municipal administrative departments reported all
Jewish and ‘unpatriotic’ employees. The Municipal Theatre
‘blacklisted’ seventeen people. Apart from applying the label
‘Jew’ or ‘half Jew’, the list took note of membership – lapsed in
many cases – of left-wing parties or organisations. For example,
under the name of a choral singer the remark ‘greeting a stage-
hand with the communist salute’ was added, followed, in brack-
ets, by ‘clenched fist’; an actress is alleged to have given
‘un-German’ performances; opera director Herbert Graf is said to
have disseminated Communist ideas in his productions ‘without
having been a member of the KPD (Communist Party) or actively
working for the KPD’.6

With the Act of Restoration of the Civil Service (Gesetz zur
Wiederherstellung des Berufsbeamtentums) of 7 March 1933, suspen-
sions could legally be turned into discharges. Since administration
officials were concerned about making the dismissals as cheap as
possible for the municipal treasury, they recommended firing Jew-
ish theatre company members under section four of the Act
(which dealt with politically incriminated persons and allowed
dismissal without notice). This meant that no severance payments
had to be made, as would have been the case with a discharge
based on section three (‘non-Aryan’). After all, the appearance of
legitimacy had to be maintained!

The fates of patriotically minded members of the theatre com-
munity were tragic and absurd. Generalmusikdirektor Hans-Wil-
helm Steinberg, suspended in 1933, emphasised in a letter of
complaint (25 May 1933) that he had worked all his life as a Ger-
man artist, and that his family had resided for many hundreds of
years in Germany. Nevertheless, he was dismissed for financial
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reasons under section four. The new Generalintendant reduced his
monthly severance payments on the grounds that the full salary
would provide Steinberg with an easy income and weaken his
incentive to look for a new occupation. Supplementary sources of
income were deducted. The executive director regularly checked
whether Steinberg was living in his apartment. In April 1934, a
city official questioned the grounds of the discharge under section
four. ‘Political unreliability’ was not legally tenable in the case of
a director of music, he argued, because a musical performance
could not be alien to German nature or be offensive to the national
sensibility, as a conductor is always bound by the composition.

In reaction, Steinberg reiterated his claim to the full salary. Six
weeks later, he was turned down on the insidious grounds that
‘Steinberg relinquished any claim to more money by having
accepted the lower income for months, although the legal status
must have been known to him’.7

Private disputes or rivalries which had been intensifying for
years often became coloured by political motivations. Denounce-
ments and accusations, however difficult to confirm, could lead to
dismissals. A Jewish orchestra musician’s letters illustrate his
naïve disregard of the genuine peril he faced: ‘Not too long ago
the orchestra musician Meinel said: “I’ll send a couple of SA-men
to his house sometime.” I regret that they have not come yet; who-
ever is guilty of nothing, has nothing to fear.’8 The musician was
killed in 1942 in Auschwitz.

Following the introduction of the ‘Nuremberg Laws’ in 1935,
theatre workers with Jewish spouses were also given notice. The
National Socialists laid off a total of over forty employees of the
Municipal Theatre – from stage-hands on up to the director. Mem-
bers of the theatre community dismissed for political reasons emi-
grated as quickly as possible, whereas many of those dismissed on
racial grounds clung to their illusions until as late as the Novem-
ber pogroms of 1938. The artists who remained in Frankfurt were
deported and killed.

In August 1942, retired opera singer Richard Breitenfeld asked
the mayor for assistance:

I found out today that the residents of our apartment house at 7
Hansa-Allee must leave Frankfurt on the next transportation, prob-
ably in eight to ten days. I had heard from prominent figures that,
in recognition of my thirty years’ service with the Frankfurt opera,
I could remain in Frankfurt in the event of an evacuation of the
Jews. At the same time I found out from Berlin that I am on Staat-
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srat SS Hinkel’s9 list, which records the Jews who are not required
to leave their place of residence. In the community no one knows
anything about it. Would you, esteemed Mayor, be able to help me
and my wife? Of course only if it can be done without causing you
any trouble. Otherwise I will submit to the inevitable. I am 72 3/4
years old and a city pensioner.10

The Municipal Theatre did not act on Breitenfeld’s behalf. At the
end of August, Richard ‘Israel’11 Breitenfeld wrote that he and his
wife were to be taken to Theresienstadt on a ‘Jew transport’. He
asked again: ‘What is going to happen to my pension?’ A city
administration memorandum notes two days later that nobody in
Berlin had been reached by telephone. A municipal office assistant
ascertained that Breitenfeld’s apartment had been cleared out. The
subsequent bureaucratic orders were carried out without delay:
Hans Meissner, who had been appointed Generalintendant by the
National Socialists in 1933, stopped Breitenfeld’s pension the same
day. Breitenfeld died in December 1942 in Theresienstadt.

The Other Side of the Coin

Whereas Jewish theatre people became unemployed in 1933,
many Party members of the NSDAP either received a boost to
their careers, or were given their first theatre engagements.

Hans Meissner, who always took the path of least resistance,
became the new Generalintendant of the Municipal Theatre. During
the Weimar Republic he had run a touring company of the ‘peo-
ple’s theatre movement’ in Hessen, and in 1930 he had been
offered a position as director in Stettin. For Meissner, a member of
the Social Democratic Party, things came to a head in March 1933.
His National Socialist friend, Friedrich Krebs, had in the mean-
time become acting mayor of Frankfurt and had arranged a posi-
tion for Meissner at the Municipal Theatre. Meissner left the SPD
and, on 10 April 1933, joined the NSDAP. 

The city had no say in the appointment of Chefdramaturg
Friedrich Bethge. Bethge, a playwright, had been a Party member
and SS man since 1932 and was sent from Berlin to the Municipal
Theatre. With him the theatre received its own official Party post
(which he demonstrated by wearing an SS uniform at work).
Such placements of authors loyal to the Party in senior dra-
maturgical positions represented an attempt by the National
Socialists to gain influence in predominantly leftist or liberal the-
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atre circles. The careers of these dramatists, who had been com-
pletely unknown before 1933, ran parallel to their rise in the
NSDAP, SA or SS.

A fervent Germanisation of the names of theatrical profes-sions
and seating areas was a sign of the take-over of the theatre. A
Regieassistent (assistant director) became a Hilfsspielwart, an
Inspizient (stage manager) a Bühnenwart and a Souffleuse
(prompter) an Einhelferin. The audience no longer sat in a ‘French’
Parkett (stalls), but rather in a ‘German’ Erdgeschoß. This alteration
of the ‘foreign-language seating designations’ cost the Municipal
Theatre five thousand Reichsmarks in 1938. Similarly, the pro-
gramme brochures were systematically brought into line with the
new régime: the ‘Blätter der Städtischen Bühnen’ was rechristened
‘Der 30. Januar: Die Braunen Blätter der Städtischen Bühnen’.12

By order of the Ministry for Public Information and Propa-
ganda, the Municipal Theatre, like all other theatres, organised
special events and ceremonies on new National Socialist holidays
such as 30 January (‘Day of the Seizure of Power’), 20 April
(‘Birthday of the Führer’) and 9 November (‘Day of the Novem-
ber Putsch’).

The Frankfurt repertoire during the Third Reich 

The decrease in foreign authors in the Frankfurt repertoire of 1933
is noticeable at first glance. Anglo-American dramatists such as
Robert Cedric Sherrif, Eugene O’Neill, Elmer Rice and Noel Cow-
ard were dropped, while the share of German-language authors
climbed to almost eighty per cent. However, some, such as Arthur
Schnitzler, Frank Wedekind, Friedrich Wolf, Georg Kaiser, Carl
Zuckmayer, Bertolt Brecht, Arnold Zweig, Fritz von Unruh, or
Ferdinand Bruckner, were excluded.

The new Intendant Hans Meissner especially castigated the
political repertoire of the 1920s:

That time serves as a warning to us. Krankheit der Jugend, Ver-
brecher, Revolte im Erziehungshaus, Brülle China, Cyankali, Para-
graph 218 and similar plays swept like poison gas through many
German theatres and announced the domination of baser instincts.
Putting into practice the demands of such plays would have had to
lead to anarchy where everybody – man being the foe of every
other man – would give free rein to his desires. Art and culture do
not stand in the service of the sub-human, the animal existence.13
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The National Socialist authorities rejected both the Naturalistic
drama of the late nineteenth century and the topical political the-
atre of the Weimar Republic. In their view, race was the central
determining factor of human behaviour, and not the social envi-
ronment (which the political authors of the preceding period had
always presented as changeable). Plays such as those mentioned
by Meissner stood in marked contrast to the assumption that art
and theatre had to propagate eternal values and had to show
human life being governed by the conflict between heroic perse-
verance and tragic death.

Half the Frankfurt repertoire between 1933 and 1944 consisted
of plays by contemporary authors. On average, four premières
were staged per season. Scores of amateurish playscripts were sub-
mitted by Party comrades. Owing to their local positions of power,
the theatre critic of the National Socialist Frankfurter Volksblatt, the
wife of the Frankfurt Chief of Police, and the Gaupropagandaleiter of
Hessen-Nassau, Wilhelm Müller-Scheld, all succeeded in having
their inferior plays staged at the Municipal Theatre. Reichsdra-
maturg Rainer Schlösser14 personally ordered a pseudonym for the
latter author. He wrote: ‘As a general rule, one can hardly deny cre-
ative writing to those who choose to serve our cultural policy.’15 As
to the artistic quality of such plays, the statistics speak for them-
selves: two-thirds of the plays which were premièred in Frankfurt
from 1933 to 1944 were never staged again.

It is striking that the Berlin authority, the Reichsdramaturgie,
rarely imposed explicit bans on theatres. Managers often tried to
anticipate objections, rather than explore their room to manoeu-
vre. Regulations were regarded as conservative guidelines in
deciding what was potentially objectionable, so that even among
National Socialists uncertainty existed about which plays were
now allowed, particularly desirable or forbidden. For example,
in the summer of 1943, Generalintendant Meissner and Chefdra-
maturg Bethge argued over whether it was opportune to stage
Schiller’s Jungfrau von Orleans.16 The changing political climate
had to be taken into consideration when deciding on the new
repertoire.

The new National Socialist drama and the productions of NS
touring companies had a distinctly deterring effect on the pre-
dominantly conservative middle classes. Attendance figures for
the 1933/1934 season dropped by around thirty per cent. The Jew-
ish audience, who had accounted for half the season-ticket sales,
no longer attended. Although the city of Frankfurt reduced admis-
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sion charges by around fifty per cent and attempted to drum up
support with slogans such as ‘Attending the theatre is a duty for
officials!’, the attendance figures fell even further.

Chefdramaturg and Writer-in-Residence 
Friedrich Bethge 

Frankfurt’s most important author was Chefdramaturg Bethge,
who had seven of his plays performed at the Municipal Theatre. A
first version of his anti-Polish tragedy, Rebellion um Preußen, had its
première on 20 March 1939 and eight further performances.

The main conflict in the play, which is set in the fifteenth cen-
tury, is the dispute between the High Master of the German Order,
Heinrich von Plauen, and the leader of the Order Council, Michael
Küchmeister, about their policy towards the Polish king, Jagiello.
Plauen wants to defend German soil to the last man by force of
arms, while Küchmeister advocates a policy of peace and recon-
ciliation. The Treaty of Thorn is referred to as ‘the Eternal Treaty of
Thorn’ in a pejorative allusion to Versailles, and Küchmeister is
denigrated as an appeaser.

Despite the historical disguise, the reviewers regarded Rebellion
um Preußen as a topical political commentary: ‘Historical accuracy
is not of paramount importance, the conflicts are conflicts of our
time’, wrote the Neueste Zeitung on 21 March 1939. Bethge himself
had described his play in an interview as a pièce à clef, whose
supreme art consisted in concealing the topical intent.17

To Bethge, all Poles are ‘subhumans’ who appear only in groups,
in ‘Tartar hordes’, murdering and scorching. A characterisation of
Jagiello in Meissner’s production notes shows that the director
supported Bethge’s intention: ‘Jagiello must be presented as mali-
cious, greedy, cunning, sly – ambition – good enunciation, posture
stooped, sitting on the throne like a beast of prey, ready to spring,
sword like a sickle, scythe.’18

After the German attack on Poland, Bethge reacted to the
changed political situation by re-writing the play. This new ver-
sion was premièred on 29 October 1939. He wrote to the Reichs-
dramaturg: ‘How unexpectedly “timely” the theme has become
due to Poland!’19 and prefaced the revised text with a dedication:
‘To the home of my ancestors, East Prussia !’ These areas had
fallen into German hands again. The newly added prologue
immediately gave the audience an inkling of the new direction of
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Hitler’s power-politics. Bethge expanded and intensified the anti-
Polish sentiments of the play, for example by having Plauen refuse
an offer of peace by Jagiello and proclaim the warring slogan: ‘My
hand and this sword will not tire until Prussia is rid of the Tartar
hordes! – To God and the Virgin Mary!’

The production in Frankfurt took recourse to a whole gamut of
theatrical trickery in order to inject life into this ceremonious and
static drama. Director Meissner employed an expressionistic acting
style, sophisticated speech-choirs and choreographed mass-scenes
to counteract the lack of character development and dramatic
action. An effective lighting design and a spectacular décor were
devised to add visual spectacle to the ponderous and stilted mono-
logues. To facilitate the audience’s understanding of the play, pro-
jections of geographical maps, names and dates were employed to
provide important historical information. The simultaneous use of
multi-levelled rostra framing a central row of choir stalls and a large
cross suspended from the flies emphasised the power and cultic
significance of the Knights’ Order. Even so, the spectators were
hardly able to comprehend the action which, as critics unanimously
asserted, was far too slow in this four-hour long production.

In an essay of 1944, entitled ‘The Rebellious Marshal’, Bethge
referred once again to the play:

The theme treats the origin of the events of 20 July as seen through
the parallel example of the fall of the brilliant Master of the Order,
Heinrich von Plauen, caused by his rebellious Marshal of the Order,
Michael Küchmeister, and elucidates the consequences of this deed.
I was inspired to write this essay by the remarkable fact that von
Witzleben attended the première of this Plauen-Küchmeister
tragedy here in Frankfurt, thereby experiencing a piece of subse-
quent autobiography.20

General Field Marshal Erwin von Witzleben was the highest-
ranking officer in the circle of men involved in the plot to kill
Hitler on 20 July 1944. On 8 August he was hanged in Plötzensee.21

Unscrupulously, Bethge used the execution of Witzleben to further
his own career, presenting himself as a visionary, who had poeti-
cally foreseen this ‘treason’.

Productions of German classical drama

German Sturm und Drang classics accounted for about a tenth of
the repertoire in Frankfurt, both before and after 1933. However,
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Schiller replaced Goethe as the most frequently produced author.
In 1933, to inaugurate his directorship, Hans Meissner produced
Schiller’s early work, Die Räuber. The programme notes cite 
a statement by Reichspropagandaminister Joseph Goebbels: ‘If
Schiller had lived in our times he would unquestionably have
become the great poetic champion of our revolution.’22 The Frank-
furter Zeitung mentioned the changed composition of the audi-
ence: ‘Members of the Militant League for German Culture filled
the seats, leading dignitaries appeared, uniforms set the tone of
the audience.’23

The reviews described the selection of this play as a political
decision. Meissner shortened the piece to two-and-a-half hours
and brought the heroic-revolutionary aspects to the fore. The
evening began with a declaration by the protagonist Karl: ‘This
ink-soiled century turns my stomach’. The audience took the
youthful hero’s anger at a dissolute world to be a criticism of the
Weimar Republic. The press also underscored the play’s topical
references:

Today, a young man does not become a thief, but rather a disci-
plined SS man. The youthful energy of the boys in the play is use-
lessly dissipated, because nobody calls on them to put their lives to
good use. It is a tragedy of adolescence, destroyed by its own intox-
icating vigour, and the neglect of the nation.24

Only one critic objected to the adaptation and warned against the
glorification of the thieves: ‘In tyrannos – Yes, why not challenge
the ruined century? Certainly. – But where anarchy begins, the
right to revolution ends. A fury, which is not capable of acting
according to laws, was disapproved of by the young revolutionary
Schiller.’25 Producer Meissner only saw the band of thieves in a
positive light. In the programme notes he wrote: ‘The exuberance
of youth is an eternal sign of the drive to unconditional self-fulfil-
ment, to freedom above the law and beyond reality, to stormy rage
against all that has been, to passionate yearning for all that is to
come; in tyrannos!’26

It would surely be an over interpretation to see Meissner’s pro-
duction as a blind glorification of the acts of violence of National
Socialist bullies. However, by emphasising and celebrating the
thieves as a youthful, heroic mob, he captured the mood of the
times in 1933 and the discussion on the completion of the ‘national
revolution’.27 No critic mentions whether the role of the Jewish
character Spiegelberg was presented in an anti-Semitic fashion.
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The last phase

Attendance figures began to rise again after the outbreak of war.
Theatres responded to the public demand for amusement and
diversion with performances of comedies.

In August, before Goebbels closed the theatres with the ‘total
war’ declaration on 1 September 1944, the Municipal Theatre
achieved its highest ticket sales since 1933. On an auxiliary stage a
variety show, entitled ‘Immortal Germany’ was offered. Quota-
tions from Hitler’s speeches alternated with classical music, read-
ings from fallen soldiers’ letters, poems by German classical
authors and National Socialist writers. The programme closed
with Franz Schubert’s Victory song. Reichsdramaturg Schlösser
travelled repeatedly to Frankfurt to ensure that the Municipal
Theatre was keeping to the decreed course of holding out to the
end. His last speech before the ensemble was printed by the Offen-
bacher Zeitung on 15 November 1943:

We will face up to everything with cold determination, come what
may. The cultural policy maker and the artistic person must have
the courage to see the situation clearly, free of heady passions. Once
again, the primacy of politics demands of us a resolute willingness
to make sacrifices. We know only one thing: a German victory, even
at the cost of every castle, opera-house and theatre.

It was at the cost of Frankfurt’s theatres. In March 1944, the
opera house, the theatre, the administration buildings and most of
the temporary entertainment halls were destroyed.
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10
The Orchestration 

of the National Community
The Nuremberg Party Rallies of the NSDAP

Hans-Ulrich Thamer
Translated by Ann Taylor

To contemporaries, the Nuremberg rallies of the NSDAP1 were
the perfect example of the unfolding glory and power of the

Third Reich. They became a symbol for mass orchestration and
mass fascination, as well as for the pseudo-religious character of
the National Socialist movement.

National Socialist propagandists celebrated the yearly reviews
of their Party as a ‘magnificent military parade’, which they
claimed was ‘more glorious than the pageantry of the old em-
peror’. In September every year hundreds of thousands of Party
functionaries, men from the SA and SS, the Labour Service, the
Hitler Youth, and girls from the ‘Bund Deutscher Mädel’ came to
Nuremberg to be protagonists or supernumeraries in the orna-
ment of the masses or to form an applauding audience. Officers,
diplomats and journalists from both home and abroad observed
and admired the monumental show of power which aimed to
demonstrate the strength and unity of the régime and the aura of
Adolf Hitler’s leadership.

The principle objective behind these massive spectacles was to
offer visual evidence of the German community united behind its
leader. The ritualised rally of all National Socialist organisations
was carefully stage-managed to present an impressive image of
mass support for the new régime. The rally site formed the stage for
the production of a Führer-cult. Hitler was not only leading actor
and point of reference for both the architecture and the processions;
he was also director and high-priest of the event, symbolically
bringing the people together in an emotionally elating, communal
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experience. The ritualistic and symbolic actions characterised the
National Socialist aestheticisation of politics and gave emblematic
representation to the intimate connection between seduction and
power – a fundamental feature of National Socialist rule.

Festivals and politics

The Nuremberg Party rallies were part of a long tradition of bour-
geois public celebrations. Since the Enlightenment and the French
Revolution, modern political festivals have served as a medium to
create a politically minded public and differed from the represen-
tative public of the corporate systems of the early modern age.
Modern political festivals were a seismograph of a political cul-
ture and gave expression to political and social values by means of
their transparent forms of communication.

The highpoints of bourgeois festival-culture in the nineteenth
century were the national celebrations, which after German unifi-
cation had increasingly lost their oppositional, liberal-democratic
characteristics. In the monarchic nation-State they became festi-
vals led ‘from above’. They offered dynastic representation and
were characterised by their militaristic form and content. They
were no longer occasions for fraternalisation and integration of
the masses but were instituted in order to foster loyalty, chauvin-
ism and military spirit. 

How then, can we define the historical place of the political fes-
tival in National Socialist Germany? On the one hand, they con-
tinued the bellicose tradition of the Prussian State through their
military pomp and circumstance; but on the other hand they cre-
ated, through their mass rituals, a new and no longer monarchi-
cally based legitimisation. The National Socialist festivals served
to enhance the charisma of the government and to generate uni-
versal consent, if not submission, to the will of the leader. 

Any investigation into political festivals has to elucidate their
basic forms and structures, their symbols and codes, and finally
their reception. In the case of the Nuremberg Rallies we will con-
cern ourselves firstly with the planning and the objectives of the
Party rallies, then analyse their rituals as an expression of political
aims and as a means of influencing the masses, and finally enquire
as to what effect they had on their participants and audiences.
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Nuremberg: Centre for the Party Rallies

Why did Nuremberg of all places become the scene for the NSDAP
rallies? There were different reasons for this choice, but it was not
primarily because Nuremberg was a particularly ‘brown’ town. In
fact, the city had a reputation for being a ‘red’ stronghold with a
social-democratic majority. Only in the region of Franconia were
the election successes of the NSDAP above the average for the rest
of the country. The reputation and powerful position of the leader
of Franconia, Julius Streicher, and his administrative district
organisation were significant, but above all it was the following
facts which determined the decision to move the third rally in the
still young and turbulent history of the NSDAP to Nuremberg. In
March 1927, the ban on Hitler’s public appearances in Bavaria was
lifted, and Gareis, director of Nuremberg police appointed by the
Bavarian State government, was favourably disposed towards
the activities of the political Right, including the NSDAP. Added
to this was the possibility of using the historic and romantic
scenery of Nuremberg to construct a visible continuity from the
‘Reichstag Town’ to ‘Rally Town’. Furthermore, Nuremberg was
particularly suited to national mass events thanks to its conve-
nient geographic position in central Germany.

After the success of the 1929 Nuremberg rally there seemed to
be no alternative to Nuremberg. Following his seizure of power
in 1933, Hitler sought to accentuate the still young festival tradi-
tion of the Party, which had been interrupted in 1930 and 1931 by
the town fathers’ refusal to make schools, halls and stadia avail-
able to accommodate the Party delegates and provide them with
meeting places. In 1933, it was still necessary to overcome the
reservations of the municipal government, which had in the
meantime converted to National Socialism, yet was still opposed
to having a monumental, self-contained building erected solely
for the purpose of Party rallies in the south of the town. On 21
July, during a fringe gathering at the Bayreuth Festival, Hitler
requested that representatives from Nuremberg decide quickly,
‘whether every two years for the next hundred years they want to
accommodate the Party rally and its several hundred thousand
participants in their town’, or whether, for the sake of preserving
‘a number of old trees’, they were willing to sacrifice the business
advantages which would ensue from this event.2 He also
informed them that Stuttgart was applying to stage the future ral-
lies. In a memorandum of 24 July it was stated that at the instiga-
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tion of Hitler, Gauleiter Streicher and mayor Liebel, the desired
site around the Leopoldhain was to be made available. During the
opening of the rally on 30 August, Hitler announced ‘that our ral-
lies will take place in this town now and forever’.3 Soon afterwards
the town was designated as the ‘Rally Town’ of the National
Socialist movement.

At this time there was neither far-reaching nor precise planning
as to the extent of the events. The Third Reich in no way began
with a unified and qualified concept even as regards propaganda
and political cult. The rally of 1933 differed from its predecessors
only in its high number of participants and the utilisation of all
State resources; the scene and scenario still matched those of the
1929 rally.

From improvisation to professionalism

Following the stabilisation of the régime, a monumental architec-
tural backdrop based on the eternal nature of the ‘Thousand-Year
Reich’ was erected, and improvised planning gave way to an
increasing canonisation regarding the form and content of the rit-
uals performed during the rally. The heroic style and dramaturgy
of the event were fixed on celluloid by Leni Riefenstahl in her film
Triumph of the Will (1934). Much more than simply a documentary,
this film foregrounded the symbolism and liturgy of the cere-
monies and established their pattern for the years to come. At the
same time, the film disseminated the mass spectacle of Nurem-
berg throughout Germany. It was a ‘production of a production’
and thereby a reduplication of the ‘mass appeal’ of National
Socialist political aesthetics.4 Triumph of the Will turned the military
parade of the National Socialist movement into a platform for the
Führer-cult. Film and architecture supported the development of
an outsize image of the Führer and thereby moulded the public
image of National Socialism.

In 1934, the basic sequence of events and propagandist elements
of the National Socialist rallies were established. In the following
years, they underwent only modification and expansion, primarily
through the gradual completion of the rally buildings which were
constructed in great haste between events. From 1933 onwards,
the great rallying calls of National Socialism ran under mottos
which reflected the political situation and the pretensions of the
Third Reich: ‘Rally for Freedom’ (1935), ‘Rally of Honour’ (1936),
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‘Rally of Labour’ (1937) and ‘Rally of a Greater Germany’ (1938).
In September 1939, the motto was ‘Rally for Peace’. This rally,
however, was never to take place, for at the time of its planning in
the spring of 1933 Hitler had already set in motion the preparation
for the military expansion of his Reich. He thereby destroyed the
false façade of the ‘Rally for Peace’ that was intended to camou-
flage his aggressive policies, which up until then had successfully
been hidden behind the glamour of the public celebrations.

Rallies as Gesamtkunstwerk

The National Socialist direction of public life demonstrated the
full scope of the régime’s organisational and propagandist abili-
ties. Mass rallies and hours of commemoration, appeals and
parades, military show-manoeuvres and public entertainment
alternated with each other in the Nuremberg festival, which at
first lasted four, then seven and finally eight days. The magic of
the flags, banners and torches, of the mass rituals and the Führer-
cult, the transfiguration of death and the oath of allegiance
numbed the senses and satisfied ‘the age-old lust for horror’5 as
much as the desire for sensation and the need for community. The
monumental size of the surrounding architecture heightened
these emotions; the most modern media, radio and film, broadcast
the monumental event into the last corners of the Reich. All forms
of communication and propagandist elements were summoned
up to create a Gesamtkunstwerk (Total Work of Art) under the guid-
ance of a political aesthetic that replaced rational forms of dis-
course with vague and emotional appeals to the audience’s fears
and aspirations. The rallies were not forums for discussion, but
rather a cultic representation of the régime’s self-image and pre-
tensions. The fusion of aesthetics and politics found its expression
in the ritualised mass events, the symbol-laden liturgy and the
monumental scenery of the architecture. The Nuremberg Party
rallies were the pinnacle of achievement and the most powerful
examples of the political aesthetics of National Socialism and the
artist-politician Adolf Hitler. With hindsight it is clear that the
National Socialist mass spectacles were the most conspicuous and
highly developed form of the political-ideological mass cult that
was gaining ground in many European countries during the inter-
war period.
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Although Fascism in Italy fostered a political style infused with
ritual and myth, Mussolini’s régime, unlike German National
Socialism, did not develop into an all-embracing political cult
penetrating all areas of life. Rather, it found its limits where the
Catholic Church and other traditional powers were able to claim
their autonomy. In terms of the scale and accomplishment of the
political cult, National Socialism proved itself to be the more rad-
ical variant of fascism. Whereas the strongly bureaucratic Italian
Fascism concentrated on the emotional self-portrayal of the State,
the National Socialist cult sought to influence the everyday life of
the people. Besides regular national Party and State celebrations
at administrative district, constituency and local group levels,
there were also National Socialist life-cycle celebrations glorifying
birth, marriage and death; there were flag hoistings and morning
celebrations of the Party on Sundays. The National Socialist festi-
val year followed a clear pattern and rhythm that affected the life
of everybody.

The National Socialist cult thereby filled the vacuum that had
been left by the modern State as it had separated itself from all
things religious, and had confined itself to the organisation of
worldly and political affairs. Time and again since the French Rev-
olution there have been political movements which, through the
mobilisation of the masses, have sought to establish political and
spiritual authority and thereby assure their political control all the
more thoroughly and permanently. George Mosse has accurately
characterised this process as ‘the nationalisation of the masses’ in
response to the emergence of the political mass market:

Such mass movements demanded a new political style which
would transform the crowd into a coherent political force, and
nationalism in its use of the new politics provided the cult and
liturgy which could accomplish this purpose.6

The most important element of this new political style, which was
later to be deployed to such cruel ends, was, according to Mosse,
aesthetics:

The political aesthetics of the National Socialist régime was a force
that connected myths and symbols with the emotions of the people.
The evil purposes, for which they were eventually misused, were
masked by a certain feeling for beauty and form. The new political
style affected large segments of the population through its ability to
capture their dreams and longings. The aesthetic formulae objecti-
fied people’s dreams of beauty, joy and order, whilst at the same
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time they brought the audiences into contact with the supposedly
immutable forces outside the course of everyday life.7

National Socialism was without doubt the apotheosis of this new
political style. The National Socialists incorporated everything
which for a century had been developed in different political mass
movements as an alternative to the political rhetoric of parlia-
mentary democracy, and perfected it. The political style of Na-
tional Socialism was popular, not least because it was founded on
familiar traditions, but also because it revitalised and adapted
them to suit the majority taste in a technical era. National Social-
ism brought together both the ancient and the modern.

The Artist-Politician creates his own liturgy

The purpose of the ingeniously thought-out liturgy was for Adolf
Hitler, the ultimate creator of the National Socialist mass cult, to
prolong the political system of National Socialism beyond his
death and to establish a ‘Thousand-Year Reich’. Albert Speer, co-
creator and executor of this concept, informed us that it was
Hitler’s aim to restrict the significance of the single personality of
the head of State or Party leader within the ritual, and to put in its
place a course of events which in itself was capable of impressing
the masses. This idea arose from his observation that, in all proba-
bility, his successor would not be person with the same mass
appeal. Therefore, the ritual had to predominate and a system be
installed where even a ‘small political goblin’ would be able to
bring a certain fascination to bear on the masses. This ‘fascinating
power’ was more or less generated by mass choirs and parades of
flags, in solemn demonstrations – such as the march from the
memorial in the Luitpold arena back to the platform – so that the
actual address was only a part of the proceedings which, even if it
did not achieve the highest possible impact, would still be an
impressive and effective manifestation.8

According to Speer’s testimony, Hitler directed his particular
attention towards perfecting the ritual of the Party rallies at
Nuremberg. During a meeting after the rally of 1938, Hitler
reviewed every part and day of the event. ‘Some demonstrations’,
he judged, ‘have already found their definitive form.’9 Amongst
these he included the parade of the Hitler Youth, the assembly of
the Labour Front, the night-time parade of political leaders on the
Zeppelinfeld, as well as the remembrance of the dead from the SA
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and SS in the Luitpold arena. Hitler, the fallen Catholic and artist-
politician, revealed that he understood the appeals, marches and
consecrations not simply to be a ‘propagandist revue’, but rather
a celebration of a political cult and a means of stabilising his rule:

We must keep the procedures for these events fixed so that they will
become unalterable rites while I am still alive. This means that no
one will be able to mess these things up later on. I fear the urge for
innovation on the part of my successors. Perhaps future leaders of
the Reich will not be able to achieve the effects I can, but this frame-
work will support them and lend them authority.10

Even the subordinate organisers sought to perfect the further
development of the mass events at Nuremberg. The leader of the
German Labour Front, Robert Ley, appealed, with a clarity pecu-
liar to him, for the overhaul or replacement of sacred forms by the
political cult of the régime. At a meeting where the outcome of the
1937 rally was discussed, he demanded that the celebration
should become bigger and more beautiful so that ‘participants
stream to these celebrations and festivities in ever greater num-
bers, gradually staying away from the churches by their own
choice and, from the experience thus gained, come to the convic-
tion that at these festivals National Socialism provides them with
much more intense experiences than the sermons of the priests in
the churches’.11

The structure of the political liturgy 
of the Nuremberg rallies

The glory and power displayed during the histrionic events of
the Nuremberg Party rallies surpassed all other occasions in the
National Socialist calendar. The series of celebrations in the
National Socialist festival year began on 30 January, the day of the
seizure of power, and ended on 9 November, commemorating the
martyrs of the movement. In between came a wealth of remem-
brance hours, consecration feasts and demonstrations. The
National Socialist festival year was to some extent determined by
the ecclesiastical calendar of the church and sought both to over-
come and to replace this. In the number and sequence, as well as
in the arrangement, of the festivals it soon became as canonised as
its church counterpart, which in many ways was also imitated in
its liturgy.12
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The stylistic elements of the pageants and theatrical shows at
the Party rallies had, like National Socialist ideology, a syncretistic
character. They united many forms of the political cult that had
emerged from various patriotic celebrations in the German
Empire, from the commemoration and festival forms of the youth
movement, and from the early fascist forms of demonstration and
rally in Italy. The uniformed groups and their marches, the cult of
the martyrs of the movement and the consecration of the flag in
the form of a religious ceremony with a concluding address, came
from their own Party history. The use of the historic background of
Nuremberg as a framework for the rallies heightened the emo-
tional effect and justified the organisers’ claims that they were pre-
serving and vitalising that which had been handed down to them.

Each day had a canonised course of events within the liturgical
programme of the Party rallies and served to represent the specific
features of a particular branch of the Party.13 The mass ritual was
celebrated in a space specifically created for it, and the Führer was
always at the centre of the complex agenda. Again and again we
find a threefold basic scheme within the course of events, adapted
from Christian, particularly Protestant, liturgy: march in and call
up, address and pronouncement, confession and closing commu-
nal song and march out.

The first day bore the imprint of the Führer’s celebratory entry
into his town – a ritual that was obviously adapted from the early
modern historical entry of leaders and which was further intensi-
fied and interpreted in Riefenstahl’s film, through the motif of the
saviour descending from the clouds to the old Franconian town in
a glittering masterpiece of German aircraft technology. There were
iconagraphical references to the entries and pageants of medieval
emperors, now reproduced by means of modern technology. To
the sound of the ringing town bells, Hitler marched to the council
chamber. There he was welcomed by the town fathers in front of
the imperial regalia, brought from Vienna in 1938 – a symbol of
regained imperial glory. The conclusion of the day was the festival
production of an opera. Wagner was the natural choice.

The second day began with a march by the Hitler Youth past
Hitler’s hotel. This was followed by the opening of the Party con-
gress in the Luitpold Hall, a former machine shed from an indus-
trial exhibition in 1906, renovated by Speer in neo-classical style in
accordance with the taste of the times. The ceremony again fol-
lowed the pattern of a church service: the marching in of the ban-
ners led by the ‘Blood Flag’, an emotional opening address by
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Hess leading up to Gauleiter Wagner proclaiming Hitler Führer of
the Nation, closing with a remembrance and honouring for the
fallen heroes of the movement. According to one report, partici-
pants were ‘filled with almost religious emotion’.14 In the evening
there followed a cultural conference during which the ‘German
National Prize for Art and Science’ was awarded as an alternative
to the Nobel Prize.

The third day belonged to the Labour Front. Fifty thousand
chanting men assembled on the Zeppelinfeld in front of the
Führer’s rostrum. The climax of the ceremony was a huge choral
celebration with dialogue, a genre which Gabriele D’Annunzio
had developed as commandante in Fiume in 1919 and which had
been incorporated into the new political style of Fascism. During
huge open-air events he had whipped up his black-uniformed
volunteer corps and roused the people of the town into euphoric
responses to his speeches. During the assembly of the Labour
Front in Nuremberg, the choral dialogue was integrated into a
pseudo-religious liturgy. The ceremony concluded with a ‘Cele-
bratory Song of Labour’, which finished with the words: ‘May the
work of our hands succeed/ for every cut of the spade which we
perform/ should be a prayer for Germany.’15 After this the ‘Spade
Bearers’ marched out singing, and strode towards the Deutscher
Hof, Hitler’s hotel.

The fourth day, Community Day, was dedicated to shows of
sporting prowess and mass exercise, again taking place on the
Zeppelinfeld. In 1937 this was supplemented by the laying of a
foundation stone for a gigantic German Stadium, which in the
future would become home to the Germanic World Festival, a
replacement for the Olympic Games. In the evening, in a great
torchlight procession, the political leaders filed past Hitler, who
greeted his officials from the hotel balcony. Once again, rally
ground and town were theatrically bound together.

The fifth day continued with special meetings of individual
Party organisations and Party congress sessions. The main event
was the nightly hour of commemoration at the Zeppelinfeld in
the brilliantly stage-managed ‘cathedral of light’, the highpoint of
pseudo-sacred mass fervour. Flags, fire and light were united in
the image of a church, cutting off the assembled community from
the darkness of the hostile world outside. As Hitler arrived at the
main rostrum, the beams of one hundred and fifty gigantic search-
lights shot into the night sky and created an enormous shining
cupola of rays above the quarter of a million spectators. Even the
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British ambassador, Sir Nevile Henderson, was impressed: ‘The
effect, which was both solemn and beautiful, was like being inside
a cathedral of ice.’16

A rampart of flags and beams of light shielded the inner circle
from the darkness of the outside world, a symbolic expression of
the Manichean conception of the National Socialist world. Hitler
appeared on the floodlit altar-stage as a charismatic healing figure,
the high priest of a new cult. Once again there followed an hon-
ouring of the dead, a short address from Hitler and a ceremonial
song of commemoration. The communal singing of the national
anthem brought events to a close. Through this the 250,000 assem-
bled people became emotionally involved in the cult, and the
message of a united and strengthened nation was successfully
conveyed to the audience.

Then came two days that demonstrated the military character
of the régime, both in the form of the parading Party formation
and the corresponding Wehrmacht (armed forces of the Reich).
The sixth day belonged to the SA and SS who, organised and con-
centrated in huge blocks according to their standards, assembled
in the Luitpold arena on either side of the so-called ‘Führer Street’.
After his ceremonial arrival and cult-like invocation, to the accom-
paniment of mournful music, Hitler walked from the Führer’s
pulpit to the memorial on the other side. The chief of staff of the
SA and leader of the SS followed him, like ministrants, at a
respectful distance and laid the ‘Blood Flag’ across the Führer’s
wreath. Whilst the remainder of the flags were lowered, the
Führer stood silently in front of the ‘Blood Flag’, a scene clearly
expressing his cult status.

Hitler then walked back from the memorial to the rostrum, fol-
lowed by the bearer of the ‘Blood Flag’. As high priest of the Party,
the Führer brought the flag from the memorial to the dead across
to the youth movement and then, surrounded by a sea of flags,
consecrated the new flags and standards with the ‘Blood Flag’,
salutes being fired at every touch. The sacrificial death of the
National Socialist martyrs was understood to give incentive to the
Party followers to consecrate themselves to the NSDAP and its
leader. The image of aggressive determination in the service of the
National Socialist cult was then strengthened by the following
procession past Hitler. This consisted of 120,000 people marching
for several hours against the backdrop of the town’s main market
and the Frauenkirche, with the black columns of the SS and the
Leibstandarte (Hitler’s personal guard) as the rear formation.
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The eighth day began with a great reveille in the town. This
was the day of the Wehrmacht, with mock-battles and a parade of
the three Wehrmacht divisions on the Zeppelinfeld. This show of
military strength was later transferred to a purpose-built parade
ground at the end of the rally site. The Wehrmacht had its own
ceremonial tradition which kept it apart from the pseudo-religious
cult of National Socialism and the Party army. In the afternoon the
final appeal took place in the old Congress Hall, celebrated by
Hitler as the conclusion and ultimate manifestation of an ‘ideo-
logical-national creed’.

The propagandistic elements of the Party rallies 

Three fundamental aspects of propaganda and consecration were
blended together in the mass events at Nuremberg. The monumen-
tal aspects within the celebratory style and the places where events
took place, political symbolism and political myth, and Hitler, polit-
ical symbol and figure of integration, whose mythical status was
also established and intensified by the stage-management.

The concord between the architecture and mass scenes charac-
terised the specifically National Socialist dimension within the
political aesthetics of the fascists. The architecture of the ‘Titanic
Forum’ – the name reverently given to the pulpits and halls of the
rally site in Party circles – reiterated the message of the political
liturgy and heightened the emotional effect on the audience. The
architecture functioned as architecture parlante or, as Hitler put it,
as ‘the word of stone [which is] more convincing than the spoken
word’, because, according to Hitler again, when people enjoy
inner experiences of great emotional intensity, then they are
desirous to mould the outer world in the same vein.17

The political utopia of National Socialism and its aspirations to
world domination were realised and indeed anticipated in Nazi
architecture. Its monumental, if not megalomaniac, style was
partly developed by Albert Speer, under the constant supervision
of Hitler himself. No costs were spared in order to ensure that
these buildings were ‘immortal substantiations’ that were going
‘to tower, like the cathedrals of our past, into the millenniums of
the future.’18 For only ‘great monuments of civilization made from
granite and marble’, were regarded by Hitler as a ‘truthful, calm-
ing influence on the fleeting world of appearances’.19
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The architecture of the rally site must therefore be regarded as
an expression of National Socialist ideology. Speer articulated its
thousand-year long, imperialist intentions in his ‘Theory of Ruin
Value’, which was keenly picked up by Hitler. By making use of
particularly enduring materials, buildings should still bear wit-
ness to the greatness of the Germanic Empire even when they had
fallen into a state of ruin. Hitler was filled with enthusiasm for this
idea and incorporated the ‘ruin principle’ as the basic concept for
all building in his Reich. Speer had to submit drawings which
illustrated the state of decay in which the respective building
would find itself after five hundred, one thousand and two thou-
sand years. The building should bear witness to the greatness of
the Germanic Empire in the years to come, to transmit its spirit to
posterity and to speak to the conscience of a future Germany. At
the same time, they were designed ‘to lend enhanced cultural
expression to the inner value of life and the nation’s will to live in
an age of restricted political power’.20

At the laying of the foundation stone for the German Stadium,
Hitler again claimed eternal value for his imperial architecture: 

It is to fortify this authority that these structures are being built! (...)
One day it will be understood with utmost clarity how very great
the blessing is which shines forth throughout the centuries from the
tremendous edifices of this history-making age. For they above all
will help, in a political sense, to unify and fortify our Volk more than
ever before; in a collective sense, they will – for Germans – become
part of a proud feeling of belonging together; in a social sense, they
will prove the ridiculousness of any other differences of this world
in comparison to these tremendous, gigantic witnesses of our sense
of community.21

Instead of erecting functional multi-purpose halls, Hitler sought
to develop cult gathering places, which aspired to the eternal and
the classical. For this reason he turned down the plans drawn up
in 1933 by the Nuremberg city councillors, who took into consid-
eration the varied functions of the Party buildings and did not
want to use them for only eight days a year. Hitler, on the other
hand, understood the buildings to have a symbolic function and
to underline the message of the ceremony. They served as an
appropriate spatial frame for a political cult, which a contempo-
rary art historian explained thus: ‘The whole planning and struc-
turing of the individual buildings and groupings was determined

184 Hans-Ulrich Thamer

Berghaus Ch 10.qxd  1/9/09  5:44 PM  Page 184



by a relationship fundamental to the National Socialist order, the
relationship between the Führer and the people.’22

The architectural emphasis of the Führer’s rostrum made his
status omnipresent. It always faced the assembled Party and the
mass of his followers. The main platforms of the Zeppelinfeld and
of the incomplete new Congress Hall, modelled on the Colosseum
at Rome, but intended to surpass it in size, raised the new politi-
cal élite above the mass of the audience. The dual conception of
the Luitpold arena matched the liturgical course of the funeral
and redemption ceremonies. The Führer’s long route through the
ornament of the masses allowed a solemn progression through
the assembled masses and emphasised the processional nature of
the event. The gathered masses were nothing but window-dress-
ing for the colossal architecture which only then unfolded its aes-
thetic effect. It was not the masses who were at the centre of the
events, but the intoxicating geometry that drew the attention. The
massive use of flags not only served to intensify the emotional
experience of community, but also to brighten up the architecture
and convey a feeling of unity. An additional heightening of the
magical backdrop was finally brought about by enhancing the
night-time events with fire and light.

Flags, fire and death

Three elements circumscribed the most important political sym-
bols of the National Socialist cult: the standards and flags (espe-
cially the ‘Blood Flag’), the flickering torches symbolic of fire, the
sacred character of the cathedral of light. For National Socialists the
burning flame meant purification, symbolised brotherly commu-
nity and reminded Party members of the ‘eternal process of life’.
Over and above this, the flame was a symbol of ‘eternal reincarna-
tion’. However, it was not life that was celebrated in the cults, but
rather its inherent components, struggle and death. The honouring
of the dead and the veneration of death always held a central posi-
tion in the political liturgy, as did the preference for night-time rit-
uals. Through his central role in the celebrations, Hitler was again
and again transfigured as a saviour and a death-conquering hero.
The National Socialist followers were integrated into the redeem-
ing function of the Führer by participating in such ceremonies.

The Führer as mythical hero, who through his actions and edi-
fices gave shape to the eternal values of the nation, was the central
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reference point of the celebrations. The Führer-myth united the
different rituals and endowed Hitler’s charisma with supernat-
ural powers, making him the integrating and legitimating force of
the National Socialist régime. The identification between leader
and mass following as the propagandist core of plebiscitary rule
was expressed in the liturgy of the Party rallies. It is no coinci-
dence that it was in Nuremberg that Hitler phrased his claim to
power in almost classical terms: ‘That is the miracle of our age –
that you have found me among so many millions! And that I have
found you, that is Germany’s good fortune!’23

The magical quality of the cultic celebrations turned the Nurem-
berg rallies into an ideal instrument of manipulation. Architec-
ture, scenery and lighting design were synchronised to proffer a
shield against the actualities of everyday life in the Third Reich.
The festival constructed a second reality which distracted from
the political and social conditions in which Germany found her-
self. The cathedral of light and the sea of flags served two func-
tions at the same time: they were emotionally elating coups de
théâtre, but they were also meant to conceal the blemishes that did
not fit into the celebrants’ dream world.24

The management of the irrational

Nothing was left to chance in the stage-management of the
Nuremberg rallies. Every stylistic device had a purpose. The flags
were determined in number, size and position; shortcomings in
the urban development and gaps in the old town fortifications
were covered up by scenery. Everything was subjected to the
meticulous plans of the bureaucratic and technical apparatus. The
men in charge of the cult were cool-headed technicians, sons of a
rational era. Yet they were also theatrical wizards who knew intu-
itively how to exploit age-old cultic practices for their political
aims. It was exactly this link between irrationality and technical
rationality, between atavistic ideology, mystical ceremony and the
modern age, which helped to eliminate all critical reasoning in
both, audience and participants.

It would be self-deceiving to play down the propagandist effect
of these mass celebrations. The fascination which sprang from the
lavish and cunning display of power, order and festive spirit, from
the management of the people and light, as well as the magical
quality of the geometry and monumental size of the architecture

186 Hans-Ulrich Thamer

Berghaus Ch 10.qxd  1/9/09  5:44 PM  Page 186



has been described many times. Films document the euphoria of
the people, and even independent observers and diplomats were
astonished by the atmosphere of general enthusiasm. It is no sur-
prise to discover that foreign fascists, such as the French authors
Brasillach and Drieu la Rochelle, who on several occasions went
on pilgrimages to Nuremberg, were enthused by the monumen-
tality and believed that they had seen the new man, the homme hit-
lerien, there.

Even the ‘Reports about Germany’ of the exiled SPD confirmed
the mass enthusiasm which the rallies generated. Initially, they
refused to admit this and pointed out the function of the event as
diversion from the conditions within Germany. As late as 1935
they stated that ‘such celebrations are simply worn out and cannot
deceive the masses about the real situation in Germany’.25 How-
ever, in 1937 they admitted that in the early years of the régime the
Nuremberg rallies had not missed their target. In the meantime,
however, even the participants themselves were no longer filled
with enthusiasm and shied away from the strain of the endless
assemblies and marches.

Situation reports from the various Party districts in the years
1937 and 1938 confirm this.26 The tensions caused by rearmament
and mobilisation gradually reduced the willingness of Party com-
rades to participate actively in the celebrations. When the Party
leadership noticed the flagging enthusiasm of the rank and file of
the followers, they sought to whip it up by increasing the monu-
mentality of the festivities.

Emotiveness of the cult and the everyday life 
during the rallies

In spite of the perfect stage-management of the Nuremberg rallies,
an increasing gulf between claim and reality, between cult pathos
and ordinary everyday existence, began to emerge, as has often
been attested by observers. Various reports from National Social-
ist local and district groups make it very clear that the political
leaders from administrative district divisions revealed themselves
to be anything but a political élite. One is also made aware of the
freewheeling nature of the eight days, the excessive alcohol con-
sumption, hooliganism and acts of vandalism in the camps.
Indeed, it was not only the behaviour on the fringe of the celebra-
tions, in the lodgings and guesthouses of the town, which stood in
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clear contradiction to the pretensions of order and cleanliness of
National Socialism. Even during the march of the political leaders
a lack of discipline led again and again to embarrassing slips. The
torchlight parade past the Führer, regarded as a ‘reward for the
political leaders for arduous years of work’,27 turned into a torch-
lit jog as the administrative district of Weser-Ems sought to close
a large gap in the marching order, to the amusement of the spec-
tators. The Führer greeted the district standard, but then disgraced
the district by turning his gaze away from them. Instances such as
these reveal how small the dividing line between the sublime and
the ridiculous can be.

Yet the decoration of the stage and the charismatic power of the
hero was believed to counteract the negative impressions. The
parade of the political leaders under the cathedral of light was,
according to a report from Bremen, ‘an act of worship in its truest
sense’.28 In another report the effect of the Hitler-cult was described:
‘For everyone the most uplifting experience was to be able to look
the Führer in the eye from close by. This experience was a power-
ful incentive to get people involved in the movement.’29 The
Führer-myth as the propagandist core of the rally distracted from
the political reality of Party as well as everyday life and became
the most important means of stabilising the rule of the Nazi Party.
The dream world conjured up by the events manipulated con-
sciousness and created a second reality, which of course could not
change the outside world, but could counteract and control it.

The ultimate aim: War

The political cult of the National Socialist régime, which produced
such fascination amongst the masses, was aimed at creating a
national community and at instilling the values of the fascist lead-
ership in the population. The pronouncement of the Nuremberg
Laws at the 1935 rally were a means of achieving National Social-
ist domination and were an important step on the way to depriv-
ing Jews of their civil rights and preparing for their extermination.
It was not by chance that values such as obedience, willingness to
make sacrifices, heroic death and struggle were celebrated in
every ritual, not by chance that visions of death were conjured up.
Two days before its opening in August 1939, the ‘Rally for Peace’
was cancelled. Something deadly serious had emerged from the
heroic style of the rallies. Even during preparations for the Russ-
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ian campaign in the summer of 1941, Hitler did not hold himself
back from further monumental building projects. He turned down
Speer’s suggestion that during the advance into Russia building
projects not specifically important to the war effort be stopped.
Instead, he insisted on the realisation of his architectural Utopia,
the Party buildings in Nuremberg and the project for a capital city
for the world, Germania. However, in 1942 the huge building pro-
jects in Nuremberg were halted until ‘peacetime’. The huge tower-
cranes were used in the construction of the IG paint factory at
Auschwitz.30 The outbreak of the Second World War revealed
what the double face of the National Socialist régime had been
hiding for so long – seduction and violence.
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11 
The Theatre Aesthetics of the Falange 

Sultana Wahnón 
Translated by R. I. MacCandless

Introduction

In a previous study, entitled Estética y crítica literarias en España
(1940-1950), I postulated the existence of a fascist aesthetics in

Spain which found its fullest expression in Ernesto Giménez
Caballero’s Arte y Estado (1935). In the same study, I also attempted
to determine the extent to which literary criticism during the first
ten years after the Civil War revealed the influence of this pre-war
fascist aesthetics. It was found that the literary critics of the time
adapted to the political shifts in the Franco régime and the course
of events outside Spain. This evolution, often involving heated
debate, led to an ever-increasing separation from the rules of fascist
aesthetics that had initially inspired most Falangist writers. My
conclusions on the existence of a fascist aesthetics in Spain and its
decline were mainly based on general literary theory and criticism
of poetry in particular. This study therefore follows on from this
earlier research to deal with the Falange’s aesthetics as applied to
the theatre.

In February 1993, during the symposium that brought together
the contributors to this volume, I was able to become more famil-
iar with Roger Griffin’s ideas on the nature of fascist ideology. As
Dr Griffin’s is the opening chapter in this book, it seemed natural
that I should attempt to determine whether the aesthetics that I
had described as fascist in 1988 fitted the characteristics of fascist
ideology in general, as it is understood here. This is the aim of the
first part of this chapter. The second part centres on the character-
isation of fascist aesthetics as developed by Giménez Caballero,
and summarises the broader study mentioned above. The third
section of this chapter deals with the question of fascist theatrical
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aesthetics, which I analyse with reference both to Giménez
Caballero and representative texts by the Falangist writer Gonzalo
Torrente Ballester. The fourth and final section examines the earli-
est changes undergone by this approach to theatre in the post-Civil
War years, again using texts by Torrente Ballester and other influ-
ential Falangist critics.

The question of Falange and Spanish fascism

Long after Stanley Payne1 demonstrated the ideological affinity of
the Falange to fascism, Spanish public opinion and, significantly,
many Spanish intellectuals are still irritated by the suggestion that
the Falange, which played such an important rôle in the formation
of the Franco régime, had been a movement comparable to Italian
or German fascism. The fierce controversy sparked off by Julio
Rodríguez Puértolas’ provocatively titled Literatura fascista
española2 should be seen in the context of this general reluctance to
accept the fact that there had been Spanish writers, or politicians,
or indeed simply individuals, who could be classified as fascist.
For all that, Rodríguez Puértolas’ decision to define a fascist as
‘anyone who, in one way or another, put his pen and his thought,
no matter what subtle distinctions, at the service of the political
régime that arose out of the military uprising against the Second
Spanish Republic on 18 July 1936’3 was criticised even by those
who, at the time, were willing to accept the existence of a fascist
movement in Spain.

This abusively broad definition of the term ‘fascist’ has harmed
rather than favoured the thesis of fascism in Spain. We should
rather consider the existence of a Spanish fascist movement not by
assuming an inherent correlation between Francoism and fascism,
but rather between Falange and fascism. It is significant that
Falange Española (FE) came close to being called Fascismo Español
at the instigation of José Antonio Primo de Rivera himself.4 The
fact that Falange was the bearer of the fascist formula for Spain is
clarified beyond doubt by an examination of the journals pub-
lished by the movement in the years preceding the Civil War, such
as La Conquista del Estado, F.E., Semanario de la Falange, Haz, Jerar-
quía and Vértice. Explicit references and admiring allusions to fas-
cism abounded in the articles published by ideologues and
collaborators of Falange, e.g., ‘Fascismo es elevación’ (F.E., no. 3,
1934), and in original fascist documents, such as the ‘Discurso de
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Mussolini en la II Asamblea Quinquenal del Régimen’ (F.E., no. 10,
1934). While the characteristics of Spanish fascism can be detected
in the texts written by Spanish Falangists themselves, the more
general topics of fascist ideology were also frequently present.
One of these was anti-Semitism, which is usually thought of as
totally alien to a country such as Spain which had practically no
Jews. Issue no. 2 of Haz (1935) contains the following statement: ‘It
saddens us to see how a few wretches still defend Marxist ideals.
No Spaniard can sleep easy as long as there is another Spaniard
that does not know that Marx was a disgusting Jew who trafficked
in workers’ flesh.’

It is in any case clear that the Falange was motivated by the
ideal of national regeneration out of decadence which, according
to Roger Griffin,5 constitutes the central myth of fascist ideology.
Griffin defines the fascist minimum as palingenetic ultranational-
ism, which is also the central myth upon which the ideology of the
Falange was built. The Falange never saw itself as merely the
restorer of an old order, but rather as the creator of a new system
that took its inspiration from a glorious past. The Utopian, revo-
lutionary aspect that distinguishes fascist from ultra-conservative
discourse is constantly present in the speeches of, for example,
José Antonio Primo de Rivera.

One of the arguments most commonly employed to dissociate
the Falange (and to an even greater extent the Franco régime itself)
from fascism is that of its adherence to the Catholic faith. How-
ever, one of the most solid convictions of the European fascist
movement was that each nation had to find its own formula to
attain the essential objectives pursued. The Falangists drifted
towards an increasing insistence on Catholicism not only because
they needed the support of the conservative forces in the country,
but above all because they became convinced that the only fascist
formula that could possibly succeed in Spain would have to
include a Catholic component. The ‘new Catholicity’ for Spain
was to be formulated by the major ideologue of Spanish fascism,
Ernesto Giménez Caballero.

Giménez Caballero, who was first associated with the Juntas de
Ofensiva Nacional Sindicalista (JONS) and later with the Falange,
was a key figure in the shaping of Spanish fascism. When recon-
structing its political ideology, two of his texts are of paramount
importance: Genio de España, subtitled Exaltaciones a una resurrec-
ción nacional. Y del mundo (1932),6 which ran to three editions; and
La nueva catolicidad, subtitled Teoría general sobre el fascismo en
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Europa: en España,7 the two editions of which appeared in 1933.
While assuming the universal character of fascist ideas, Giménez
Caballero applied them in the context of what he called the Span-
ish nation’s genius, and the ‘new Catholicity’ is presented in both
of the aforementioned books as a key ingredient of Spanish fas-
cism. It was no accident that after the publication of these works
by Giménez Caballero, José Antonio decided to assert, in the first
number of F.E., that the ‘reconstruction’ of Spain had to have a
‘Catholic spirit’.8 ‘Catholic’ here did not just mean the restoration
of traditional Catholicism, but the construction of a new Catholic-
ity, by means of which the Catholic view of life would serve fascist
ideals. The Catholicism of the Falange cannot be seen as an obsta-
cle to the acceptance of the existence of a Spanish fascist move-
ment, although we must be extremely careful to distinguish it
from other, more traditional types of Catholicism present in the
Franco régime.

The development of a fascist aesthetics in Spain

In Arte y Estado, published in 1935, Giménez Caballero expressed
his desire to become ‘the Spanish Goebbels’: ‘Fascists of Spain, I
ask you to be compassionate with me when we triumph. Give me
that Ministry! I would only exchange it for the Grand Inquisitor’s
throne.’9 As if in reply to his request, at the very beginning of the
Civil War, Giménez Caballero undertook responsibility, together
with General Millán Astray, for organising the Services of Press,
Propaganda and Radio. However, he was very quickly replaced,
in 1937, by Antonio Tovar and Dionisio Ridruejo, who, paradoxi-
cally, was to become known as the ‘Spanish Goebbels’. It may
have been that the excessive zeal of Giménez Caballero’s fascist
militancy had something to do with his change of fortune,10 but,
nonetheless, his theories had a significant influence on the artistic
policies of the new régime.

In his system of fascist aesthetics, Giménez Caballero theorised
on all the arts, from architecture to theatre and music, in a half-
speculative, half-political manner. Arte y Estado is the text contain-
ing this system and, therefore, if not quite the ‘official aesthetic
manual of Francoism’ as Dionisio Cañas would have it,11 it cer-
tainly must be regarded as the aesthetic manual of Spanish fas-
cism. There is one key idea that dominates all the aesthetic
choices described in the book, and that is the idea of norm. In
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1932, Giménez Caballero confessed his disgust of Orteguian
relativism and of the then topical concept of pluralism.12 This was
not because he found the idea of ‘plural truths’ incorrect, i.e., the
idea that ‘each individual has his own truth’, but rather, as he said,
he could not avoid ‘the nostalgia of those times and those people,
when all moved forward together under a single discourse, a sin-
gle bell, a single, sublime comedian, under someone who dis-
guised the dance of life so that no other truth than his was heard.’13

Giménez Caballero desired the appearance of ‘a compassionate
soul that would save us from the horrible torment of choice, someone
who would deceive us with a supreme deceit’. Finally, he pro-
jected his desire to break free from the anguish of what we might
now call the ‘undecidable’ in the image of a Spain converted en
masse to Catholic fascism, – a new Spain that would not choose,
but would leave decisions to a charismatic leader who, like Hitler
and Mussolini, represented the Truth for all of them.14

Giménez Caballero, the pragmatic ideologue who saw fascist
Catholicism as a way to re-establish unequivocal values in the
face of the ambivalence of market-based societies, was also the
only one to systematically work out a fascist aesthetics and the-
ory of art. As one might expect, he sets himself up as representa-
tive of the aesthetic truth and as the leader who chooses values
and models in order to spare the rest of the nation the horrible
anguish of choice. Although I have offered an exhaustive analysis
of this aesthetic system in my studies on Spanish literary criticism
in the 1940s,15 a brief review of the general principles of the sys-
tem is required before the theatrical aesthetics of Spanish fascism
can be characterised.

The theory of art described by Giménez Caballero in Arte y
Estado is based on the idea of propaganda, which is the central idea
of all fascist aesthetics. He affirms categorically that ‘art is propa-
ganda’ [AyE 84] and adds: ‘Win souls! Catechise hearts! Win new
followers! Has art, tell me, tell me with your hands on your hearts,
has Art ever had a higher aim?’ [AyE 87] Having described art as
the ‘divine pawn in a general plan of attack’, as the ‘supreme com-
bat weapon’[AyE 89], he postulates that the only difference
between a crossbow and a poem is ‘efficiency. Only that. A differ-
ence of distance and length of shot.’[AyE 87]

The aesthetic system proposed by Giménez Caballero, which
he called Christian classicism, contained other commonplaces of
fascist aesthetics apart from the conception of art as propaganda.
Firstly, the idea that the myth of the solitary artist had to be done
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away with, because it exemplifies the ‘arrogance’ of Western art
[AyE 38], and that art and the artist must be subjected, as they
were in the Middle Ages, to a discipline and a hierarchy that
reflect the will of the fascist State and allows for the ‘humility’ of
the artisan. [AyE 62] This explains why Giménez Caballero, who
was already complaining in 1929 of a general ‘incomprehension of
that magnificent phenomenon of the new social world called syn-
dicalism’,16 displayed immense admiration towards the ‘syndical-
ist trend in art’ [AyE 212]. In his opinion, this trend showed the
artists’ ‘desire to return to a spiritual discipline’ and to destroy the
romantic myth of the free artist: ‘One of the lies of humanism was
that the artist could live alone. The lie was confirmed by Roman-
ticism with its bohemians: extravagance, poverty, garrets. The
artist neither can, nor knows how, nor wants to live alone. Within
every artist there invariably lies the comrade, in the sense of both
monk and guildsman.’ [AyE 214]

Secondly, all the trends in modern art since the Enlightenment
and, especially, the aesthetics of contemporary and avant-garde
movements, are rejected as examples of excessive individualism:
‘Distrust pure artists or poets more and more. They are either ret-
rograde or – the easier option – opportunist.’ [AyE 33] Thirdly,
after the rejection of aestheticism, Giménez Caballero opts for a
type of art, whose content would combat ‘the hypocrisy of the
purely beautiful.’ [AyE 83] Only when art once again places empha-
sis on content, would it be able to become a ‘vehicle’ for the ‘points
of view’ of the new state, [AyE 214] i.e., become an instrument to
spread the vision of the world and the values that the fascist
State attempted to establish as a ‘new collective morality’ [AyE 214]:

The artist is nothing more than a guide in life, who reveals a divine
message. Art is always revelation and the work of divinity. A god
communicates with his chosen one; the seer then transmits his trea-
sure to a priestly group of initiates; and these, in turn, spread the
Truth to the outer social layers of their people. [AyE 92] 

Fourthly, art had to be formally and stylistically exemplary. This
was required not only to propagate certain messages, but also to
do so in particular ways, which, in the case of Spanish fascist art,
were to be inspired by the model of the classic art of the Siglo de
Oro – hence the name Christian classicism. In this connection, we
should remember that an essential characteristic of Giménez
Caballero’s aesthetic system was the proposal of models for artis-
tic creation. Since the mythical core of fascist ideology is what
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Griffin calls palingenetic ultranationalism,17 it is also a central
myth of fascist aesthetics that each nation has its own perfect form
of art and that this can be reborn after a period of perceived deca-
dence. The Escorial Monastery, in which Giménez Caballero saw
the ‘perfect style of an entire creation’ [AyE 238], is such an exam-
ple of a work of art, which the nation’s ‘will to be’ must save from
decadence brought on by centuries of estrangement from the true
Spanish essence:

There is Spain with the symbol of its supreme State achieved once,
for a few years in the sixteenth century: El Escorial. A State made of
stone, a hieroglyphical sphinx. Today sunk in time, like an abyss,
from whose depths its tower, bells, crosses and domes cry out to
us in anguish, for help, like a submerged temple, for a titanic
Spanish generation to return it to the light and the vertex of his-
tory. [AyE 233]

The Escorial thus becomes the supreme model of Spanish fascist
art, as well as a political symbol of Imperial, Catholic Spain,
which a titanic generation would resuscitate by its will power.
The implication of its being considered an artistic model was that
it offered formal and stylistic rules. What made the Escorial suit-
able as a model was not only its significance – its meaning as
stone raised to the glory of an Imperial and Catholic Spain – but
also its external appearance:

I am certain that if all the laws emanating from that reign of the
Escorial could be put in order and materialised, if they could be
reflected in their hierarchy of values, the result would be Surprising:
it would be like the monastery reflected in the garden pond: it
would be the real and perfect image of the Escorial. [AyE 238]

The recovery of this symbol of the Spanish Empire, together with
the resurgence of a new Imperial (imperialist) Spain was not an
illusory enterprise for Giménez Caballero. The State to come
would be charged with ‘saving’ the old monument from collapse
precisely by seeking inspiration in that building to create a new
architecture: ‘The hour of a new architecture, of a constructive
style has come. For the hour of a new State – the hierarchical,
ordering genius of Rome – has come to the world.’ [AyE 72]

The palingenetic myth that informs Giménez Caballero’s con-
siderations on the Escorial is also present in each of the models
proposed throughout Arte y Estado for the different arts. The fo-
llowing pages are concerned with the model for drama and the
performing arts under the Franco régime.
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The theatrical model of Spanish fascism: 
Lope de Vega and the ‘return to mystery’

The ideologues of the Falange became concerned with the reor-
ganisation of the theatre at an early date. The third centenary of
the death of Lope de Vega, held in 1935, was an occasion on which
to consider the characteristics that should be present in the theatre
of the new Spain. A review of Falangist publications in 1935
shows that Lope de Vega was raised to the rank of a symbol of fas-
cist theatre. As with the Escorial, the theatre of Lope symbolised
that ‘eternal Spanish theatre’ from which, by virtue of its essential
Spanishness, the new theatre should take its inspiration. The
clearest signal of the attempt to turn Lope into an aesthetic model
was an article by Eduardo Ródenas, published in Haz18 and enti-
tled ‘Lope, alma de imperio’. It concluded with a call to the
reader: ‘Look well on him, for Fray Félix Lope de Vega y Carpio is
a true symbol.’

Other texts appearing in the same journal between 1935 and
1936 insisted on both the eternal character of Lope’s dramatic art
and on the need to create a new Spanish theatre. As regards the
former, an article called ‘Lope de Vega, artesano’, signed by L. B.
L. in the April 1935 issue, claimed that his theatre was ‘the symbol
of the Spain of his time. It symbolises the military, Catholic, (…)
hand-crafted unity of Spain’s unchanging destiny.’ The July num-
ber contains a similar statement: ‘Lope is the exact representation
of Spain’s essence.’ (‘Lope de Vega en Italia’). In February 1936, G.
Sánchez-Puerta stated: ‘Spanish theatre was given its definitive
shape by Lope de Vega, the Hispanic genius that arouses univer-
sal admiration’, and, a little further on: ‘Spanish dramatic art has
crystallised in Lope.’ (‘El genio del teatro español: Lope de Vega’).
If these theoreticians of drama had simply intended to restore
Lope’s theatre by producing his plays or inviting modern authors
to slavishly imitate him, we would be dealing with aesthetic ultra-
traditionalism. However, the fascist nature of their theorising is
indicated by the fact that, together with the insistence on the eter-
nal character of Lope’s theatre, these critics persistently refer to the
novelty of the theatre that should be written in Spain, following the
model of Lope. The most explicit propounder of this was the
author of ‘Lope de Vega en Italia’, who, having proclaimed that
‘Lope is the exact representation of the Spanish essence’, then
warned of the danger of becoming ‘too enthusiastic about the
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glory of the past’, and proposed: ‘Let us therefore seek new values
that make us forget our Lope.’

However, the text that most clearly expresses the palingenetic
myth in Spanish fascist theatre is an article also published in the
April 1935 issue of Haz:

As in all periods of profoundest national decadence, the theatre of
this Second Spanish Republic is moribund, just as those of the
bewitched or contemptible Monarchies of Carlos II or Fernando
VII. (…) But we are not going to write an elegy for the theatre. Just
the opposite. (…) We want to help it to die so that the new theatre
may be born with the regeneration of Spain. Then we shall cry: ‘The
theatre is dead. Long live the theatre!’19

If this appeal to the old and the new, this combination of nostalgia
for a lost past and revolutionary violence is one of the distin-
guishing features of fascist, as opposed to merely traditionalist,
discourse, there is no doubt that Falangist theories of theatre in
1935 and 1936 were fascist in tone and character. As, too, was the
chapter that Giménez Caballero dedicated to the theatre in his
manual of aesthetics published around the same time. Under the
title ‘Técnicas intelectivas: el teatro vuelve al Misterio’, the chapter
repeats the general theory of fascism: the theatre has reached its
end, its life is in danger, it is expiring with ‘the dying man’s last
breath’. [AyE 164] Those responsible for this crisis or decadence in
the theatre are the ‘experimenters of a new theatre’, i.e., avant-
garde authors who had almost ‘sunk the theatre for ever.’ But the
suggestion of rebirth appears beside the idea of decadence. Hav-
ing said that the theatre is breathing its last, Giménez Caballero
does not write it off with an elegy, but announces a miraculous
recovery: ‘The theatre today is safely on the way to convalescence
and a healthy restoration.’ The cause of this miraculous salvation
lies in the theatre’s return to its ‘original and permanent essence’,
which is the mystery. This return is not considered in traditionalist
terms, but as novelty, as a new theatre ‘of our time’. [AyE 175]
Here, too, the symbol was Lope de Vega, who is celebrated pre-
cisely because of his ‘audacity’ in ‘innovating and breaking with
routine.’ [AyE 167]

The palingenetic myth is not the only factor contributing to fas-
cist theorising on the theatre. Perhaps even more important is the
propagandistic function attributed to theatrical production. This
explains why Lope is praised above all for his capacity to ‘embody
innovation in the entire national mass of fervent spectators.’ [AyE
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167] Giménez Caballero did not hesitate to take up Mussolini’s
idea of an ‘art of our time’ in the form of a mass theatre. [AyE 172]
Lope served as a model because his innovations had attracted the
masses, who could then be indoctrinated in the ‘new collective
morality’ by the ‘priests’ of the new régime. A new Lope de Vega
had to be found to repeat this miracle, but Giménez Caballero was
aware that this would not be quite so easy. He therefore proposed
that ‘while the poets that understand the poetic and dramatic
material of our time come to the fore and achieve our formula’,
experiments should be made with a type of theatre related to what
he called mystery. [AyE 175]

A definition of Giménez Caballero’s mysterious mystery will
provide us with what could be thought of as the minimum of Span-
ish fascist theatre, i.e., the common denominator of all the plays
with fascist pretensions, whether produced before an enthusiastic
throng or not. The key to the meaning of the mystery of fascist the-
atre can be found in Giménez Caballero’s description of the bull-
fight, which he and other ideologues of the Falange held as the
only true theatrical spectacle remaining in Spain: ‘In its very
essence, the Bullfight is a religious mystery, the sacrifice of a God
(totemised by the bull) by a priest (represented by the matador)
before a faithful mass, who palpitate, scream, participate, become
hoarse and drunk with passion, blood, enthusiasm’. [AyE 173]

The participation of God, a priest and a devoted, passionate
mass of faithful followers was the conditio sine qua non that
Giménez Caballero demanded of the new theatre until the new
Lope appeared: ‘The hierarchy, (…) the return to the hero, the pro-
tagonist, the saint, the saviour, against a background of faithful
masses.’ [AyE 175] This is also the distinguishing feature of fascist
drama as opposed to the propaganda theatre of the Soviet Union.
Although the Soviet government had fostered a theatre for the
masses, this was not what Giménez Caballero aspired to as it had
no place for the hero: ‘No protagonists, nor dominating figures.
No “individualities”, nor “individualisms”. A theatre for the mass-
man.’ [AyE 171] Unlike the Soviet theatre, fascist theatre would
achieve the ‘consummation of the formula of the hero (the West)
with the mass (the East)’. Giménez Caballero did not hesitate to
describe this as a ‘profound return to the mystery.’ [AyE 176] As
an example of the theatre he desired for the new Spain, Giménez
Caballero mentioned Copeau’s production of Savonarola in the
Piazza della Signoria in Florence before ‘a mass of 4,000 spectators
from all over Italy, standing in an amphitheatre constructed as if
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for gladiatorial combat in the time of Caesar.’ [AE 172] If Sav-
onarola achieved the miracle of being theatre for the masses, it was
because it fitted the mystery formula: it is the story of ‘a hero who
fails in order to save a nation.’ [AE 175]

The mystery of fascist theatre is thus revealed: until the arrival
of the new Spain in which the new theatre would take root, fas-
cists were to create a theatre that propagated the idea of a national
community united under the yoke of a hero, who was to redeem
the nation by converting it into a great imperialist power. Two
other key myths were connected to the mystery: populist national-
ism and the charismatic leader. Giménez Caballero’s explicit ref-
erence to the ‘myth of the State, the myth of what is national’20

reveals the central position this myth occupies in his fascist ideol-
ogy. He went on to describe it, with proverbial cynicism, as a myth
which, by imposing itself ‘on both the historically hostile classes’,
allowed fascism to preserve ‘the bourgeoisie, as against the tabula
rasa that Russian communism made of it.’21

The myth of the national community over and above social
classes can be found in much Falangist discourse concerning the
theatre. In the July 1935 issue of Haz an anonymous author22

reflected on the difference between a ‘theatre of the people’ and a
‘political theatre’. He believed that the theatre of Lope de Vega
was theatre of the people, because its audience was ‘the entire
Spanish people – aristocrats, soldiers, clergy, craftsmen and
rogues.’ On the other hand, the ‘social dramas’ of Galdós, Dicenta
or Benavente would be political theatre, as they had ‘broken with
the popular identity’ and converted ‘the entire Spanish people’
into ‘social classes in conflict’. The omnipresence of the myth of
the nation in Falangist texts parallels the central place given to it
by José Antonio in his speech on the occasion of the founding of
the movement:

The Motherland is a total unit made up of all individuals and all
classes: the Motherland cannot be in the hands of the strongest class
or the best organised party. The Motherland is a transcendental
synthesis, an indivisible synthesis, with its own ends to fulfil. What
we desire is that the movement of that day and the State that it cre-
ates should be an efficient, authoritarian instrument at the service
of that unquestionable unit, that permanent unit, that irrevocable
unit called the Motherland.23

The miracle of converting the antagonistic classes into an ‘irrevo-
cable unit’ was to be achieved by combining the myth of the
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nation with that of the hero or charismatic leader. Suddenly, an
exceptional individual would stand out from the entirety of the
nation and become its saviour, leading it towards its glorious des-
tiny. The mystery is, therefore, that mysterious means by which
the popular and the aristocratic, or, as Giménez Caballero clearly
stated, mass and hero, become united. The production of the
Savonarola was used as a reference to exemplify the fascist con-
cept of theatre. It showed the creation of a national community on
two different levels. First, in the Piazza della Signoria, where the
‘mass of 4,000 spectators’ from all over Italy had assembled to
witness the spectacle; second, on the stage, where the people were
redeemed by the hero. In fascist terms, this production would
have been considered a work of ‘popular’, not ‘political’ theatre.

When Giménez Caballero wrote Arte y Estado, he found it
preferable for the hero to be sacrificed, as in the most unfortunate
of bullfights. The ‘blood and abnegation’ of the hero, who ‘fails in
order to save his people’, was the spectacle by which he wished to
achieve that ‘fierce dramatic catharsis’ of an intoxicated audience.
The image of the hero who sacrifices himself for his people reveals
the ‘liturgical, hieratic, mystic, that is, mysterious essence’ [AyE
173] that Giménez Caballero demanded of fascist theatre. Ulti-
mately, he only manages to relate this to Catholicism by means of
a daring twist in which he describes the service of mass as an
equally mysterious spectacle: ‘The Mass: what other divine drama
but the Mass, where the priest still acts out, still represents our Sav-
iour’s passion, performing the communion with bread and wine
before all men?’ [AyE 174]

The fascist formula for the theatre thus formed part of the
broader formula of new Catholicity. However, a closer analysis of
the mystery to which the theatre had to return reveals that the con-
tent and function of the proposed liturgical theatre were more fas-
cist than Catholic. Catholicism was above all an instrument by
which to accomplish the fascist aim of a totalitarian State, in which
the will of the individual, converted into the mass of the people,
would be subjected to the will of an aristocratic élite presided over
by a charismatic leader.

We can now answer the question of whether a fascist theatrical
aesthetics existed in Spain, and can state that it can be found in
the chapter of Arte y Estado on theatre, and also in different arti-
cles published in Falangist journals. The remainder of this chap-
ter will be concerned with the question of whether the ideas of
Giménez Caballero were upheld by other Falangist ideologues

202 Sultana Wahnón

Berghaus Ch 11.qxd  1/9/09  5:45 PM  Page 202



and what rôle his concepts played in the post-Civil War period of
the Franco régime.

Developments in fascist theatrical aesthetics 
in the 1940s

Giménez Caballero’s theories of the new Spanish theatre found
many followers. Gonzalo Torrente Ballester – at the time a
Falangist – was the first to make a serious attempt to develop
them further. Torrente was to dramatic theory what Luís Rosales
and Luís Felipe Vivanco were to poetic theory,24 that is, the per-
son responsible for the assimilation of the aesthetic system elab-
orated by Giménez Caballero and for its adaptation to the
changes in political circumstances. In 1937, in the throes of the
Civil War, Torrente Ballester published his short essay ‘Razón y
ser de la dramática futura’,25 which he claimed dealt with ‘the
drama to be developed in the bright tomorrow’. [RyS 61] In this
essay he confessed his allegiance to Giménez Caballero as regards
the theatre, and even quoted the fragment from the chapter on
theatre in Arte y Estado, referring to the ‘original and permanent
essence’ of the theatre being ‘no other than that of the mystery’.
[AyE 73] Torrente’s essay, which is little more than a replica of
Giménez Caballero’s chapter, provides another argument in
favour of the close similarity of Falangist and fascist ideology in
the years immediately preceding the establishment of the Franco
régime, although it also illustrates the less aggressive, more
restrained tone of the intellectuals who, like Torrente Ballester,
were to centre round the review Escorial in the period after the
Civil War.

In ‘Razón y ser’, which was written in a less virulent tone than
the work of Giménez Caballero, the relation between the hero and
the mass also constitutes the crux of dramatic theory. For Torrente,
the resolution of this relation ‘in perfect balance’ was not only a
mystery, but a genuine miracle: ‘The miracle of future dramatic art
must be how the relation between the hero or protagonist and the
mass or chorus is resolved in perfect balance.’ [RyS 66] Torrente
Ballester’s essay centres on an illustration of how to achieve this
theatrical miracle, firstly by recommending, or demanding ‘the
return to the heroic’. The themes of the new drama could not con-
tinue to be the ‘minor bourgeois squabbles’ that were so typical of
the immediately preceding theatre, because ‘the multitude can
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only be subjugated with marvellous things, when it can follow its
natural tendency for admiration of what is heroic.’ However, since
he was aware that a new heroic theatre could not arise out of noth-
ing, his advice was to look back to the old national epic and ‘bor-
row’ the names of the old heroes in order to construct the new
dramas that were to subjugate the multitude. The model invoked
was, inevitably, the Spanish theatre of the sixteenth century.

On the other hand, the hero and the mass had to fulfil certain
prerequisites so as to coexist on stage in perfect equilibrium.
Rather surprisingly, Torrente said that the ‘first and most urgent
thing is that the mass ceases to be such.’ His justification for such
an unexpected demand was that the mass is characterised by
‘multiplicity of voices’ and has to become a chorus. Unlike the
mass, the chorus is unanimous; its movements ‘represent popular
thought regarding very specific matters, and its voice is one.’ [RyS
67] In short, the mass could only coexist in perfect equilibrium
with the hero, when the multitude was transformed into a mono-
lithic unit from which ideological dissent was excluded. In turn,
the hero had to be ‘an exceptional man’ destined, as Giménez
Caballero would have it, to failure and the incomprehension of his
people: ‘The hero or protagonist aspires to inaccessible goals, the
outcome of which must always be unfortunate.’ [RyS 62-63] The
image of a hero sacrificed in the redemption of his people, who do
not understand ‘the superhuman efforts of the hero nor the solu-
tions offered by him, as a revelation, to the deepest desires of man’
[RyS 68], is the same as that of the Savonarola so admired by
Giménez Caballero. Copeau’s production provided the formula to
be attempted by fascist theatre as soon as the new Spain was born,
and where, one imagines, the hero would finally emerge victori-
ous and impose his solutions on the disoriented mass. Until this
fortunate situation should arise, the tragedy in which the hero
fails, would contribute to making the subjugated mass feel the
obligation to support the efforts of the national leader.

Once the Civil War had ended, in a Spain led by its charismatic
leader Franco, the Falange had control of propaganda and the
majority of cultural affairs until the end of the Second World War,
especially from 1939 to 1941. Leaving aside the question of
whether the Franco régime was fascist in character or not, we can
say that Falange, which professed a fascist ideology, played a sig-
nificant rôle in the cultural life of Spain just after the Civil War.
Escorial, the first journal dedicated to cultural affairs in Franco’s
Spain, was founded and directed by Falangist poets and intellec-
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tuals, who deliberately chose an emblematic name that implied
obeisance to the supreme symbol of fascist aesthetics as proposed
by Giménez Caballero. Between 1940, when Escorial was created,
and the end of 1941, no article appeared which openly challenged
the aesthetic values of the Falangist élite.26

It was, however, the Falangist élite itself that gradually modified
its positions, consequently opening the way for other aesthetic
positions in the postwar years.27 As regards the theatre, the
changes can be detected quite early. Gonzalo Torrente Ballester’s
article of 1941, ‘Cincuenta años de teatro español y algunas cosas
más’,28 introduced some important modifications to the fascist
model of theatre as developed in the 1930s. This essay centres on
the possibility of creating a new national theatre in Spain. He
defined this as a ‘spectacle that displays the coinciding ideals of the
Motherland, as historical subject, and its people.’[CAT 254] Tor-
rente, who did not conceal his desire for such a theatre, explains
that this could only come about when a Spanish people existed:

National theatres coexisted with a community of ideals between
the different classes into which Spanish, or English, society is
divided. Despite and above their differences, higher and lower
nobility, clergy, bourgeois and villains knew themselves to be
involved in something common to all and closely related to the life
of the Motherland. [CAT 254]

The text did not therefore reject one of the key myths of fascist ide-
ology: that of the national community over and above the social
classes. In fact, the rest of the essay consists of a review of the his-
tory of Spanish theatre from the eighteenth century up to the
avant-garde, with no aim other than to demonstrate that the deca-
dence of national theatre was caused by the division between the
social classes and the consequent break-up of the ‘spiritual unity
of Spain’. [CAT 255] Modern rationalism is presented as being
closely linked with the ‘death’ of national theatre:

In the eighteenth century that profound communion between the
Homeland and the people and also between the different classes
disappeared. The Homeland adopted courses, whether good or
bad, that the people neither felt nor knew; society had broken the
union of its classes, who already had little in common. [CAT 255]

This situation had become worse in the last two centuries: in
the nineteenth century because ‘the Spanish people were much
very like a family which, with no regard for anything else, had
given itself up to petty squabbling’; [CAT 256] and in the twenti-
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eth century because ‘Spanish society from 1898 to 1936 is divided
into impenetrable strata.’[CAT 264] The conclusion is that ‘the
miracle of a national theatre’ would be impossible as long as it is
directed to ‘a senseless society, inattentive to history and indiffer-
ent to the Motherland.’ CAT 278] Nothing in Torrente’s article sug-
gests that since then any such miracle had taken place. The
two-fold task of creating a national theatre and a national com-
munity was still entrusted to the future: ‘our future as a nation is
at present linked to that of our dramatic works.’[CAT 278]

Although the myth of social unity persists, the change with
regard to the 1937 essay consists in the fact that there is not the
slightest allusion to what the form or content of the new theatre
should be. In other words, there is no explicit mention of a formula
for the new theatre. If such a formula did exist, it would have to
be culled from the positive or negative appraisals that Torrente
made of the playwrights he reviewed. In this sense, Torrente’s
article is quite exceptional, given the context in which it was writ-
ten. See, for example, what he says about Galdós: ‘Galdós is an
extraordinary figure of our dramatic art, worthy of being revived
and studied with more love and veneration than certain scare-
crows of the nineteenth century. Even though he was liberal and
anti-clerical.’ [CAT 258]

The generation of ‘98, which was officially reinstated in 1945,
was also highly esteemed by Torrente who, in 1941, stood in oppo-
sition to the more inflexible sectors of culture in Franco’s Spain: ‘In
a literary sense, the generation of ‘98 is the most important in
Spain since the seventeenth century.’ [CAT 259] He also recognises
the ‘very highest poetic and dramatic qualities’ [CAT 277] of Valle-
Inclán, Azorín, Unamuno, the Machado brothers and even García
Lorca, whom he dares to mention.

Together with this abundance of positive appraisals of modern
Spanish theatre, Torrente’s essay also reveals contempt of all imi-
tations of Spanish classical theatre. The theatre, he argued, could
not persist in ‘living off the values of a defunct social system’, and
historical-poetic theatre would take as ‘valid a few dead things on
which it attempts to base itself’.[CAT 271] Torrente’s essay thus
represents a modification of the fascist formula for the theatre: the
heroic is not imposed here as the only formula for Spanish theatre.
Just as the model for poetry based on Garcilaso began to widen its
limits just after the Civil War and the technical and formal inno-
vations of modern poetry were admitted, so the model for the the-
atre based on Lope gave way to a much more flexible norm, that
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did not demand the sacrifice of a hero for his people. Until the
appearance of that new and mythical national theatre, the Falan-
gist élite thought it appropriate to recover all that it could of the
theatrical traditions, which had previously been shunned in order
to give preference to what was then regarded as the only gen-
uinely national model for a Spanish theatre.

Nonetheless, the elimination of the heroic as a component of
theatrical aesthetics was slow. The most recalcitrant Falangists
continued to favour a theatre with classical echoes. In 1942, Tomás
Borrás, the theatre critic of Cuadernos de Literatura Contemporánea
and one-time head of the Sindicato Nacional del Espectáculo, still
made positive appraisals of works like El estudiante endiablado by
Eduardo Marquina because of its ‘classical flavour’ and its ‘Castil-
ian tone, true to the spirit of Lope’.29 However by 1942, together
with the positive valuation of classical inspiration, it was common
to find praise of all that revealed awareness and mastery of mod-
ern dramatic literature. The Falangist poet and playwright
Eduardo Juliá Martínez, who wrote a verse drama as late as 1944,
reviewed Marquina’s El esudiante endiablado. Apart from the remi-
niscences of Lope and Calderón, he also emphasised the ‘influence
of Victor Hugo, (…) Guerra Junqueiro, Eça de Queiroz and Baude-
laire’, to whom he later added the names of ‘Anatole France, Valle-
Inclán and other modern authors.’30 (My italics).

The evolution of the Falange’s theatrical aesthetics did not
imply that the Falange had ceased to be fascist, but rather, in
response to the pragmatic nature of fascist ideology, it adapted to
the changing circumstances. In general, fascism reveals its revolu-
tionary aspect only when trying to obtain power, and when
installed, it substitutes it with the fiercest conservatism.31 If we
also consider that, in the case of Spain, Falange had to share con-
trol of cultural affairs with the Ministry of Education (which
Franco’s eclectic régime always put in charge of traditional
Catholics), it becomes clear that they could not maintain their
utopian-revolutionary fervour for long. The policy of normalisa-
tion that all fascist régimes apply when they take power also
affected the cultural sphere. As regards aesthetics (including the-
atrical aesthetics), this meant the acceptance of the most traditional
forms of the preceding ages and of those trends in contemporary
world theatre that were considered innocuous.

Nevertheless, revolutionary rhetoric continued to be an impor-
tant component of many Falangist texts in the years immediately
following the Civil War. At least until the final defeat of the Axis
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powers in the Second World War, it occupied pride of place along
with the rhetoric of national reconciliation. To conclude, here is
Tomás Borrás’ 1942 interpretation of the most recent history of
Spanish theatre, in which he combines the fascist myths of regen-
eration and populism:

Handed over to utilitarian, profiteering impresarios, considered
solely as a business, the theatre languished as a victim of the idea
that only ‘whatever was profitable’ should be staged (…). Today, in
the Spain of the Falange, the right course has been taken, and I am
honoured, as head of the Union, to have been the rescuer and
organiser of one of the playhouses in Spain that uphold the stan-
dard that the theatre is an art for the people.32
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12
Theatre and Falangism at the 

Beginning of the Franco Régime

Francisco Linares
Translated by R. I. MacCandless

With the final victory of the rebels against the Second Spanish
Republic (Madrid was taken on 28 March 1939 and the last

war communiqué issued on 3 April), the new State tended to
intervene in all aspects of life in the country, not only because of
the outcome of the war, but also because of the régime’s authori-
tarian conception of society. Falangism provided a fascist vision of
a hierarchically organised State, in which justice and culture
would supposedly be achieved by overcoming petty individual
interests and abolishing the class struggle. The theatre played a
certain rôle in this attempt, although, as in other areas, no fully
developed plan of action was ever produced. Nonetheless, the
performing arts were regarded as an important instrument by
which to influence public opinion and to improve the standards
of Spanish cultural production, mainly by a) diffusing particular
aesthetic values, and b) controlling the theatre as a socio-eco-
nomic activity.

Administration and regulation of theatrical activity

When considering theatre in Spain immediately after the Civil
War, we must bear in mind the question of organisation.1 One of
the most exceptional socio-economic measures taken by the new
régime (on 26 January 1940) was the creation of the single trade
union divided into productive branches, whose declared purpose
was to make ‘human relations’ overcome economic interests. The
Sindicato Único de Espectáculos was also meant to safeguard the
artistic dimension of the theatre in the face of economic pressure. In
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the case of a theatre of national interest the State would cover
expenses and make its patronage more effective by promoting
‘advanced creativity’.2 However, the real aim was to impose guide-
lines for labour relations, just as in any other area of production.
Since this semi-fascist union had control over all aspects of theatri-
cal activity, there was also the possibility of applying the as yet
poorly defined aesthetics of the Falange.3 However, in the end the
entire process was reduced to little more than labour control,
which effectively penalised the traditional theatre organisations
and prevented the profession from achieving real improvements.4

During the Civil War, the Falange Epañola-JONS and its union
CONS (Central Obrera Nacional Sindicalista) had promoted the
formation of theatre groups with the aim of providing entertain-
ment and propaganda. In cases such as ‘La Tarumba’, these com-
panies took advantage of the aesthetic and organisational
initiatives already undertaken during the Republic in order to
revitalise the ailing Spanish theatre scene. It is not the aim of this
essay to examine in detail the artistic and political concepts of
these groups; however, it is significant that in 1938 the Falangist
writer Dionisio Ridruejo5 was named head of the press and pro-
paganda services under control of the Minister of the Interior, Ser-
rano Suñer. Ridruejo promoted the foundation of the Falangist
theatre group that staged José de Valdivieso’s El hospital de los locos
in Segovia, later to develop into the Compañía de Teatro Nacional
de FET y de las JONS, a company that was made up of non-pro-
fessional actors, but supported by State subsidies. The group’s
organisation and objectives – in particular, their concentration on
the works of classical Spanish playwrights – were frequently
referred to as a model that other companies ought to emulate.

After the Civil War, many theatres were confiscated, especially
in Madrid, where most theatrical activity was concentrated. The
Junta de Espectáculos de Madrid, formed early in 1937 by the
Republican authorities, was seized and control was handed over to
the Sindicato de la Industria Cinematográfica y Espectáculos
Públicos de FET y de las JONS. Nonetheless, a few days later (on 4
April 1939), the theatres, after having been purged, were returned
to their owners and the pre-Civil War organisation of theatrical
activity was restored on the basis of private initiative rather than
State direction. Therefore, the formulae envisaged by the Falange
could only be imposed in part.

The State that came into being in 1939 – which was not the State
that the Falange had intended to create – concentrated on exercis-
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ing rigid censorship and taking legal measures designed to main-
tain standards of decency and order. The only modification to the
Reglamento de Espectáculos Públicos (1935) concerned article 102,
dealing with the Central Consultiva e Inspectora de Espectáculos.6

Given the power of censorship, this was not a minor intervention,
but we can still say that, on the whole, the organisation of theatri-
cal activity did not change.7

On the other hand, the setting up of two National Theatres in
1940 was important both in itself and in the effect it had on the
commercial theatre business. In 1939, the State theatre policy as
directed by the Propaganda Service under the control of the
Falange could still be identified with the activity of the Falange’s
Compañía de Teatro Nacional.8 The National Theatres developed
out of this company, although the idea of a national theatre and of
the popular nature of its activity did not originate in the Falange
itself. A Junta Nacional de Teatros y Conciertos had been in exis-
tence since 1938 and was turned, in 1940, into the Consejo Nacional
de Teatro.9 Luís Escobar, who had been the first director of the
Falange’s Compañía de Teatro Nacional, was appointed director of
the ‘María Guerrero’ National Theatre, but the conservatively ori-
ented council and its president, the playwright Eduardo Marquina,
acted as a counterbalance to the ideological influence of the
Falange. The National Theatres stood under the control of the Min-
istry of National Education as distinct from the Propaganda Ser-
vice. According to the law of 1940, the Comisario General de
Teatros was responsible for their management and had to follow
instructions from both sides.

The second National Theatre, called the ‘Español’, was set up a
few months later by the Sindicato Nacional del Espectáculo. This
project combined the constitution of a National Theatre that Felipe
Lluch had favoured since the time of the Republic, with the desire
for intervention of the Falangist syndicate, one of whose leaders
was Lluch.

The two National Theatres, at the Teatro Español and the Teatro
María Guerrero, exercised considerable influence from 1940
onwards.10 The same can be said about the Teatro Español Uni-
versitario (TEU), which was financially supported and managed
by the Sindicato Español Universitario (SEU). Apart from the TEU
in Madrid under the direction of Modesto Higueras, who had
been a member of Lorca’s troupe ‘La Barraca’, the organisation
comprised theatre groups in different provincial capitals, where
deliberate attempts were undertaken to establish a new type of
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theatre. Paradoxically, despite their dependence on the Falange,
these theatre groups and the publications of the SEU were vehicles
for interests opposed to the Franco régime.

The first theatrical journal of the post-Civil War period11 ap-
peared in connection with the university theatre of Granada, where
the director José Tamayo became well known, before founding the
‘Lope de Vega’ company towards the end of the 1940s. This was
one of the few examples of rejuvenation in partial harmony with
official policy, which, on the whole and certainly as regards the
regulation of commercial theatre companies, merely perpetuated
the most traditional forms of organisation.

Prevailing theatrical forms and attempts at creating
a fascist theatre in Spain

In order to judge the impact of Falangist theatrical aesthetics on dra-
matic art and theatre production, we must bear in mind the devel-
opment of Spanish theatre throughout the Civil War and immediately
after. Researchers concerned with Spanish theatre of this period have
mainly concentrated on dramatic literature12 and have not looked in
depth at the connections with Falangist ideology.13

The general tendency of the theatre during the Civil War did
not differ greatly from the main trends of the years preceding the
conflict. The taste of the audiences remained basically the same.
Except for some isolated examples of formal and ideological
renewal, most productions provided mere entertainment and
stayed out of touch with the new social and political realities.
There were some cases of a ‘theatre of combat’ that perceived the
need for aesthetic or organisational innovation in line with the
political aspirations of the Republican or National sides. These ini-
tiatives were first encouraged by intellectuals and theatre workers
in the Republic,14 and were later taken up by members of the
opposing side, who attempted to demonstrate that they, too, were
promoting a project of cultural regeneration (this was the case, for
example, of the already mentioned Dionisio Ridruejo).15

This situation did not change with the end of the Civil War,
except for the fact that all forms of Left-wing theatre were com-
pletely stamped out. The entertainments sections of the press in
the immediate post-Civil War years show that audiences mainly
preferred sentimental comedy, pseudo-folkloric plays, etc., which
left little room for serious plays or scenic experimentation.16
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Given this context of popular taste, the ‘new theatre’ that the
Falange sought to create in post-Republican Spain was never to be
more than a statement of intent.17 Falangist collaboration with what
they considered to be ‘vulgar theatre’ was out of the question.18 But
their initial dislike of bourgeois drama, as revealed in reviews of
works by Jacinto Benavente or even Eduardo Marquina himself,19

soon disappeared. As the Falange could not offer any valid alter-
natives, they were forced to accept a more or less controversial
coexistence with what at the time was considered ‘theatrical high
culture’, which consisted mainly of Spanish classical comedy trans-
formed by the standards of bourgeois theatre praxis. Eventually, a
highly eclectic attitude was adopted towards what was considered
the ‘best’ of Spanish and world dramatic literature.

Authors such as Marquina or Benavente, who were the princi-
pal representatives of the culturally prestigious drama during the
Franco years (despite the fact that Benavente was suspected of
Republicanism20), quickly adapted to the new political situation.
Some of their works show occasional signs of propaganda favour-
able to the new régime, but on the whole they cannot be said to fall
within the category of fascist drama. The same is true of other,
more deeply committed playwrights, such as José María Pemán.

Most of the embryonic renewal in the years after the Civil War
was not the product of the ‘new drama’ proposed by the Falange,
but followed dramatic trends already established in the first half
of the century.21 Falangism had, in fact, to collude with what J.
Monleón has called ‘Right-wing theatre’ of the time. This parallels
the developments in the political sphere, where Falangist author-
itarianism was respected, but as a Party the Falange became iso-
lated within a Right-wing coalition. 

I shall henceforth concentrate on theatrical manifestations that
fell into line with fascist ideology, although it should be borne in
mind that this did not at all represent the dominant trend in Span-
ish theatre of the Franco period.

The model of Spanish classical theatre 
and the auto sacramental

The artistic policy of the Falange demanded that theatre, just as lit-
erature, had to follow models that predated bourgeois society.22

Indeed, the very idea of following a model was fundamental to
the Falange’s aesthetics of regeneration and uniformity. In the case
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of the theatre this meant emulating the great Spanish drama of the
Golden Age.

Before the Civil War there had been several attempts to rein-
state forms of Spanish classical theatre, especially after the politi-
cal crisis of 1898. Without going into detail on the theoretical
aspects of this attitude, I shall, however, mention some represen-
tative ideas on the subject, held by members of the National side
and taken from the review of a lecture by Eduardo Marquina:

Since Doña Isabel made Spain the united and orderly Kingdom that
was her purpose, Spain needed that magical mirror of national the-
atre to sense its own pulse (…) This theatre for all Spaniards was
created by Lope de Vega, who placed ordinary people at the heart
of his work, and came to an end with Calderón, who placed God at
the heart of his work. (…) Now, at last, Spain has found a new path,
even though her existence may cost life-blood and death-wail.23

The idea of a triumphant return of the classical theatre, especially
to a theatre in the mould of Calderón, had already been heralded
by Samuel Ros in his review of the production of La Cena del Rey
Baltasar in the Retiro gardens in Madrid. Emphasis was placed
more on the political aspects than the Catholic element:

The choice of setting was the initial success of the production. To
our instincts or our understanding, the sight of the cannon raised
on high and bathed in intense light was like comprehending the
changes brought to our time by Victory represented by a physical
and audible monument. We also experienced the recovery of a style
and emotion that Carlos III expelled from Spain with the Jesuits.
The cries of defeat and fear of Moratín, who had attacked (…) our
entire National Theatre, whirled about just offstage accompanied
by the dark ages of theatre.24

This was the first production of the Teatro Nacional de Falange in
the recently ‘liberated’ Madrid. Both the play and its review fol-
low on from José de Valdivieso’s El hospital de los locos, also staged
by Teatro Nacional de Falange and reviewed in Vértice.25 Here, too,
the setting underlined the metaphysical conflict and subsequent
victory of good over evil, to be understood as a correlative to the
triumph of the National side.

However, despite several spectacular stagings of plays that
belonged to the genre of the auto sacramental, this type of religious
drama did not offer enough opportunities for the proposed
renewal of the theatre. In fact, in the Golden Age, religious theatre
represented the most conservative and anti-theatrical tendency, as
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it was more concerned with propagating religious dogmas than
depicting individual characters. The problem was not that the
Falange had any lack of regard for the theatre of the Middle Ages,
but that the theatre-going public demanded more action-oriented
drama. The Delegación de Arte of the Madrid SEU published a sig-
nificant article on this question,26 insisting that the theatre should
contain a ‘suggestion of humanity’, a concept frequently referred to
in Falangist artistic policy and, in my opinion, contrary to abstrac-
tion, but not to dogma. The Falange favoured the classical model of
theatre, because apart from its allegorical or symbolic nature it also
contained a heroic dimension, it possessed a propagandistic func-
tion, and was accessible to all social classes.

Falangist theatre during the Civil War

Fascist ideology in Spain was different from comparable phenom-
ena in Italy or Germany, in as much as it was developed and took
shape in the context of a civil war. Similarly, fascist theatre aes-
thetics were intimately linked to the prerequisites of war propa-
ganda. But in contrast to those critics who have most recently
associated all patriotic drama of the National side with fascism,27

we must be careful not to confound the Nationalists with the
Falangists. When José Antonio Primo de Rivera proposed a mili-
tary-like discipline for the running of the State, he was basically
referring to the functional application of discipline and not to the
use of force. This means that under certain circumstances the cul-
tural bodies would need to modify their activities in order to
attend to the interests of the State. This hypothesis will be of use to
us when identifying the relationship between the Falange and a
type of theatre that had no clearly defined ideological orientation.
First, though, let us examine some examples of productions asso-
ciated with the Civil War.

On 12 December 1936, the ‘dramatic comedy, in three acts, in
verse’ ¡España, inmortal!, by the now fortunately forgotten Sotero
Otero del Pozo, had its première in Valladolid.28 The only aim of
this play, which was also produced successfully at other theatres,
was to foment the unity of the Fatherland. The drama explains
the aim of the Civil War as defending the true Spain, led by the
Army and the Militia, against the ‘rabble and international putre-
faction’. Falange Española is praised, but, in line with the call to

216 Francisco Linares

Berghaus Ch 12.qxd  1/9/09  5:47 PM  Page 216



unity, the play points out the need for it to join forces with the tra-
ditionalist Requetés.

This is, in essence, the content of the drama according to its
preamble and the newspaper reviews published jointly with the
text. However, the play itself follows a conventional scheme easily
adapted to the theme of the Civil War, thus allowing the introduc-
tion of tirades along the ideological lines described above. The
plot concerns the courtship of a seamstress and a student, rather
more suited to a zarzuela or light comedy, if it were not for the fact
that the girl’s parents have been duped by the Reds and the boy is
a Falangist. The dénouement is provided by the entry of the
National troops into Madrid, some time before the actual event.

Although the play does the Falange no favours by suggesting
that it join forces with the Requetés, the repentance of the militant
pro-marxist Blas expresses a typically fascist line of thought. Blas’s
infliction (he has been blinded by shrapnel) makes him see the
error of his ways, together with the virtues of a heroic adventure
that contains ‘the harmony of the violin and the perfume of a
rose’. From this moment on, he belongs to the ‘world of the blind’,
who are turned in on themselves and have been purged of their
cruel instincts. This is the world of the National forces, who,
although metaphorically blinded by their spiritual hierarchy, have
obtained an exemplary victory – a victory that is both convincing
and revealing for Blas, whom they have physically blinded. When
the moment came to defend themselves, they compensated their
lack of rational and empirical discernment with a daring accep-
tance of death:

When the time has come
To receive great harm
Prepare yourself for death
Blind, mad and violent.29

The idea of a regenerative catastrophe is here combined with the
commonplace of the blind man who ‘sees’ more clearly because of
his physical condition. Blas no longer has to ask forgiveness, for
he has been cleansed by the war. He now perceives a more sub-
lime reality, in which he participates by taking Holy Communion.
This suggestion of spiritual enhancement arising out of a physical
handicap, underlies many plays of the period and gives them a
mystic dimension.

Rafael Duyos’ dramatic poem, Romance Azul, was part of the
repertoire of the Falangist combat theatre ‘La Tarumba’.30 It exalts
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the sacrifice of comrade Luís Platero, who, having had no regard
for life, has not died, but has gone to occupy a place among the
stars in Heaven. The brief plot attempts to use the emotional impact
of the anecdote to draw the audience together in the same belief:

Silence! The breeze has stopped.
The moon as well. Silence!
Everything seems
Set in a dream. (…)
A hundred thousand blueshirts
Are singing the Credo.
A hundred thousand blueshirts
Mad with Peace and Empire.

On 17 December 1936, La Nueva España31 by José Gómez Sánchez-
Reina was performed for the first time in Granada. The theatre
critic of ABC in Seville said of this self-proclaimed ‘scenic report’:

The performance was a new work in tune with those fervently
patriotic youths who, ‘cara al sol’, undertook the sacred task
together with the Army of creating the new Spain we all desire.
Was it theatre? Episodic report? A cinematographic vision of the
feats and achievements of the present struggle? This new work con-
tains a little of all this.

The novelty of the production lay in its fragmented structure,
with each of the three acts being made up of three Estampas or
‘prints’, depicting different episodes of the war. The forms used
ranged from farce to melodrama to the National proclamation of
insurrection on Radio Seville. The aim was inflammatory rather
than dramatic. In this sense, the allegorical opening and close of
the play were significant, as they controlled the viewers’ interpre-
tation of the play, allegory being a classical device that became
quite common in Falangist drama. The work begins with the
dejection of the Motherland, represented by a woman in sixteenth-
century Spanish costume, and ends with the ‘vision’ of the New
Spain, using rather successful lighting techniques. At the première
in Granada, an atmosphere of enthusiasm and excitement was cre-
ated by festive garlands and the singing of anthems in the pres-
ence of high-ranking State officials.

The three examples discussed here represented different con-
cepts of ‘combat theatre’ in the National zone, but they did not
show any significantly new elements. Rather, they were sympto-
matic theatrical manifestations of fascist ideas that justified the
armed uprising against the Second Republic. The same attitude
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persisted after the end of the Civil War, but instead of making ref-
erence to specific events in the struggle, these plays celebrated
Spanish history in more general terms. Both types of drama
depicted social or national conflicts as a temporary alienation
from religious, historic or human values, which in the future will
prevail again.

Symbolic theatre

The attempts to create modern mystery plays in the mould of the
auto sacramental are of particular interest in the sphere of what we
might call symbolic theatre, since, as we have already seen, this
genre came to be associated with the events of the Civil War. How-
ever, the auto had already been revived at the end of the 1920s.
When Rafael Alberti wrote the controversial and anti-religious El
hombre deshabitado (published 1930, staged 1931), there was, natu-
rally, a reaction in the form of attempts to re-establish the tradi-
tional auto or to reintroduce traditional religious drama in a
modern format.

Gonzalo Torrente Ballester’s El casamiento engañoso was the
most significant modern auto sacramental,32 since it won a compe-
tition created by Ridruejo, in which forty-seven other plays were
entered.33 This and other early plays by Torrente Ballester34 con-
form to his theoretical position,35 which in many ways was similar
to the aesthetics of Ernesto Giménez Caballero and also to the
Falangist concepts of order, unity and harmony that were regu-
larly propagated on the pages of Jerarquía.

The link with the past can be seen in the Argumentador’s initial
reminder of the times when Man possessed two weapons, the
sword and syllogistic reasoning, which ‘fulfilled their duty by pro-
viding symbols and intelligible, accessible forms for ideas, in a
world where the arts were understood in an orderly fashion.’

El casamiento engañoso presents the conflict between Man and
technology. Leviathan, who is responsible for this, demands that
Man relinquish his servants, Liberty, Theological Virtues and
Masculine Virtues. After Man’s fall into deception, the conflict is
resolved with his repentance and the exaltation of the Eucharist.
This intimates that there is a predetermined solution for all human
conflict. Although this auto may seem to be only defending tradi-
tion and religion against technology, it not a religious work in the
traditional sense, nor does it completely negate the values of tech-
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nology. It is rather a representation of an attitude, sanctioned by
the Falange, towards the troubles of Modern Man and a way to
escape from them. First of all, it deals with the reinstatement of
Truth, which, in the writer’s craft, is expressed through poetry
and symbolism. Secondly, the leaders are the incarnation of this
Truth on the lower scale of ideas, which is social rather than theo-
logical. Lastly, there is an appeal to national identity, for this is the
same Truth that Spain defended when it fought for Catholicism in
its period of splendour.36

Another example of this type of drama is En el otro cuarto, a
short play by Samuel Ros, first performed with considerable suc-
cess in the Alcázar theatre in Madrid in 1940.37 Without recourse to
religious or political allegory, this play presents a poetic synthesis
of a man’s life while attempting to transmit the dynamics of mate-
riality and spirituality. The man tries to escape the allure and the
bounds of the female breast (‘I run so that the earth will not grasp
me and tie me down with roots […]. I shall only be at peace in the
sea’), but after a time he feels the need to return to what he left
behind. The woman understands that her fate is to be sacrificed
and she stabs herself, thus preventing their reunion.

Drama on historical themes

Plays based on historical subjects had an obvious attraction for the
National side, because the recollection of events or personal feats
already partially legitimised by tradition offered plenty of opportu-
nity for exalting Nationalist values. The Spanish classical theatre was
not only a formal model, but also a means of making the historic
period in which the plays were set intelligible to modern audiences. 

Theatre in the mould of the Siglo de Oro (especially the so-called
Spanish comedy) was employed by the Falange to unite the masses
and give an epic dimension to contemporary events. However,
such a ‘heroic new theatre’ was never brought to completion. The
texts that interpreted the Civil War in these terms, such as Y el
Imperio volvía: Poema-Coral-Dramático by Ramón Cue S.J. (staged
and published in Barcelona in 1940), had no artistic value and
evoked little interest in the population. One significant exception
was La mejor reina de España by Luís Felipe Vivanco and Luís Ros-
ales. This ambitious work was published by Ediciones Jerarquía in
1939, and was dedicated to Isabel I of Castile, who established
Spain as a unified State. Mariano Tomás’ Santa Isabel de España was
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staged the same year. However, apart from the vindication of the
Empire, neither this play nor Garcilaso de la Vega by Tomás,38 also
staged in Madrid in 1939, represent any novelty in the tradition of
historic verse drama.

The play by Luís Rosales and Luís Felipe Vivanco was more
closely related to official literary policy, as both authors held posi-
tions of responsibility in the cultural hierarchy. It was given the
subtitle ‘Dramatic enactment in a prologue and three acts in verse
and in prose’ to distinguish it from the usual type of drama at the
time. La mejor reina de España is a complex work that makes use of
various theatrical devices from the courtly and popular traditions
of the time in which it is set. It introduces different social strata in
a choric fashion and uses a variety of discursive forms (courtly
subtlety, troubadour verses, popular speech, etc.) in an attempt to
give the impression of a multi-faceted life in the community.

The play begins with a prologue, in which a Dominican friar,
representing the playwright, and a ‘Voice from on High’ intro-
duce the audience to what is about to happen on stage. Since
these events are well-known episodes from Spain’s glorious past,
the audience is able to concentrate on the ideological message,
rather than having to follow the twists and turns of a complex
plot. God has willed the grandeur of Isabel La Catolica, although,
as the friar points out, before this can happen there will be ‘ruin
and desolation on the Crown of Castile’. This is the essential
Truth, and the actual occurrence of what is predestined is only an
‘enactment’ of that Truth. The result is a work of epic character
that opens up an historical (and theological) perspective on what
was happening in Spain in 1939. Depicting different episodes of
the Queen’s life, which were crucial for the recovery of royal
authority in Castile and the establishing of Spain’s national unity,
was part of an obvious political strategy. The Queen’s painful
experiences exemplify, in a poetic fashion, the desires and feel-
ings of a whole people. Isabel’s life becomes a metaphor for the
fate of Spain in the Imperial age as well as the Francoist era, and
affirms the necessity for an authoritarian, hierarchical order of
human society.

The spectacle España una, grande y libre (7 April 1940) was pre-
pared by Felipe Lluch to commemorate the first anniversary of
the National victory and was also inspired by the theatrical mod-
els of the Siglo de Oro. The three parts ‘La famosa de la unidad de
España’, ‘Comedia heroica de la libertad’ and ‘Farsa alegórica de
la grandeza de España’ made use of classical texts and music and
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possessed allegorical, popular and propagandistic qualities. The
production, which inaugurated the ‘Español’ National Theatre39

was, in its aesthetic quality, quite original and far superior to the
other premieres of the season.

Restitution of classical authors 
and of works of national interest

Once the new State was able to formulate a policy for the theatre,
the staging of classical works that were innovative in conception
and execution and appropriate to their literary status, was pro-
moted. Both National Theatres were entrusted with the task of
presenting the Spanish theatrical heritage, as well as the works of
recognised contemporary playwrights such as Benavente and
representative examples of classical or contemporary drama
from abroad.

The productions of these plays aimed at offering a most com-
plete realisation of the authors’ conceptions. However, since the lit-
erary attributes of the works were respected above all, little room
was left for creative staging techniques. It was believed that the
texts contained permanent intrinsic values that made them classics
in their own right. In 1942, Tomás Borrás rejected the production of
Peribañez y el comendador de Ocaña on the following terms: ‘Above
all, the plays must not come second to the sets. The debate on the
extent to which director and producer are to complement the
author has already been concluded: the work comes first.’40

The critic Alfredo Marqueríe, who approved of the productions
of the National Theatres, did not miss a chance to emphasise the
importance of the spoken word, especially when he found that a
play had been staged with ‘humility’ and ‘simplicity’: ‘On stage
the word is all. The scenography can be, and is, a delight to the eye
and a sensual joy. But what speaks to the audience’s soul is the
passion of the word, the author’s thoughts and what he makes his
characters say.’41

Some years before, in 1937, the pre-eminence of the word had
been proclaimed in the Falangist journal Vértice: ‘The stage must
not lose its classic tridimensional nature, which has a profound
raison d’être, in the face of all the vain attempts to promote an open
stage, where dialogue loses intimacy and subtlety. Any and all
scenographic innovation is possible within these three dimen-
sions.’42 Although the defence of the proscenium-arch theatre was
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not absolute, these ideas must be kept in mind when judging the
contributions made by the National Theatres. Contemporary crit-
ics who defended the work of the National Theatres, described
their productions as innovatory, modern and experimental,
rivalling even with the work of Bragaglia or Piscator.43 Today,
however, the prevailing opinion is that, despite the introduction of
technical innovations and more meticulous procedures of stage
management, the various productions of the time did not repre-
sent a significant advance in the staging of classical theatre.
Indeed, this can be said of all the theatre of the period. Monleón
maintains that ‘year after year there was a tendency to provide
ostentatious solidity and the prestige of the texts as “culture”,
without carrying out a genuine artistic and ideological process.’44

The uniform results, which were not, as Monleón suggests, the
style of any school, seem therefore to have been due to the con-
scientious application of ‘rules of the trade’. Nonetheless, the idea
of production as technique and craftsmanship in the service of
the grandeur of the classics was in itself an artistic and ideologi-
cal position, even though it was held in the name of negating ide-
ology. The director’s ‘neutrality’ was not only a consequence of
State patronage, but also a condition of the State’s conception of
the theatre.

In 1940, when the National Theatres came into being, the
Falange had control over cultural policy and was to keep it at least
until Serrano Suñer left the Ministry of the Interior. However,
there was already a strong bias within the Falange to forego pro-
pagandistic theatre in favour of more artistic production. An
increase in the number of contemporary plays in the repertoire
was given official sanction and some scenographic innovations
began to be imported from abroad.45

Even though the performative, scenic and musical aspects were
not considered crucial for the understanding of a play, they were
nonetheless taken seriously and carried out according to general
aesthetic rules that helped to harmonise the whole production.
The critics of the time used expressions such as precision, rigour
or propriety when referring to a successful stage production. This
would have involved, for example, the effective stage placement
and choreographed movement of large numbers of characters,
the use of innovative sound and lighting designs, sober, exuber-
ant or historically accurate costumes, evocative or symbolic props
and scenic objects, all in tune with an aesthetic category that we
might call ‘stylised realism’. From the Falangist point of view,
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this artistic principle was opposed to the realist-naturalist trends
of late-nineteenth century theatre and sought to bring across the
idealistic quality of the plays.

Mass spectacles

Finally, Falange promoted theatrical spectacles of a non-literary
kind that were meant to arouse political sentiments and to foster a
national community. Despite the fact that for the purposes of ideo-
logical propaganda the theatre was less effective than other media,
such as radio and cinema, it had the advantage of offering room for
direct participation of the audience.46 The Falange always backed
the idea that the theatre should be directed to the masses, even if
this meant that these ‘masses’ still had to be created. Multitudinous
attendance and the use of large open spaces only occurred on occa-
sions such as the production of autos sacramentales at the Eucharis-
tic Congresses.

Large gatherings of people at religious, sporting or other, not
strictly political, events were exploited for propagandistic pur-
poses. Although the leaders of the régime were aware of the pos-
sibilities that political mass meetings offered for the celebration of
Nationalist values, few of these occasions were actually made use
of. One reason surely was that, unlike Germany or Italy, Spain had
been ravished by a civil war and the profound divisions within
the population could not be disguised. However, there are exam-
ples of mass rituals held for very specific purposes, such as the
transfer of José Antonio Primo de Rivera’s body from Alicante for
burial at the Escorial. The ceremony began on 20 November 1939
and had been devised by the Dirección General de Propaganda as
a spectacular funeral cortège mainly made up of Falangist mili-
tants, who were to parade through different towns and cities
along the route in order to incite people’s devotion. The prepara-
tions were carried out by José Cabanas, Head of the Departamento
de Ceremonial y Plástica, and Samuel Ros, who also provided a
Script for the Route and Ceremony, according to which the partici-
pants and symbols were arranged.47 The different elements of the
spectacle were complemented by press coverage, in many cases
organised by the régime’s Press and Propaganda Service.

A similar mass ceremony was held in May 1940 in the spectac-
ular setting of the Mota Castle in Medina del Campo, organised in
homage to Isabel la Católica, who had died there. The objective of
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this type of liturgical theatre was to subject the masses to an aes-
thetic order, in the knowledge of the ends that could be achieved
by so-called ‘mass aesthetics’.48 Federico Urrutia even went so far
as to compare this to ‘la liturgia nazi’.49 He believed that this type
of emotional participation would lead the individual to find an
answer to his day-to-day problems and that the beauty of this
liturgy would influence the participants’ practical understanding
of life:

The emotion of the superfluous is experienced, and through it one
senses the intensity of the necessary. It is when the Motherland is
perceived in this manner that the State is conceived of as wholly
totalitarian. Not because its laws are ordained by a single criterion
and must be blindly and fervently obeyed, but because those who
obey them are the most zealous defenders of their observance.

The ideas underlying this cultic mass theatre can be extracted
from a newspaper article on a celebration organised by the
Falange.50 The incorporation of the masses was seen as being dif-
ferent from similar festivities in Germany or Italy. The ritual in
question was a large procession of Falangists through the streets
of Madrid on their way to the Escorial with a laurel wreath to lay
on the tomb of José Antonio. This was the central event in the cel-
ebrations to commemorate the fifth anniversary of his death. The
parade was described as a spectacle headed by the Falange, but
given full significance by the emotive participation of a mass of
spectators. As they marched past in silence, the individual char-
acteristics of the participants’ faces were lost in the light of the
torches. The night scenery, the light effects, the rhythm of the
march, the hommage to José Antonio, etc., all combined to pro-
duce an overwhelming effect: ‘Beautiful were the flames and
beautiful the night, as they sailed in search of the vast imperial
monument! Yes, it seemed that the heart of all Spain followed
after them.’ The spectators followed the pageant in hushed
silence and displayed an attitude that was in harmony with the
‘passage of the superb theory’, in other words, the abstract idea
made visible. The quintessence of the spectacle that encompassed
both participants and spectators was order, an order raised to the
higher category of norm, but basically equivalent to discipline,
harmony and coherence, which, according to Falangist aesthetics,
constituted the postulates of artistic creation and, indeed, all cre-
ation. The sense of order had thus created a new Spain, Franco’s
Spain, as manifested in the ordered procession.
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Summary

After the Spanish Civil War, conventional theatre entertainment
was restored to a predominant position and functioned to offer
light relief from the serious business of life. Falangism initially
promoted theatrical works with propagandistic aims, but, as the
movement gradually lost ideological definition, it became com-
mitted to the reinstatement of theatrical culture by the State
through productions, especially of texts from the Golden Age,
whose main artistic function was to provide models to be emu-
lated by other theatres. Acts of political or religious exaltation,
together with the symbols used and the emotional reactions
caused by them, were considered spectacles in themselves not to
be degraded by theatrical trickery. Mere aesthetic values were
renounced in favour of an emphasis on content (ideology). The
Falange also promoted theatrical spectacles of a non-literary, ritu-
alistic kind, involving large numbers of participants and aiming at
a representation of national unity. Mass meetings in large open
spaces were organised according to liturgical principles and were
used to present an image of order, discipline, cohesion and har-
mony under the guidance of the Nationalist leadership.
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13
Competing Together in Fascist Europe

Sport in Early Francoism

John London

Introduction

As a physical activity and collective ritual, sport became an
integral part of the performative language of fascism. It is not

difficult to explain why, since sport draws on the ritualist core of
human instinct. It reinforces the sensation of belonging to a group,
but encourages leaders to develop. These concepts apply equally
to the team member and the spectator; the new-found strength
can be literal, physical strength, as well as a strength derived from
the unity of supporting the same side.

Just before the emergence of Fascism in Italy, Italian Socialists
and Communists realised that sport enhanced solidarity, having
previously thought that it detracted from the unity of working-class
organisations.1 Once Nazism and Fascism assumed total control
over sporting activities in Germany and Italy, official statements on
sports began to underline the concepts of leadership, heroism and
physical strength. As far as there was a fascist ideology of sport, it
posited action over intellect.2 The spectacular culmination of this
action was the Nazi Olympics of 1936 which, according to one
account, constituted a success for the Germans owing to a ‘supre-
macy in mass pageantry’.3 Whatever one’s judgement as to the
identity of the real winners of the 1936 Games, the theatricality of
the occasion is beyond dispute, and it was more than a secular, civic
event. With the performances of the Hallelujah Chorus and Richard
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Strauss’s Olympic Hymn, it touched overtly on a whole tradition of
religious celebrations.4

Such grandiose events involved a stage (the stadium), actors
(athletes) and an audience – the intrinsic elements of theatrical
performance. Indeed, in Fascist Italy, mass spectator sporting
events triumphed over mass participatory ones.5 One could con-
sider this a form of political failure, but it was also a considerable
achievement: the essential point was to involve citizens in the
greatest possible quantities, even if the focus was spectacle rather
than exertion.

However, these details give the impression merely of large-
scale political control, similar to that exercised by fascist régimes
on other forms of culture. In fact, the very nature of sport made
the fascist organisation of it more problematic. The paradoxes lie
at the heart of general attitudes towards sport itself. These atti-
tudes range from the highly competitive to the warmly fraternal.
For a game to work, rules have to be obeyed, a collaboration has
to take place, even if this coming together can act as a channel for
strong aggression.6 The game can enact a kind of war or celebrate
a brotherhood (even sisterhood) of friendly physical exertion in
which the result is relatively unimportant and the only real ene-
mies are fatigue and unsportsmanlike behaviour. Put in national
terms, on the one hand sport can imply virulent imperialism in
which physical might is symbolic of a country’s military strength.
On the other hand, it can suggest proselytising comradeship, in
which the need to compete within one country or against another
exists only to reinforce or establish links, rather than assert supe-
riority. Mussolini’s Socialist-influenced Fascism,7 German
National Socialism and Falangist National Syndicalism, with their
dual emphasis on individual power and communal unity,
inevitably reflect both these extremes. The extremes surface in the
aesthetics as well as the politics of sporting activity.

The aim of this study is to analyse both sporting politics and
aesthetics in early Francoism through an examination of Falangist
ideologies and bureaucratic control of sport. Although compar-
isons can be made with the organisation of sport in Nazi Ger-
many and Fascist Italy, it will also be possible to describe Spanish
sporting encounters in terms of fascist spectacle in the context of
international meetings with the teams of the Axis powers. While
no Spanish event reached the scale of Hitler’s Olympics, many
sports activities in early Francoism were public ceremonies specif-
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ically designed to celebrate the national rebirth to which Roger
Griffin refers.8

Falangist ideologies of sport

Unlike Nazi and Fascist definitions of sport, the development of
Falangist ideas took place during an omnipresent armed conflict
and were thus continually related to military progress. Falangists
had to define their position in contrast to the conceptions of the
Second Republic. Days before the outbreak of the Spanish Civil
War in July 1936, activities on the Left were co-ordinated in the
association called Cultura Popular. The emphasis of the Popular
Front government had been on the promotion of sports which
allowed mass participation and provided an element of socialisa-
tion for marginalised groups.9 There were, in addition, several
compromising links. From the perspective of those fighting against
the Second Republic, one of the most incriminating of these links
was the Soviet tour of the Basque football team in 1937.10

The Falange caricatured sport under the Second Republic as
divisive and effete. As the falangist writer Jacinto Miquelarena
wrote in 1937: ‘Our sport has until now been a sad imitation of
real sport. It served to open gulfs between the regions. (...) Win-
ning in sport is a joy and a reason for justified pride. ¡Arriba
España!’ (‘Long live Spain!’, the Falangist motto).11 For Mique-
larena, the Second Republic was ‘the period in which sportsmen
were the men who did not have a daily shave; the ones who
thought that sport consisted in leaving the café or the bar for two
hours, perhaps every Sunday’.12 Therefore an anonymous writer
of the Falangist newspaper Arriba could claim in 1942, three years
after the end of Civil War: ‘From the former university generation
of adolescents, lost in the dirty amusements of gambling dens
and cafés, we have passed to the intrepid and Olympic youths
born out of war and out of its heroism.’13 Such praise did not pre-
vent a pervasive view that sport had previously been overpoliti-
cised. It was affirmed that money intended for popular sport was
in fact channelled into the funds of ‘Marxist’ parties: ‘Political
aims almost always predominated over purely sporting objec-
tives.’14 Hence there was an official, ultimately hypocritical atti-
tude that new Spanish sporting events would not be treated as
political activities.15
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However, Italian and German training systems, particularly
among the young, were proposed as a basis for Spanish sport,
with all the military baggage that was lumbered with them.16 Dur-
ing the Civil War, Falangist theory came to view war itself as the
ultimate sport: ‘Those who demonstrate such a magnificent talent
for that sublime and tragic sport which is war, should later find
the aptitude to relax and build up their strength in the practice of
ordinary sports.’17 Following the outbreak of the Second World
War, the Third Reich in particular was seen as a model for the pro-
motion of sports among young people.18

Owing to this close connection between sport and war, individ-
ual sports were systematically treated as both central to the current
conflict – the Spanish Civil War – and the peace which would fol-
low it. In an article on skiing, J. Dumas praised those skiers who
had responded to the ‘trumpets of war’. Photographs to accom-
pany his article show mountain battalions on the Aragon front. In
a breathless sentence, Dumas goes on to say that the youths of
today ‘will in peace follow the advance guard which is now trac-
ing parallel tracks, projected into infinity, longing for an Imperial
Spain, the tracks which have been coloured with the blood of those
skiers who fell in a posthumous tribute to sport and, for their
glory, to the Fatherland which lay in danger’.19 Similarly, an exhor-
tation in 1938 to practise gymnastics, to be ‘strong and beautiful’,
defined a frame of mind which was at once sporting and combat-
ive in a more general sense: ‘The existence of a special sporting
mentality is a fact which cannot be denied; and in these difficult
times it is almost indispensable to possess this mentality, which is
precisely the fighting mentality, of endurance, energy, dynamism,
willpower, not forgetting loyalty and honour, inexorable rules in
competitions of this kind.’20 Although the ‘competitions’ refer
directly to gymnastics, the competitive nature of war means that
the same qualities are required for both activities.

In spite of the homages paid to foreign prototypes, the views
quoted above demonstrate how Nationalism was a prominent fea-
ture of Falangist conceptions of sport. This Nationalism was exag-
gerated through a military view of sport and a sporting view of
war. The moral worth of sport was also derived from the disci-
pline it supposedly induced. Juan Deportista [sic] summed up
what he called the ‘two magnificent virtues’ of sport: patriotism
and discipline. According to him, the ‘revolutionary transcen-
dence’ of sports reached all social classes. Moreover, spectator
sport had its exemplary role to play: ‘The idea of sport as specta-
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cle is not reprehensible, because it works as a stimulus, a show of
fervour and propaganda in front of hundreds of thousands of
youths who are attracted and, eventually, won over.’21 The organ-
isation of sports events therefore needed an appropriate propa-
gandistic reflection in press coverage.

The organisation, practice and reporting 
of sport in early Francoism

From the early stages of the Francoist régime, the bureaucracy of
sport was dominated by the amalgamated version of the Falange
created by Franco during the Civil War. General Moscardó, presi-
dent of the Consejo Nacional de Deportes (National Sports Coun-
cil) fixed the tone at the outset by undertaking an official visit to
Nazi Germany in April 1939. He returned with a special plan for
Spanish sport and explained how the Consejo would have its
headquarters in the capital, Madrid, and would consist solely of
military men so that Spanish sportsmen would be subject to mili-
tary discipline.22 Moscardó became head of the renamed Dele-
gación Nacional de Deportes (National Sports Delegation) which
was founded by a decree signed by Franco on 22 February 1941.
Its first article read: ‘The management and promotion of Spanish
sport are entrusted to the Falange Española Tradicionalista y de
las JONS.’23

The repercussions of these new measures were immediate. In
1937, an anti-Republican national soccer team had already
replaced the usual red football shirts with blue ones for a match
against Portugal. The blue shirts of the Falange had their rôle
beyond the confines of the political Party. Once Moscardó was
appointed, he made the change of colour permanent and intro-
duced the compulsory fascist salute before the start of all football
games.24 (In 1934, the Roman Fascist salute had been prescribed
for all Italian sportsmen.25) There was also a purge of suspect play-
ers in Spanish teams. In the realm of football, for example,
although certain players were forgiven for their adherence to the
side which lost the Civil War, there was a semi-official policy of
cleansing among referees.26 However, not even this can compare
to the elimination of Jews and Marxists from sports organisations
in the Third Reich.27

Spain and Fascist Italy showed a similar anti-regionalist atti-
tude. In 1930, provincial Italian sports organisations were sup-
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pressed. The importation of non-Italian players was forbidden.28

Likewise, as a reaction against decadent foreign influences, non-
Spanish words were eliminated. (For example, the football team
called Sporting de Gijón became Deportivo Gijón.29) The cam-
paign against regional sport had already begun in the Francoist
zone during the Civil War. In an article entitled ‘Let’s Make Sport
National’, a journalist wrote: 

Catalonia and the Basque Country, by placing the defence of their
regional championships above the collective rights of the remain-
ing federations, subjected the healthy development of the proper
competitions to what was basically no more than an egotistical
desire to cultivate an autonomy through sporting separatism,
which was always ready to break out at any given moment. This is
something which will necessarily have to end.30

When the stadium of Barcelona Football Club was reopened in
June 1939, a ‘patriotic-sporting event’, presided over by General
Alvarez Arenas, provided a further excuse for asserting the rein-
corporation of Catalonia and all its sports organisations into Spain.
As the general proclaimed: ‘Catalonia for Spain and Spain for Cat-
alonia. ¡Viva España! ¡Viva el Caudillo! ¡Arriba España!’31 The
national policies dictated that regional groups in all sports were
not allowed to use their own languages to describe their identity
or function as teams. The restrictions against Basque and Catalan
teams were particularly fierce. A centralist victory was symbolised
in 1943 by Real Madrid’s defeat of Barcelona by 11 to 1.

The Falangisation of sports was reinforced by the media, above
all the press, which came under the control of censorship. As one
article in Arriba proudly announced: ‘With the Press Law enacted
in 1938, all democratic principles sustained up until then were
valiantly overthrown.’32 Support also came from specifically
Falangist publications. The sports newspaper Marca, founded in
1938 by the Falangist Manuel Fernández Cuesta, developed a
daily circulation of up to 400,000 during Francoism.33 As well as
providing an outlet for official statements and a distinct political
angle on events – above all during the Second World War – it con-
tributed to a sporting vision of political leadership which shared
common themes with Fascist Italy. The image of Mussolini as the
ultimate model sportsman became a Fascist topos. In the words of
one commentator: ‘The Duce is a sportsman in the most elevated
sense, because his physical and moral life are marvellously har-
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monised (...) We feel that nobody can defeat him, that nobody can
bear comparison with him.’34

A front-page article celebrating Marca’s fourth year of publica-
tion fitted Franco into a similar, if less active category (Illustration
13.1). The title runs – ‘A fascist salute (“brazo en alto”) to all Span-
ish sportsmen’ – and is followed by statements which confirm the
anti-Republican stance of the newspaper during ‘our war of sal-
vation’. Beneath a large photograph of Franco, the Caudillo is
described as the ‘captain of Spain, father of our recaptured Home-
land’. The military, sporting and religious metaphors continue: ‘It
is to him that we owe the resurrection and the noble guidance of
our sport.’ Marca joins in welcoming a new sporting era thanks to
the general and shouting ‘¡Arriba España!’35

Franco’s actual behaviour lagged far behind Mussolini’s feats.
The Caudillo never missed football matches on television,
although, besides some tennis and golf, his physical efforts were
concentrated above all on his long hunting and fishing trips.36 Yet
perhaps these passive and active interests were two sides of the
same rough coin. 

Some anthropologists believe that the origin of football is con-
nected to the idea that the ball represents the head of a sacrificial
beast which, once buried, will promote abundant crops.37 Other
theories relate how victors of a battle kicked about the heads of
their enemies once the bodies were in their possession.38 Interest-
ingly enough, Franco displayed similar predilections during his
period in Morocco. He developed a taste for brutality and hence,
the exhibition of severed Moorish heads as trophies was, accord-
ing to one account ‘not uncommon’.39

Whatever the violent details of Franco’s own sporting upbring-
ing, we have observed how Falangist ideologies of sport, beyond
theorising about the relationship between sport and war, locate
the need for praxis in the young. During the Civil War, a training
camp for young Falangists was set up and called ‘Campamento
José Antonio’ after the founder of the movement, José Antonio
Primo de Rivera. It closely resembled Italian training camps.40 A
report on the camp explained how the children played and were
trained in the use of weapons ‘as in a virile sport’.41

However, whereas membership of the Hitler Youth, with its
emphasis on sporting prowess, was compulsory and the Nazi
schools called Napolas involved ‘war games’,42 the Falangists did
not gain complete control over education owing to the important
influence of the Catholic Church in the new régime.43 Carlos Bar-
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ral recounts how, in a school imbued with the rhetoric of José
Antonio, patriotic songs were sung with an arm raised in the fas-
cist salute, but gymnastics were not taken very seriously.44 Other
memoirs relate that, although football was a national obsession
which began at school age, it was practised during playtime, not
as part of the curriculum.45

The enactment of the sporting theories expounded by the
Falangists was thus far from ubiquitous. Nevertheless, when
important meetings of the Falange occurred, young members reg-
ularly demonstrated their regimented discipline in ‘sporting fes-
tivities’ (Illustrations 13.2 and 13.3). Furthermore, reports in
Falangist publications could still emphasise certain ideas when
events such as the first national university games took place. The
connections between war, sport and patriotism remained the same: 

War was also needed so that the steps of these one thousand uni-
versity sportsmen could show their strength on this dirt track.46 It
has also turned out that the fabulous and fiery world of war has
even awoken the excitement of Spaniards to that beautiful adven-
ture called sport. (...) Strong souls and muscles in the service of
something as transcendent as our Fatherland. (...) The sport of the
world which is emerging – our sport – is the sport which requires
the training of the most immortal hours of the Fatherland. A mus-
cle which successfully tilts the discus or javelin will be free from
nerves in aiming the grenade on the necessary day.47

However, because of the period in which Franco came to power,
sporting education remained more a product of war than a real
preparation for it, as in Nazi Germany and Fascist Italy. Of course,
military service for men strengthened a military education. Need-
less to say, when military sporting events occurred, they were
given detailed press coverage.48

The position for women was different and is worth mentioning,
not only because it involved full Falange control, but also because
of the alternative rôle it assigned to female sport. In his brief dis-
cussion of sport in Mein Kampf, Hitler had written that the ‘ideal of
humanity’ within the ‘folkish State’ was ‘in the defiant embodi-
ment of manly strength and in women who are able to bring men
into the world’.49 Falangist programmes for women’s sport
emphasised this secondary, servile function, while allowing for a
certain personal development:

Suitable gymnastics and sport have beneficial effects on women
(...), they help women to reach the fullness of their grace and phys-
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ical harmony; they develop their agility and strength; they awake in
women a sense of discipline and illuminate their intelligence, thus
simultaneously forming a training which is joyful, healthy and hon-
est. They make women more suited for their maternal mission.50

The Sección Femenina of the Falange was under the direct control
of José Antonio’s sister, Pilar Primo de Rivera, who survived
throughout Francoism along with her organisation. Among the
most important rôles for the Sección Femenina was the running
of the six-month long Servicio Social (Social Service), an obliga-
tory female equivalent to military service, based on the Nazi
Arbeitsdienst. Within these six months, ideological content was as
important as practical maternal training in domestic tasks.51 Sport
also played its part, and the Sección Femenina organised every-
thing from skiing competitions,52 to more spectator-based sports
exercises. At a sports display in Murcia in 1941, the submissive
rôle of women according to the Falange was ideally fulfilled: they
lay down in a shape, forming the national coat of arms (Illustra-
tion 13.4). Such events usually took place in the presence of mili-
tary and political figures, who were capable of creating an
atmosphere of bureaucratic pomp. At the closure of the Second
National Gymnastics Championships of the Sección Femenina,
in 1942, Franco’s wife, their daughter Carmencita, Pilar Primo de
Rivera, the Minister of Education and even General Moscardó
were all in attendance.53 The contest received an appropriate
treatment in the Falangist press. Dr Ferreras commented in the
Party paper Arriba that the preceding week had been a ‘magnifi-
cent contribution by Spanish women to their homeland in a
desire to sacrifice and excel’.54

The actual content of the oft-lauded ‘gymnastics’ shows organ-
ised by the Sección Femenina included proceedings far removed
from what one might understand as sport in the usual sense
(Illustration 13.5). An integral part of the Sección Femenina were
the Coros y Danzas (Choruses and Dances), a group created in
1938 and dedicated to performing a debased form of folklore,
which distorted regional traditions in order to exalt an imperial-
ist, but essentially imaginary Spanish past. Movements and ges-
tures considered coarse were excluded, as were songs judged
vulgar. Dance steps and songs which were no longer taught in the
villages where they originated were exclusively passed on to the
Coros y Danzas so that the Falange could ‘safeguard’ popular tra-
dition. Following Nationalist policy, the Coros y Danzas were
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meant to represent regional identities, while in fact they produced
merely visual echoes of local costumes and enveloped them all in
a bland uniformity free from the threatening difference of authen-
tic historical roots.55

The competition in Europe: 
Spain in the Second World War

The extent to which Spain could engage in collective sport with
fascist countries was obviously dictated by its diplomatic standing
until 1945. The most significant and immediate alliance had been
established with Italy and Germany through the military and
financial aid granted to Franco’s forces during the Spanish Civil
War.56 Nevertheless, Franco resisted full intervention in the Sec-
ond World War. He claimed non-belligerency to the West and
made impossible demands on Hitler, so that Germany never
gained the strategic territorial advantage which would have cut
off British access to the Mediterranean. Throughout the war,
Franco was, according to one diplomat, a sort of ‘silent ally’ to the
British-American forces.57

Yet Spain provided practical help for the Axis powers. Once
Hitler turned against the Soviet Union in June 1941, Franco’s anti-
Communist rhetoric could be realised. During the following
month, the Blue Division, consisting largely of Falangist volun-
teers, left for the Russian front. By the time the Division returned,
at the end of 1943, about 47,000 Spaniards had fought on the East-
ern front.58 In addition, 8,000 Spanish workers were sent to Ger-
many by a special government organisation. By May 1942, they
had their own newspaper, called, symbolically, Enlace (‘link’, ‘mar-
riage’).59 Spain continued to supply Germany with wolfram
throughout the war and several Spaniards took part in the final
defence of Berlin.60

By far the most important of these pro-Axis offerings was the
Blue Division, for it permitted the illusion of a genuine political,
military and cultural union of fascist powers. There was a notable
sporting presence in this military contribution. In November 1941,
General Moscardó, already head of the Delegación Nacional de
Deportes, paid the Division an official visit.61 Back home in Spain,
there were sports activities such as pelota and swimming compe-
titions organised to raise money for Falangist comrades on the
Russian front.62 By the beginning of 1943, Barcelona football club
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was broadcasting local football results to members of the Blue
Division every Sunday evening as a sign of patriotic solidarity.63

Soldiers in the Blue Division were involved in a variety of
sports. They played soccer and once held a kind of mock bull-
fight.64 Skiing, that sport highlighted during the Civil War, once
again had its strategic, heroic function: the patrol of Spanish
skiers, headed by Captain Ordás, had to cross Lake Ilmen to sup-
port their besieged German comrades.65 The whole nature of the
deeds of the Division became clouded in an air of sporting adven-
ture. Glorified personal accounts of the actions of the Blue Divi-
sion juggle figures of casualties to set up ‘scores’ of dead, in which
the Soviets ‘lose’ by disproportionately high numbers.66

Spanish football and the Axis powers

Sporting scores with Franco’s political allies had started before the
beginning of the Second World War. In 1937, an anti-Republican
football team had played Portugal in Vigo. Huge portraits of
Franco and Salazar were placed within the stadium. The following
year, the two countries played each other again. Portugal won
both games, the first by 2-1, the second by 1-0. A neo-fascist soli-
darity was further enhanced by the Italian referee who presided
over each game.67

Once the Blue Division had been sent to fight against Commu-
nism, football matches could take place with German and Italian
teams. The disappearance of the Nazi-Soviet Pact meant that there
would no longer be any embarrassing questions about exactly
where Spain stood with regard to the much feared ‘Reds’ who had
supported the Second Republic during the Civil War. Some
encounters could easily be seen within the context of an alliance of
war, because they involved military teams. In November 1941, a
Luftwaffe team came to play Atlético de Aviación, the new
Atlético de Madrid which had been taken over in 1939 by the
Spanish airforce. The Germans won by 3 to 2.68

By the time the Italian airforce came to play Atlético de
Aviación, in December 1942, the ceremonies had been formalised
well beyond the actual match. The visit was an excuse for asser-
tions of fascist brotherhood. On the day after the arrival of the
Italians, Marca printed the following ‘greeting’: ‘We would not ful-
fil the most pleasant duty in opening this issue of Marca, which
feels so strongly about sport and deeply about our fatherland, if
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we did not cordially greet our comrades with our arms raised in
the fascist salute.’ Italian participation in the ‘crusade of liberation’
(the Spanish Civil War) was remembered, and the obligatory
exclamations drew the two countries together again: ‘¡Viva Italia!
¡Arriba España!’69 Before the game, the Italian players, like their
German colleagues in 1941, visited José Antonio Primo de Rivera’s
grave, accompanied by the Spanish team. Two wreaths were laid
and fascist salutes were an integral part of the occasion. Marca dis-
played three photographs on its front page to illustrate the ritual
(Illustration 13.6). A political homage had entered the domain of
sports reporting.

When the game itself took place, the Spaniards won by 6-2,
although the three pages in Marca devoted to reporting the match
were careful to highlight the apparently balanced nature of the
competition: ‘The speed and fighting spirit of the Spaniards sur-
passed the great technical capacity of the Italians.’ The match was
described in terms of a friendly battle: ‘A celebration of sports-
manship and comradeship, serving an elevated, beneficial aim.
Brotherhoods of friendly wings, with a friendship sealed by the
blood of the best. Flags, pennants, anthems. A forest of arms
upraised in the fascist salute.’70 The Italians made another visit
before they returned to Italy. They went to the Alcázar at Toledo,
the scene of an important siege during the early part of the Span-
ish Civil War.71 It is no coincidence that General Moscardó was the
main hero of that siege. When Franco started distributing aristo-
cratic titles in 1947, Moscardó became Count of the Alcázar of
Toledo.72 In the midst of a world war, Spaniards and Italians were
being reminded of another war in which they had participated. 

Whereas the difficulty for those reporting the games against the
Italians lay in stressing an equality of competence, the commenta-
tors of the match against the Luftwaffe had to underline a far from
natural affinity between German and Spanish temperaments. This
accounts for phrases such as ‘that gentle game, without vio-
lence’.73 These attempts to indicate harmony under somewhat
forced circumstances were not unique. Paradoxes lay at the heart
of conceptions of national football, because of forced military
alliances and the problems they caused for ideas of unified iden-
tity. For the third World Football Championship in Germany in
1938, the Austrian team was absorbed into the German one.74 Dur-
ing the Second World War, German teams counted Polish players
amongst them.75 Of the eight international games played by the
Spanish national team in the Second World War, four were against
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Portugal, and one each against neutral Switzerland, occupied
France, Nazi Germany and Fascist Italy. All would bring tensions
of nationhood to light, but the matches against Germany and Italy
are most interesting because of the spectacle they entailed, as well
as the Axis coalition they tried to consolidate.

For both events, the Spanish team travelled across war-torn
Europe in April 1942. The match in Berlin brought sport closest to
military activity. In the words of an anonymous article in Arriba:
‘This friendly nation always held the talents of Spaniards in high
esteem. Today, while our volunteers from the Blue Division are
united with their troops to cleanse the world from Marxist impurity,
Germany takes advantage of this sporting encounter to demon-
strate her profound adherence to Spain.’76 An announcer on Ger-
man radio welcomed ‘Spain and the soldiers of the Blue Division’
and reminded listeners that representatives from the country could
not be present at the inauguration of the Berlin stadium, because
they were already fighting to save Europe from communism.77

The status of Spanish military cooperation was bolstered dur-
ing the match. Beneath the presidential rostrum and alongside the
pitch, accompanied by their nurses, sat wounded members of the
Blue Division who were convalescing in the capital of the Third
Reich. Photographs show both the 100,000 strong crowd and the
players giving the fascist salute before the game. The spectators
stood to sing the national anthems.78

Spanish reports on the game emphasise the ‘church-like silence’
of the stadium. The public was praised precisely for the qualities
to which Falangist theorists of sport aspired, ‘the sense of disci-
pline and sporting education of such an immense mass the spec-
tators , which incarnates the German people’. It was observed that
all the German players were soldiers. There were some whistles of
disapproval when Spanish players gave a slight touch of ‘vio-
lence’ to the encounter. But, of course, what dominated the game
was a ‘sportsmanship of true brothers in arms, without any inci-
dent, disturbance or violence’.79 Efficient marking and precise tac-
tics proved crucial for the Germans and compensated for their
lack of improvisation. In any case, a 1-1 draw avoided the need for
explaining the difference between two styles. In spite of this result
and recent victories against Portugal, Switzerland and France,
Spanish commentators were not over-jubilant, especially when
they considered the forthcoming match against Italy.80

Events proved them right. Italy won by 4-0. In retrospect, there
is plenty of irony in the comments which preceded the game and
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painted a picture of ‘Latin’ football and of two styles ‘born of fra-
ternal techniques, inspired by the same temperamental values’.81

Even if the final score indicated different achievements resulting
from these techniques, the stay of the Spanish players in Milan
became a celebration of tripartite Axis bonding. There was a trade
fair going on during their stay and the day before the match was
declared Spanish Day. Places of honour in San Siro Stadium were
given to 120 war invalids and 100 members of the German naval
and air forces. The spectators, numbering over 60,000, could see
the flags of Italy, Spain and Germany all around the pitch.82 As for
the Spanish players themselves, they were toured around Milan to
view the places that had been so important in the early stages of
the Fascist movement. They visited the Piazza San Sepolcro, the
old editorial offices of Il popolo d’Italia (the newspaper founded by
Mussolini in 1914) and placed wreaths at memorials to the dead.83

All were agreed, in public at least, as to the validity of the result
according to performances on the day. But as if to forestall any exces-
sive triumphalism, a bizarre reminder of greater unity interrupted
the match. After twenty minutes, play was stopped and everybody
was silent for a minute in memory of all those who had died fight-
ing on land, sea and in the air.84 It is another example of how such
sports competitions were always subsumed into a political frame-
work, in which the only losers were those not playing in the same
game. In these cases, it is difficult to talk, as many have done, of
Spanish football as a force for the depoliticisation of the masses.85

Miklos Nyiszli, a Hungarian physician and prisoner at
Auschwitz, recounts how, as a member of the privileged Special
Squad, he once attended a soccer game between a team represent-
ing the SS on guard at the crematorium and a group representing
the Special Squad. Bets were placed, applause was voiced and
players were cheered from both sides, as if the match were taking
place in a village, not a concentration camp.86 This sport, for all the
superficial opposition of the game, was a confirmation of unity,
and allowed only to the most special, most compromised category
of prisoner. To play was to fight, indeed, to fight during a war, but
on the same side as, rather than against, the opposing team.87
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14
Jacques Copeau and 

‘Popular Theatre’ in Vichy France

Serge Added 
Translated by Robin Slaughter

In 1940, Jacques Copeau was aged sixty-one. Founder of the
Vieux-Colombier Theatre in 1913, great reformer of the French

stage, theatre director with a long-standing, international reputa-
tion: how did he adjust his professional career to meet the pro-
found changes France was undergoing during the Vichy years?
What was the nature of his relationship with the new authorities
in charge of the State? 

The German offensive in May 1940 coincided with Copeau’s
appointment as interim Administrator of the Comédie-Française.
In Spring 1941, Copeau wrote what can be considered his ‘theo-
retic testament’: The Popular Theatre.1 It was also during the Vichy
years that Copeau directed what he considered to be his most suc-
cessful production, Le Miracle du pain doré (The Miracle of the Golden
Loaf), given at the Hospice de Beaune in 1943, and wrote his last
play, based on the life of St Francis, Le Petit Pauvre (The Little Poor
Man of Assisi), published by Gallimard in 1946.

This period which was so decisive in the history of contempo-
rary France was, therefore, an equally important moment in
Copeau’s artistic life. This raises the question of whether Copeau’s
theatrical thinking was at that time, when Pétain’s ideas were all-
pervading, contaminated by the same political ideology. The pur-
pose of this chapter is to examine the possible links between the
man, his artistic ideas and the political life of his country.

After the exodus of civilians fleeing before the occupying
forces, Copeau returned to Paris and was faced with the task of
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organising the re-opening not only of the Comédie-Française but
also of the Odéon. The latter theatre had been under the adminis-
tration of Paul Abram who, being Jewish, was immediately
judged undesirable by the new authorities. Copeau was asked to
take over temporarily, which he did with an ill grace, asking to be
replaced as soon as possible. For a while, he was exclusively pre-
occupied with starting up the Comédie-Française. It is worth not-
ing that this fitted in with the desire of the German authorities,
who wanted to ensure that artistic activities were renewed as soon
as possible. Driven by this professional consideration, Copeau
complied with the German requirement that Jews should be
excluded from the Comédie-Française, in spite of his personal
feelings of compassion for those thus persecuted, as we can read
in his Journal.2

Copeau was the first (and for a long time the only) stage director
to be appointed as head of the Comédie-Française. Immediately on
taking office, in May 1940, he organised a special programme
devoted to the poetic works of Péguy, hoping to touch the heart of
the public by presenting patriotic texts that echoed ‘our present dis-
tress’. Copeau sought and won an emotional response from a pub-
lic no longer moved by the ‘classic’ soirées. It seemed to him that the
theatre should root itself in the historical moment and reflect the
current sufferings of society.

The opening night on 7 September 1940 betrayed a worrying
politicisation of the stage. It was a poetic patchwork interlaced
with the watchwords of the collaborationist régime: the return to
life on the land, traditional crafts, the family, the fields, in clear
allusion to Pétain’s Travail, Famille, Patrie. The evening began with
a lecture by Abel Bonnard, a member of the French Academy and
a panegyrist of the extreme Right. The poems had been chosen to
celebrate the values then officially in vogue and were thus pressed
into service under the banner of Pétain’s National Revolution.
Before the programme commenced, Copeau gave a speech very
much in tune with the prevailing mood of self-flagellation, laying
the blame for France’s current misfortunes on France herself
(which was the official government line):

How is it that in the souls even of those undergoing the greatest
ordeals something is already stirring, emerging from the dark and
coming to life, something to which we hesitate to give a name but
which, when tomorrow comes, we shall have to call Hope? Firstly,
it is because we are recognising our mistakes and our sins, confess-
ing them, condemning them and are determined to wipe out our
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errors and make amends. Secondly, it is because in spite of all dis-
asters we maintain a secret but unshakeable faith in the deep pow-
ers of the homeland, in the soul of the race, in the lasting strength
and survival of the French spirit.3

The same show was given another performance on 15 September,
after which this type of programme was discontinued.

Next, in the autumn of 1940, arose the question of confirming
Copeau’s appointment as permanent. The playwright, Edouard
Bourdet, had been appointed Administrator of the Comédie-Fran-
çaise in 1936 by the Popular Front government. In Spring 1940, he
had a car accident and was forced to take a leave. He half prom-
ised Copeau that his retirement would be permanent, but once
recovered, in the Autumn of 1940, he wanted his post back after
all. He even took the opportunity to try to negotiate an extension
of his administrative powers. The Minister of Education, Georges
Ripert, apparently pronounced these proposals ‘consonant with
the new spirit’, and his word was law in those days of unanswer-
able authority. Nonetheless, he turned down Bourdet’s proposals
and required that he resign. Copeau, for his part, found the
Administrator’s chair comfortable, but the Vichy government
extended his interim administration to 31 December 1940; then a
decree was published that made his appointment definitive. 

At that very moment, the German axe fell. The blow was dealt
by Lieutenant Baumann, in charge of the theatre section at the
Propaganda H.Q., even though Karl Epting, the Director of the
German Institute, had tried, unsuccessfully, to make him change
his mind. Baumann had been convinced that Copeau was unfa-
vourably disposed towards Germany. He was right about this, as
the unrelenting hostility to the German occupation, which rises
constantly from the pages of Copeau’s Journal, reveals. Baumann
held a number of grudges against Copeau: firstly because the
sacking of the Jewish actors had been done in a way that was
designed to attract public attention (he would have preferred
more discretion); secondly because Copeau rarely presented him-
self at the Propaganda H.Q.; and thirdly because of the contribu-
tion Copeau’s son, Pascal, had made to Radio-Strasbourg during
the 1939-1940 period of the war. In short, as the new year opened,
the rejection of Copeau was absolute and irrevocable. The occu-
pying powers threatened to close down the Comédie-Française if
he stayed in his post. The Vichy government gave way to the pres-
sure and Copeau was forced to resign.
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Copeau thereupon returned to his Burgundian retreat. How-
ever, his contacts with Vichy were not completely severed. In fact,
Copeau made several visits to the spa town in order to be able to
organise lectures or set up a radio training course at Beaune in
September 1942, headed by himself and Pierre Schaeffer. He also
wrote an article on the theatre, which was incorporated in a pro-
paganda brochure issued by the Ministry of Information.4 When,
in July 1943, he produced The Miracle of the Golden Loaf, the State
was officially represented at the performances at the Beaune Hos-
pice: Dr Ménétral, a close friend of Marshal Pétain, and Louis
Hautecoeur, General Secretary of Fine Arts, turned out at the pre-
mière. Georges Hilaire, who replaced Hautecoeur in April, 1944,
was still considering Copeau for membership of his ‘Council of
Artists’ which was due to advise the ‘Prince’, i.e., Pétain, in his
project of establishing firm structures and strict supervision over
cultural activities throughout the country.

As these facts indicate, Jacques Copeau was highly thought of
in Vichy, the new French capital on the banks of the Allier. His con-
ception of the rôle of the State in the domain of the theatre squared
rather neatly with the idea of a dictatorial régime. A whole chap-
ter of The Popular Theatre is devoted to the topic. In it, he sings the
praises of strong-arm interventionist powers as sources of quality
and originality: ‘Strict control is a guarantee of creative power.
Approval or condemnation from superiors are an insurance
against disorders in public taste.’ As for the reform he longed for,
it could only be brought about under such leadership: ‘It will only
be properly guided and be fertile under the aegis of a stern author-
ity and so long as this latter is well informed.’ Perhaps, at the
beginning of 1941 Copeau could see himself as adviser to the
benevolent despot.

When reading The Popular Theatre, one is invariably struck by
the extent to which it is impregnated with the Pétainist sentiments
of the ‘National Revolution’. From the beginning, Copeau
adopted the self-flagellating tone so popular with Vichy: ‘Our mis-
fortunes have mercilessly proved how heretical our ideas were.’
The reference to medieval mystery plays was intended to validate
a moralistic, edifying kind of theatre, where the spectator ‘feeling
himself to be a sinner, would kneel and beat his breast.’ Praise of
the theatre festivals of Ancient Greece led naturally to a glorifica-
tion of ‘a human philosophy respectful of fate’. Echoing his earlier
insistence on asceticism (the ‘bare boards’ that, in 1913, he had
stipulated for a renewal of the theatre), he now demanded for the
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theatre a building which would be ‘of simple, healthy character, a
home that reflects our present poverty and, one could say, our pre-
sent humiliation.’ But his vision was much wider than these topi-
cal references suggest.

At the beginning of the century, the theatre-going public was, in
the main, limited to one social category: the middle class. These
bourgeoisie were fully satisfied with the dramatic genre that por-
trayed them on stage in light-hearted anecdotes: the boulevard
play. The reformers of the theatre, with Copeau at their head, had
to think where to look for spectators likely to follow them in their
quest for a true art of the theatre. Having first addressed them-
selves to a cultivated, educated public, they were now seized by
nostalgia for the days when the theatre had had a universally
acknowledged function in the life of the people. Ancient Greece
and the Middle Ages offered all the attraction of periods when
dramatic art played a specific social and religious rôle, when the
artist lived in close contact with his public, when the festivals had
the whole population participating in them and giving the life of
the City a distinct rhythm. 

It is unimportant whether this vision of Athenian or medieval
life was accurate or mythified. What counts here is the deeper rea-
son for this nostalgia and its aesthetic dimension. It is not that
unusual for a reformer to draw his inspiration from the past. Dis-
tance and unfamiliarity can lend long-forgotten conventions an
air of novelty, indeed modernity. Greek choruses were revived in
various shapes and formats, or Commedia dell’arte figures turned
up again under various guises. However, renewal through a
return to the past was not only restricted to aesthetic matters; it
was also precisely what Marshal Pétain was claiming to achieve in
politics! This similarity of method, which by no means indicates
similarity of content, may well have led a number of these theatre
reformers to put their trust in Pétain for a time.

These reformers saw their task as having to seek out those spec-
tators, who were staying away from theatres, because ever since
the French Revolution these had been dominated by the bour-
geoisie. In January, 1941, Copeau’s son-in-law, Jean Dasté, drew
up a questionnaire which was sent to a number of theatre practi-
tioners. Throughout it, one can detect a real hunger for a new kind
of spectator. The usual Paris audiences were not considered capa-
ble of instigating a renewal of the theatre. Nor were the drama-
tists, who delivered the regular fare these audiences were
hankering after. Copeau and his fellow reformers believed that a
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new organisation of the theatre would need to attract a wider and
more varied public, which hence would call forth a new type of
playwright. The popular masses were regarded as the fertile soil
capable of giving rise to and nourishing a popular theatre, just as
the Commedia dell’arte had been born of the people and subse-
quently influenced great authors right up to the twentieth century.
But what constituted ‘the people’ in this discourse? It certainly
was not the disadvantaged majority of society. Copeau’s ‘popular
theatre’ was not to follow in the steps of politically committed
companies such as the October Group.5 For him, the ‘people’ con-
sisted of the City as a whole community, involving all classes of
society. Ever since France had become a Republic, the theatre had
been monopolised by a minority, and so now the purpose was to
give it back to the entire community, thus emulating the ancient
Greek drama contests or the performances in front of the porches
of medieval cathedrals.

From defining theatre as a reflection of the life of society, it fol-
lows that a bourgeois society, bowing to the claims of individual-
ism, could only produce a trivial, vulgar dramatic art:

Once the supporting structures of society are fractured by a nega-
tive philosophy, when man’s natural inclinations tend to supplant
any inner discipline, when the bonds of marriage and paternal
authority are loosened so far as to dismantle the family unit, when
love is reduced to carnal appetite and a sense of honour is held up
to derision, when social strata are mixed and beliefs discredited,
(…) when man meets no opposition to his will and takes Dos-
toyevsky’s ‘Everything is permitted’ for his watchword, when there
are no more standards of behaviour, then there is no more comedy,
nor tragedy.6

The decadence of the theatre was considered as being part and
parcel of the decadence of an individualistic, permissive society.
That being the case, only by immersing oneself in the life of the
whole community could the art of drama be re-born. In this
period following the French defeat, a number of dynamic person-
alities in the theatre (animateurs, as they were called by Brasillach)
decided that the renewal of their art would go hand-in-hand with
the National Revolution. And Jean Dasté was prophesying in Jan-
uary 1941:

It seems to me that the theatre will only resume its true rôle if it is
enabled to do so by a general transformation of society, like that
which is already under way and for which many people are work-
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ing: this National Revolution that Marshal Pétain has promised us.
I believe that when this comes about, a fresh organisation will allow
workers to flock in great numbers to the theatre as if taking part in
a public celebration.7

The high ideals of a theatre that is fulfilling its rôle in the life of the
City (its mission being not only to entertain but to represent ideas
and feelings), and the no less high ideals of a democratic State (to
bring together the greatest number of citizens, particularly those
that had been traditionally excluded) were welded together in ‘a
theatre of the Nation. Not a “theatre of class and conflict”, but a
theatre of reunion and regeneration’.8 This dream was for a social
transformation similar to the one Pétain was preaching. Of course,
nothing of the kind was ever to take place. We have here a mis-
taken analysis of the political and cultural situation of occupied
France. The Vichy régime did not integrate the underprivileged
into society, and the social revolution never got beyond being a
theme for speeches. However, there is evidence here that the polit-
ical changes that followed soon after the shock of military defeat
attracted people of the theatre to Pétain’s programme of national
renewal, because they saw in it a possibility of realising their old
dreams of a reformed and democratic theatre. The government’s
discourse, anti-individualistic and pro-community, could not but
touch a responsive chord in those hopeful of turning the theatre,
no longer hamstrung by mercantile considerations, into an instru-
ment of the community.

Bearer of a global vision of their art, Copeau did not define the
theatre merely as a reflection or a mouthpiece of the public. His
concept of a ‘popular theatre’ carried the mark of his preoccupa-
tion with religion at this period. Theatre became like a liturgical
service. Its vocation was to gather together the whole of the City in
one place, to establish a community feeling in the public, to weld
the mass of spectators into one living body. Here, the will to
democracy (making theatrical culture accessible to all levels of
society) found its true expression. This theatre of communion was
not a promiscuous mixing of social ranks, but implied the settling
of everyone in their place in a clearly defined social hierarchy. On
closer examination, we see that the unity desired could only be
national unity. ‘Popular theatre’, according to Léon Chancerel, ‘is
by definition a theatre which unites all the classes of a people’; it
is a powerful factor of social integration, ‘which gathers together
and unites in laughter and in tears.’9 Those who followed this line
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of thinking expressed it most readily in giving great prominence
to the ‘classics’ and above all to the celebration of feast days, both
National (Joan of Arc, etc.) and religious (e.g., Christmas, Easter,
St. John’s Day in midsummer). For, in order to make a theatre
audience feel as one, in spite of all differences and antagonisms, it
was necessary to find subjects instantly understood by all and
inspiring the same emotions in each and every spectator. 

Copeau had called for such celebrations with a religious basis in
The Popular Theatre, and he himself practised what he preached
when he produced The Miracle of the Golden Loaf on the occasion of
the five-hundredth anniversary of the Hôtel-Dieu of Beaune in
July 1943. These performances were, as far as he was concerned,
one of the high points of his theatrical career. For him, they were
‘the perfect example of a sacred celebration.’ The performances, in
the open air, were preceded by a mass with high dignitaries of the
Church and the representatives of the State. Copeau was delighted
with the composition of the audience, ‘this mixture of the humble
people and the aristocracy’, which he so much desired. ‘At the end
of the Miracle’, wrote Copeau in September, 1943, ‘there arose the
sound of the Te Deum and the bells pealed out. The bishops were
weeping. The whole town was caught up in the same emotion. It
was like a truce in the present and an omen for the future.’10 The
‘truce in the present’ nevertheless made the front page of the news-
papers and magazines,11 and the Hospice took care to hide the
identity of the ‘generous donor’ who gave a cheque for 100,000
francs (out of a total of 511,686 francs taken). The person in ques-
tion was in fact Adolf Segnitz, representative of the Reich in charge
of imports and who had bought half of the grape harvest of the
Hospice de Beaune in 1941.

The presence of these official representatives cannot be ac-
cepted as being without political significance. It raises at the very
least one question: in spite of Copeau’s conviction that he was
apolitical, can we establish links between him and the ideology of
the time?

Copeau’s concept of ‘Popular Theatre’ indicated in many ways
the entry of Pétainist thought into the theatre. Certainly, it is not
possible to define a single Vichy ideology. From both the syn-
chronic and the diachronic point of view it is simpler to speak in
terms of plurality. But even so, the idea of the Community does
constitute one of the central points in the ideological nebula sur-
rounding the National Revolution. Being the idea that held
together the triptych ‘Work, Family, Fatherland’, it was the object
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of much theorising. The salvation of France, according to a num-
ber of ideologues, lay in the restoration of the basic communities
(the fatherland being the community of communities): family,
province, craft guild. Pétain had declared individualism ‘the
source of all the ills of which we so nearly perished’, and he had
set an ideological trend when he proposed a French form of
authoritarian régime that would put the community above the
State (thus distinguishing itself from fascist theorists, who asserted
the primacy of the State). Representing a ‘third way’, opposed
equally to individualism and collectivism, it aimed at establishing
a hierarchical society, a society of leaders with personal power, an
authoritarian society, responsible and closely-knit. The ever-pre-
sent fear of a break-up of society formed the basis of this ideolog-
ical tendency. Its political expression was the theory that
interpreted the defeat of 1940 as the result of class warfare and
lack of solidarity in the country.

Clearly, there were political realities which explain this concern
for national cohesion. The French defeat and the occupation by the
German troops had been a profoundly traumatic experience with
far-reaching consequences for everyone. The functioning of the
economy, the whole life of society were completely disrupted. The
exodus from the occupied zone led to the separation of families
and above all, on a wider scale, the tearing apart of the very fabric
of society. In the north, the departure of so much of the population
threw everything into confusion; in the south, the influx of count-
less refugees posed enormous problems. The internment of nearly
two million prisoners, later sent to Germany, was another painful
blow. Disorganisation reigned and the spectre of massive and last-
ing unemployment began to haunt the country. Labour was lack-
ing for the grape harvest, and equally in industrial enterprises.

The rifts in the fabric of society were made worse by a form of
geographical dislocation: France was divided into seven ‘zones’.
These internal frontiers were often impenetrable, the most famous
being the Line of Demarcation (dividing north from south – ini-
tially occupied and un-occupied France). Communications were
cut, with serious repercussions both on the individual level (it was
often difficult to obtain news of a loved one) and in the economic
sphere. What is more, this break-up of the country’s unity, which
had already been under way for some time, became part of a
process of disintegration of traditional social ties. Although the
industrialisation of France had been underway for nearly a cen-
tury, it is worth noting that it was only in the 1930s that the urban
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inhabitants of France at last outnumbered the rural population.
The destruction of ancestral village communities and their loyal-
ties had become irreversible.

The proliferation of forces that disrupted the texture of society
explains why the concept of community occupied such a central
position in people’s minds. The question of national identity was
at the heart of the prevailing ideology of the times. It also explains
the powerful impact of the man who, for a while, managed to
incarnate the unity of the country: Philippe Pétain. The Marshal’s
régime made, or tried to make, national unity the basis of its claim
to legitimacy. The decision to accept the armistice, to withdraw
from the metropolitan area to rural Vichy, was done in the name of
this same unity. The dislocated country was supposed to reassem-
ble around the person of the Leader of the Fatherland, still revered
as the Victor of Verdun. Even collaboration with the Germans was
undertaken – according to Pétain’s speech of 30 October 1940 – in
the name of national unity.

We can see here a convergence of Copeau’s ‘popular theatre’
with what Henri Ghéon called ‘community theatre’.12 Copeau’s
ideas, discernible in all he wrote, from his Journal to his corre-
spondence, are along the same lines. In an article of 1942 he
asserted: ‘The theatre in France, like France in her entirety, needs
to be put in order’, and ‘in the theatre, as elsewhere, the task must
be to raise a new generation filled with a new spirit.’13 His Journal
shows an unmistakable hostility to Nazism, a feeling of repulsion
against racial discrimination, but at the same time there is also a
tendency to agree with ‘anti-bourgeois’ authors of Right-wing
persuasion, such as Bertrand de Jouvenel, whose After the Defeat
(published in Spring 1941) led him, as he said, to re-cast The Popu-
lar Theatre, or Armand Petitjean (right hand of Drieu La Rochelle
at the new-style Nouvelle Revue Française under the Occupation),
whose article ‘Eight Months of Defeat’14 with its call for a ‘virile
socialism’ gave Copeau, as he confessed, ‘some solace’.

Copeau’s marked religiosity (during this period he went on
three retreats to the Abbey of Solesmes and one to the Abbey of
Citeaux) inclined him to absorb and adopt the discourse of peni-
tence which was in use everywhere. Again, in March, 1943, he
wrote ‘we have not suffered enough’! On more than one occasion
he almost saw the defeat as something to be grateful for, allowing
as it did a return to the simple, neglected virtues, a return to
depths, to faith. And his feelings are doubtless summed up in this
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excerpt from an article that he wrote in the summer of 1941 for the
Argentinean paper La nacion:

Between those who see salvation in our immediate and total col-
laboration and those who would turn their backs on the conqueror
and put all their hopes in an Anglo-Saxon victory, there is a middle
way involving patience, dignity and firmness. This will allow us,
God willing, to reach an even terrain which will make possible,
together with the reorganisation of Europe (a necessity to which we
have been all too blind) a renaissance of France based on the recon-
struction of the genius of the French people, the punishment of our
errors and the vitality of our sons.15

Jacques Copeau was at one and the same time hostile to Nazi Ger-
many and its occupation of France, fairly favourable to Pétain and
well-disposed towards the Resistance movement (his son Pascal
lost no time in joining the Resistance and Copeau, who knew this,
never condemned it16). Furthermore, his nephew and disciple,
Michel Saint-Denis, joined the Free French in London and, under
the pseudonym of Jacques Duchesne, was one of the French voices
broadcasting to his occupied homeland and one who had Copeau
as a regular listener. This complexity, almost incomprehensible
today, seems almost typical of the confused state many French cit-
izens found themselves in during the early 1940s. In order to
understand Copeau, one should perhaps remember that among
the first members of the Resistance movement there were also
those who, for a time, called themselves followers of Pétain.

Putting the man and his personal political opinions aside, what
we should be examining above all are his theatrical ideas. Can
they be classed as Pétainist? To ask the question is already to
answer it. Despite the links that I have tried to point out (and
which the Vichy government, being incapable of or uninterested
in formulating a theatrical policy, never itself established), the
answer has to be in the negative. The conception of a community
theatre, which focuses on the troupe and therefore represents a
complete break with the individualistic behaviour so common in
the commercial theatre, is a conception that extends well beyond
its period and was voiced by men as different as Michelet, Pot-
techer, Rolland, Gémier and Vilar. Copeau himself did not wait for
the Vichy years to put into practice this kind of theatrical idea. 

It would have been possible for us to define a sort of ‘Pétainist
option’ in the theatre. The desire to gather together the people in
a spiritual communion, united, with but one soul, reveals an
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ambition to bring about a cultural cohesion, a sort of unanimisme.
The purpose of this programme of unification was to exorcise the
trauma of the military defeat by eliminating social antagonisms.
Marshal Pétain, as symbol of renewed national unity, would have
been the keystone of this edifice. However, we have to acknowl-
edge that identical preoccupations have been expressed for more
than a century, thus making it impossible for us to attach to them
the political label ‘Pétainist’ in order to define their true nature.17

To see them as part of Pétainism would be to credit the latter with
all discourse concerning ‘national unity’, and that would make no
sense at all. At precisely the same period, the Resistance was lay-
ing claim to the banner of national unity. Nonetheless, it is unde-
niable that Copeau’s brand of ‘popular theatre’, so deeply imbued
with Catholic religiosity, displayed some affinity with the Vichy
mode of thinking. The Pétainist ideology did leave the imprint of
its ethos on a century-old tendency in dramatic art. Thus, Copeau,
inadvertently and because of his great eminence, was in a way the
incarnation of that ethos.

NOTES

This article is drawn from my work, Le Théâtre dans les années Vichy 1940 – 1944,
published by Editions Ramsay in 1992. I should like to express my thanks in par-
ticular to the ARPEGE Research Centre at the University of Rheims for all its sup-
port; also to Dr. Georges Chevaillier, who gave me the benefit of his work on the
archives of the Hospice de Beaune.

1. The sixty-four page brochure was published by Presses Universitaires de
France in the series Bibliothèque du Peuple. Excerpts have been translated in
J. Copeau, Texts on Theatre, J. Rudlin & N.H. Paul (eds), London, 1990, pp. 186-
195.

2. See J. Copeau, Journal, 1901-1948, 2 vols, Paris, 1991.
3. Copeau’s introductory speech is quoted in the Comedie-Française programme

of the event.
4. J. Copeau, ‘Le Théâtre et son destin’, in Nouveaux destins de l’intelligence

française, issued in summer 1942 and republished in the Northern zone in 1943
under the title La France de l’esprit.

5. On the Groupe Octobre, Groupe Mars and similar companies see Gianfranco
Pedula, ‘Il sogno di mondo migliore nel teatro popolare francese’, Movimento
operaio e socialista, vol. 11, 1988, pp. 403-428.

6. Copeau, Le Théâtre populaire, p. 9.
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7. Jean Dasté, Copeau’s son-in-law, was a leader of Jeune France and an impor-
tant figure in their attempt to ‘rassembler le peuple et le faire communier’. This
quote is taken from his own reply to the questionnaire he sent sent out to var-
ious theatre practitioners in January 1941. It is preserved in the Bibliothèque
Nationale, Département des Arts et Spectacles, file Jean Vilar (Jeune France),
December 1940-41.

8. Copeau, Le Théâtre populaire, p. 10. The same idea is expressed in ‘Le théâtre et
son destin’. See also Copeau, Texts on Theatre, p. 190.

9. Chancerel in a speech of 11 October 1941. Archives de la Société d’Histoire du
Théâtre, R39, 1 to 40.

10. J. Copeau, Private archives.
11. See, for example, L’Illustration of 31 July 1943.
12. H. Ghéon, ‘Théâtre communautaire’, Beaux Arts: Le Journal des Arts, 30 July

1943. Already in November 1941 this Catholic playwright had declared in Le
Figaro: ‘Ne se place-t-il [i.e., the popular theatre] pas dans le fil même de cette
“révolution natinale” qui tend à ressouder la France en un seul corps, un seul
esprit et un seul coeur? Il devrait trouver aujourd’hui son climat rêvé; je con-
nais tels sujets non spécifiquement catholiques qui offriraient un terrain de
communion à tout un peuple unanime et ardent.’

13. J. Copeau, ‘Le Théâtre et son destin’. However, in Le théâtre populaire he
emphasises that such ‘mystical’ performances ought not to be modelled on the
spectacular displays of the Nazis.

14. D. La Rochelle, ‘Huit mois de défaite’, NRF, May 1941.
15. J. Copeau’s essay for La nacion is preserved in his private archive.
16. See his diary entry of 15 March 1943, where he speaks highly of Pascale’s

‘héroïsme’ and ‘liberté de l’esprit’ (see his Journal, vol. 2, p. 663).
17. See, for example, one of Michelet’s lectures of 1847, where he proclaims:

‘Nourrissez le peuple du peuple. Le théâtre est le plus puissant moyen d’édu-
cation, de rapprochement des hommes; c’est le meilleur espoir peut-être de
rénovation nationale. Je parle d’un théâtre immensément populaire, d’un
théâtre répondant à la pensée du peuple, qui circulerait dans les moindres vil-
lages. (…) Ah! que je voie donc avant de mourir, la fraternité nationale recom-
mencer au théâtre!’ Quoted by Romain Rolland in Théâtre du peuple, Paris,
1926, pp. 85-86.
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15 
Towards an Aesthetic of Fascist Opera 

Erik Levi

Introduction

Ascribing a specific political significance to such a composite
art form as opera or music-theatre can pose particular prob-

lems for the cultural historian. Whilst examination of the com-
poser’s choice of subject matter and libretto may reveal a more or
less clearly stated political objective, analysis of the musical set-
ting can produce a more ambiguous interpretation of such inten-
tions. This may simply be a question of the differing aesthetic
positions occupied by drama and music – words and action appear-
ing to present a more concrete reflection of political reality than
the seeming abstractions of musical language. Yet to make a dis-
tinction between the political functions of drama and music may
also seem artificial. Certainly when libretto and text are so well
integrated, as in Mozart’s Le Nozze di Figaro, Beethoven’s Fidelio or
Wagner’s Die Meistersinger, the broad political message of each
opera appears to be unequivocal and was perfectly understood
by first-night audiences.

Whether such clear political messages can be discerned in the
operas composed during the era of fascism in Germany or Italy is
more debatable.1 For ideologues and critics, the stylistic pluralism
of music of the 1920s and 1930s proved intractable. At issue was
the degree to which composers should repudiate modernism, and
whether such a move necessitated a return to an older tradition of
Romanticism. Few theorists offered a cogently argued solution to
this problem, preferring instead to talk in the broadest terms of
what was commonly termed ‘a reclamation of national musical
values’. How this was effected depended, of course, on the spe-
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cific characteristics of each country’s national traditions, and in
this instance there were contrasting modes of development in Ger-
many and Italy.

If the musical idioms employed by the most significant operatic
composers working in Germany and Italy expressed a variety of
aesthetic standpoints, thus compounding the difficulties of equat-
ing political ideology with artistic intent, a more useful line of
enquiry may be to determine any general features which were
common to the repertoire of this period. Of paramount impor-
tance is the extent to which operas of the fascist era represented a
reaction against the immediate past, and whether performing tra-
ditions, reception and taste altered as a result of political influ-
ence. In the following discussion these questions will be examined
alongside issues of text and musical style.

Operatic developments in Nazi Germany

Between 1933 and 1944, over a 170 new operas by German-speak-
ing composers were premiered in the Third Reich, an impressive
statistic which belies the notion that the period was bereft of cre-
ative energies in this area.2 To a certain extent, the composition of
new operas was encouraged. Under the auspices of the Reichsdra-
maturg, Rainer Schlösser, the Nazi régime evolved a co-ordinated
plan in which the major opera houses were encouraged to com-
mission and perform at least one novelty per season.3 At a local
level, numerous state prizes were awarded to composers of operas.
Another important forum for performance of new opera was the
music festival circuit which enjoyed an increasingly hallowed sta-
tus in German musical life during this period.

Yet for all this degree of activity, opera was never deemed the
ideal medium for overt political propaganda. No opera was
staged in which characters wearing Nazi uniforms appeared on
stage. Neither did operatic composers attempt to weave well-
known political songs into the musical fabric. One possible expla-
nation for the avoidance of such overtly political elements lies in
a belief that opera represented a higher and more pure art form
than drama and the spoken theatre, and as such its subject and
musical matter should be divorced from contemporary realities.
This argument was expounded by the Dresden critic Eugen
Schmitz in 1939. Writing in the Zeitschrift für Musik, Schmitz
claimed that whilst a spoken drama based upon the life of Horst
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Wessel might have gained public acceptance, an operatic setting
of the same theme, depicting the protagonist as a heroic tenor in
conflict against baritone Communist agitators, would easily
degenerate into the kind of nationalist kitsch that was denounced
by the régime.4

In surveying the subject matter favoured by operatic com-
posers during the Third Reich, the general avoidance of contem-
porary themes is striking. Without doubt, this represents a
conscious reaction against artistic trends that evolved during the
Weimar Republic. Amongst the most significant features of that
period were the promotion of experimental music-theatre which
flourished in state-subsidised theatres, and the growth in popu-
larity of the zeitoper (topical opera) which reached wide audiences
through the enormous success of Krenek’s Jonny spielt auf! Yet
during the Third Reich, composers not only avoided experimen-
tal music theatre and the zeitoper, but also largely refrained from
setting contemporary dramas or collaborating with the play-
wrights that were most favoured by the régime. Censorship of
chosen texts never became an important issue. Not once did the
Reichsdramaturg withhold approval of an opera that had already
been accepted for performance by a provincial opera house. Only
changes in political circumstance, particularly during the Second
World War, caused opera houses to withdraw certain established
works after their subjects were deemed inappropriate by the Min-
istry of Propaganda.

Given the repressive cultural environment, it is hardly sur-
prising that operatic texts during the Third Reich manifested the
conservative cultural attitudes of the régime. Having rejected
experimentation and topicality, composers turned instead to
safer themes – myths drawn from either classical antiquity or
Nordic legend, settings of the established classics of German lit-
erature (Goethe, Kleist, E.T.A. Hoffmann and Schiller), dramas
that chronicle glorious episodes of German history, portrayals of
simple village life, and perhaps most frequently of all, the fairy
tale. Within these areas, it was possible to glean messages of ide-
ological relevance – the heroism and strength of the classical war-
rior, the self-sacrifice for a higher ideal, intimations of racial
superiority, and a strong identification with the upright values of
a peasant community. It is significant, however, that the operas
that gained the most public esteem eschewed even such vague
political issues, and simply offered escapist entertainment to
their audiences.5
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The emphasis on escapism, or on depicting episodes from the
very distant past, is indicative of a broader artistic development –
that of the resurgence of the volksoper, a genre much cultivated
during the nineteenth century, whose subject matter encompassed
both light-hearted comedy and romantic legend. During the first
years of the Nazi régime, the volksoper revival was strongly
demanded by the Nazi musical press as an antidote to what was
termed the ‘negativism’ and ‘cultural bolshevism’ of the operas of
Kurt Weill, Paul Hindemith and Ernst Krenek. In order to educate
younger composers to appreciate the values of the volksoper, sig-
nificant changes to the repertoire were proposed for the 1933/1934
season, including the resurrection of a number of operas by minor
romantic composers that had fallen into oblivion over the past
twenty years. Few of these works, however, survived more than a
few performances, and later attempts to salvage minor operas by
Albert Lortzing, Heinrich Marschner and Otto Nicolai proved
rather unsuccessful.

During the early years of the régime, the most prominent expo-
nents of the volksoper were composers of an older generation, such
as Paul Graener (1872-1944), Max von Schillings (1868-1933) and
Georg Vollerthun (1876-1945). Largely neglected throughout the
Weimar Republic, they joined the ranks of Alfred Rosenberg’s
Kampfbund für deutsche Kultur and exerted considerable influence in
1933 in persuading opera houses to stage their neo-Wagnerian
works. Yet their success was shortlived. Audience reception and
critical opinion remained lukewarm, with some even arguing that
their creative outlooks were too redolent of a ‘petit-bourgeois’ past.6

The real turning point for this group of composers came in
March 1935 after the first performance of Graener’s Der Prinz von
Homburg at the Berlin Staatsoper. Although Graener had striven to
create a work of ‘national artistic significance’,7 the opera failed to
make a strong impression and survived for only two seasons. In
the same year, however, two operas by younger composers, Der
Günstling by Rudolf Wagner-Régeny (Dresden) and Die Zaubergeige
by Werner Egk (Frankfurt), achieved real success and were hailed
in some quarters as the first genuinely National Socialist music-
theatre works. Both Wagner-Régeny and Egk had spent their for-
mative years under the cosmopolitan influence of the 1920s. Yet
they had modified their musical idioms sufficiently to make them
palatable to the more traditionalist cultural climate after 1933.
Besides, such a compromise between modernism and accessibility
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accorded perfectly with Goebbels’ much-quoted demand that
National Socialist art should manifest ‘a romanticism of steel’.

In the case of Wagner-Régeny, the authorities’ enthusiastic
acceptance of Der Günstling seems paradoxical. The libretto,
based on Victor Hugo’s play, Marie Tudor, was written by Caspar
Neher, who had a name for himself as Brecht’s favourite designer
and had three years earlier collaborated with Kurt Weill on Die
Bürgschaft. Not surprisingly, such an association aroused consid-
erable suspicion as to the political sympathies of both the com-
poser and librettist. Yet despite post-war attempts to view the
scenario as presenting some kind of resistance to totalitarianism,
in reality the setting offers little opportunity either for irony or
for oblique political criticism. More significantly, Wagner-Régeny’s
music, whilst rejecting the extravagant gestures of late Romanti-
cism, is couched in a deliberately simple neo-baroque language
modelled on Gluck and Handel.

Egk’s opera, Die Zaubergeige, whose libretto is drawn from
Franz Pocci’s nineteenth-century fairy drama in which love and
honesty triumph over the desire for material wealth, also presents
a successful balance between traditionalism and modernism. With
its judicious mixture of romantic and comic elements, it appears to
be a typically escapist volksoper, although anti-Semitic overtones
are all too apparent in the unsympathetic portrayal of the shady
merchant Guldensack. In keeping with the seemingly unproblem-
atic nature of the story, Egk’s music manifests a deliberate naivety.
The most pervasive elements are a strong adherence to tonality,
symmetrical melodies and a frequent recourse to Bavarian folk-
dances. This simplicity is however punctuated by insistent ostinati
with a percussive edge and spiced with the occasional harsh dis-
sonance, all of which give the music a veneer of modernity.

The degree to which composers were able to employ surface
features of musical modernism, without encountering official dis-
approval, reflects the régime’s uncertainty with regard to musical
aesthetics. When the Danish-born composer Paul von Klenau
(1883-1946) employed Schoenberg’s twelve-tone technique in his
opera Michael Kohlhaas (Stuttgart, 1933), critics eagerly condemned
the composer for utilising a culturally degenerate method of com-
position. Yet Klenau denied any allegiance to Schoenberg, arguing
that his utilisation of twelve-tone procedures was entirely original
and claiming that this technique reflected National Socialist order
and discipline. Such a defence of his compositional style, coupled
with the evident acceptability of Kleist’s drama, ensured that
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Michael Kohlhaas never fell victim to censorship. Later, the Schoen-
berg pupil Winfried Zillig (1905-1963) managed to camouflage his
utilisation of the same technique in his one act opera, Das Opfer
(Hamburg, 1937), based on Reinhard Goering’s novel about Cap-
tain Scott’s expedition to the Antarctic. Here again it was not so
much the musical language that proved acceptable as the text
which emphasises the heroic ideals of a man who is prepared to
die for a higher cause.

Ambiguity in intention and reception

From examining the pragmatic reception accorded to the works of
Klenau and Zillig, one might assume that composers of opera were
allowed greater freedom of expression than playwrights and stage
directors. Yet this was not always the case. In fact, some of the most
significant challenges to Nazi cultural authority occurred in the
opera house. In 1934, the conductor Wilhelm Furtwängler failed to
secure Göring’s approval for the planned first performance of Paul
Hindemith’s Mathis der Maler at the Berlin Staatsoper. Furtwän-
gler’s overt support for the composer and condemnation of artistic
interference in matters of repertoire, expressed in an article pub-
lished in the Deutsche Allgemeine Zeitung set him on a collision
course with the régime. It was a conflict that Furtwängler was
unable to win, and he was subsequently forced to resign his official
positions in German musical life. One year later, Richard Strauss
endured the same fate, relinquishing his post as President of the
Reichsmusikkammer on account of collaboration with the Jewish
writer Stefan Zweig on the opera Die schweigsame Frau (Dresden,
1935). The work was heard only four times before the authorities
banned further performances.8

Both Strauss and Furtwängler were far too influential as musical
figures to be consigned to oblivion. To a certain extent, the régime
needed their co-operation in order to maintain cultural credibility.
Yet it is still a matter of conjecture as to how far these artists actu-
ally appeased their political masters. Strauss’s next opera, Frieden-
stag (Munich, 1938), to a libretto by the Viennese theatre historian
Joseph Gregor, is a case in point. The scenario is drawn from an
episode that took place towards the end of the Thirty Years War, a
departure from Strauss’s normal areas of exploration, which at this
time tended to encompass escapist comedy and classical mythol-
ogy. Initially, the opera met with great success, securing approval
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from Hitler who attended a performance in Vienna. Critics of the
period drew attention to the ideologically acceptable elements of
the plot – the portrayals of the heroic Commandant, who refuses to
surrender when his barracks are under siege, and his submissive
wife. Yet the opera’s pacifist conclusion – a choral hymn rejoicing
in the laying down of arms – seemed at odds with the régime’s bel-
ligerent foreign policy, suggesting that the work’s ultimate mes-
sage was somewhat ambiguous.9

A similar equivocality may be gleaned from Werner Egk’s Peer
Gynt (Berlin, 1938). The opera, a free adaptation of Ibsen’s drama,
was commissioned by the Berlin Staatsoper, where the young com-
poser had secured a position as Kapellmeister. It marked a departure
from the lightheartedness of Die Zaubergeige, being conceived on a
far more ambitious scale. Two elements of the score disturbed crit-
ics at its première – first, Egk’s tendency to lavish attention upon
the grotesque elements of the drama at the expense of its romantic
and humanist aspects; second, the recourse to a harsher musical
style, reminiscent in places of Kurt Weill and other modernists. Egk
attempted to justify his use of modernist elements in the scenes
depicting the Trolls, on the grounds that the dissonance of such
episodes was offset elsewhere by the use of unequivocally tonal
passages that were representative of positive forces.

Further examination of the Troll Scene in Act 1 of Peer Gynt sug-
gests however that Egk’s claim of a clear division between good
(in musical terms, tonal) and evil (atonal) was somewhat mislead-
ing. When in the score Egk described the Trolls as the ‘lowest form
of humanity’ and a ‘bunch of sadists and gangsters’, he appeared
to be making a more than oblique reference to Nazi Storm Troop-
ers, a point that was emphasised in the original Berlin staging.
Moreover, the connection was reinforced through the parodying
nature of the musical language, which at one moment recalls
Weill, then lampoons a ritualistic Nazi hymn, and finally offers a
grotesque distortion of the can-can from Offenbach’s Orphee aux
enfers, an operetta banned by the Nazis because of the racial ori-
gins of its composer. Egk’s free adaptation of Ibsen’s drama
abounds in passages of Brechtian irony such as the following lines
sung at the outset of the Harbour Scene (Act 2, Scene 1):

So ist’s im Leben, dem Schwachen nicht, 
dem Starken wird’s gegeben! 
Und wer nicht selber tritt, 
der wird getreten, 
da hilft kein Jammern, 

266 Erik Levi

Berghaus Ch 15.qxd  1/9/09  5:51 PM  Page 266



Winseln, Bitten, Beten! 10

(What we doubt no longer:
the weak will die
the strong be even stronger.
It’s dog eat dog
eat or be eaten!
Unless you beat your foe 
you will be beaten.)

Again, one can only speculate as to how far contemporary audi-
ences perceived the subversive undercurrent in such passages. In
any case, any initial misgivings about Egk’s composition were
silenced after Hitler attended a performance of the opera and per-
sonally congratulated its author. Owing to this, Peer Gynt was
nominated for performance at the 1939 Reichsmusiktage held in
Düsseldorf, although the opera was dropped from the repertory
of many theatres after the outbreak of war.

The year 1940 marked something of a watershed in terms of
German operatic development. On the one hand, the Ministry of
Propaganda appeared to exercise even greater control over the
kind of opera that was to be performed. The banning of works by
composers from enemy countries was rigidly enforced, as was the
requirement to alter libretti in the light of changing political cir-
cumstances.11 Yet at the same time, the notion of opera as enter-
tainment that should divert the public from the realities of war
was being actively promoted. This may well explain why rela-
tively few contemporary operas exploited avowedly patriotic
themes.12 Instead, composers turned with increasing frequency to
fairy tale, romance and comedy. For instance, one of the most pop-
ular escapist operas of the period was Heinrich Sutermeister’s
Romeo und Julia (Dresden, 1940), a work which attempted to
reclaim a belcanto style reminiscent of nineteenth-century Italian
opera. Another typical example was Strauss’s Capriccio, first per-
formed in Munich in October 1942 with financial support from the
Ministry of Propaganda. Set in eighteenth-century Paris, its inti-
mate scenario amounts to nothing more than a witty, though mas-
terful, divertissement on the nature of opera.

This vein of ‘apolitical’ comedy had already been exploited
with great success by Carl Orff in his opera Der Mond (Munich,
1939), based on a fairy tale by the brothers Grimm. Orff’s musical
style, which reached maturity during the 1930s, offered a striking
alternative to the more conventional romanticism of many of his
contemporaries. As some of its roots lay outside German music,
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i.e., in the work of Debussy and the neo-primitive Stravinsky (in
particular, the ballet Les Noces), Nazi critics were initially suspi-
cious of the composer’s national credentials. At issue was Orff’s
fondness for percussive ostinati and his desire to strip his musical
material to the barest essentials. Yet with the gradual acceptance of
his most popular work, Carmina Burana, first staged at the Frank-
furt Opera House in 1937, but subsequently better known in the
concert hall, such objections evaporated. Besides, Carmina Burana
revealed another more palatable aspect of Orff’s style – a strong
absorption of Bavarian folk music – and it was this element that
profoundly influenced the idiom of Der Mond.

Orff returned to Grimm for his opera Die Kluge (Frankfurt,
1943). With its judicious mixture of closed forms and spoken dia-
logue, the work represents a further example of Orff’s musical
primitivism, although the instrumentation is much harsher here
than in Der Mond. A number of post-war commentators have inti-
mated that Orff was making a veiled attack against fascism in the
unsympathetic portrayal of the despotic King. Yet such an inten-
tion appears to be purely speculative, for despite the fact that Die
Kluge aroused a more mixed reception than Der Mond, the opera
was staged at the twenty-one theatres until 1944.13

Continuity or change – the historical context

Analysing the nature of contemporary opera in a totalitarian soci-
ety provides an obvious starting point for the definition of a fas-
cist cultural aesthetic in the musical field. However, other
considerations must also be discussed. One area which has already
been mentioned is the question of performing traditions, and
whether these changed as a result of political pressure. When the
Nazis came to power, they were determined to sweep aside what
they considered to be the cultural excesses of the Weimar Repub-
lic. To this end, they instigated a purge of German opera houses
which resulted in the dismissal and emigration of numerous com-
posers, conductors, directors, stage designers, singers and orches-
tral musicians. However, whilst much attention has been drawn
to the effects of this exodus, it must be emphasised that the vast
majority of artists remained in Germany, and that high standards
of performance were maintained and even enhanced in the met-
ropolitan opera houses. The most significant changes occurred in
the composition of the repertoire which was subject to censor-
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ship by the Nazi authorities. It was no longer possible to per-
form works either by Jewish or ‘degenerate’ composers,14 and
during the war the staging of non-German works was subject to
political expediency.

Yet it would be misleading to suggest that the exercise of a
tighter control by Rainer Schlösser’s office, the Reichsdramaturgie,
necessarily resulted in a monolithic approach throughout Ger-
many. Despite severe curbs on individual artistic freedom, many
theatres retained some of the musical traditions that were charac-
teristic of the 1920s. Thus whilst the Frankfurt Opera House no
longer preserved its earlier reputation of promoting the avant-
garde, it still proved to be one of the more adventurous of German
theatres, both in the number of new operas that were staged, and
in the employment of such controversial figures as Walter Felsen-
stein and Caspar Neher. In Berlin there were clear differences of
approach and outlook with regard to the two major opera houses,
since political control of the Berlin Staatsoper rested with Göring,
whilst that of the Deutsche Oper (formerly Städtische Oper) was
under the supervision of Goebbels. As a consequence, the artistic
policy of the Berlin Staatsoper remained somewhat insulated from
the strictures of the Ministry of Propaganda and appeared to be
more cosmopolitan.

It is difficult to estimate the degree to which the actual perfor-
mances and staging of operas were influenced by the unique polit-
ical climate. In terms of singing and playing techniques, nothing
really changed, since the craft of vocal and instrumental production
was dependent upon solid training which had been readily avail-
able at Germany’s Music Academies for many years. In any case,
the major singers of the era, who included such figures as Maria
Cebotari, Helge Rosvaenge, Peter Anders and Viorica Ursuleac,
commanded reputations that transcended national considerations
through commercial recordings and broadcasts. A more open-
ended question is the nature of stage productions and the re-inter-
pretation of the classical repertoire. Without doubt, producers and
designers who were active during the Weimar Republic had to
modify their approach. Thus the abstract and experimental inter-
pretations of Wagner, as manifested in the controversial Jürgen
Fehling productions of Der Fliegende Holländer ( 1929, Kroll Oper)
and Tannhäuser (1933, Staatsoper) were supplanted by stagings that
were more overtly naturalistic and conformed to the conservative
production style that had been preserved in Bayreuth.15 Similar ten-
dencies can be perceived in productions of other standard nine-
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teenth-century operas, where conventionally romantic elements
were generally emphasised. Probably the most overtly politicised
operatic production of the era was Benno von Arent’s Die Meis-
tersinger, presented in Berlin during the late 1930s.

Whilst contemporary propaganda emphasised the historical sig-
nificance of Wagner for National Socialism, it is interesting to note
that the number of performances of the composer’s music-dramas
actually declined between 1933 and 1945. How far such a statistic
was a genuine reflection of public taste is open to conjecture, since
economic factors certainly precluded the regular presentation of
Wagner at smaller opera houses. Perhaps more significant is the
rapid increase in popularity of the works of Albert Lortzing (1801-
1851), whose light-hearted romantic operas both managed to fill a
void left by the expurgation of the operettas of Offenbach, and to
satisfy the régime’s ideological allegiance to the volksoper. How-
ever, apart from the Lortzing revival, German opera audiences
maintained a strong preference for the same handful of works, irre-
spective of the changed political climate.16

Operatic developments in Fascist Italy

Similar trends in audience taste may be perceived in Italy through-
out the same period. Nonetheless, the organisation of operatic pol-
icy was far more disparate. Whereas in Germany Goebbels erected
the necessary bureaucracy for the regimentation of culture within
a matter of a year, the whole process was more prolonged under
Mussolini. During the 1920s, the goal was the establishment of an
Italian musicians’ union based on the principles of Fascist corpo-
ratism, made up of composers, librettists, performers, teachers and
lecturers. Yet in reality a plethora of different organisations
emerged in the following years, many of them undergoing several
transformations, modifications and changes of nomenclature. Only
in 1935 did the régime present a more centralised approach with
the founding of the Ministry of Popular Culture, which in turn cre-
ated a Theatre Inspectorate for the purpose of controlling all
aspects of theatrical and musical activity.17

One of the main functions of the Theatre Inspectorate was to
promote the performance of contemporary Italian opera. To this
end, a few experimental opera companies were established and a
permanent committee for the examination of new opera scores
was convened in 1936. Then, in 1938, the Ministry of Popular Cul-
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ture commissioned ten operas by well-known Italian composers
in an effort to persuade the nation’s opera houses to follow suit.
Statistics published in Fiamma Nicolodi’s book, Musica e musicisti
nel ventennio fascista, suggest that as a result of such propaganda a
slightly larger number of productions by living Italian composers
were given in comparison to those by deceased masters.18

Examination of the contemporary Italian repertoire most
favoured by the régime in the 1930s suggests a conservative bias
similar to that established in Nazi Germany. Yet prior to this,
many Italian composers had embraced modernism, following a
similar pattern of developments in Germany. During the 1920s, for
example, composers in both countries were engaged in a reaction
against nineteenth-century romanticism. In Italy, this movement
was spear-headed by such figures as Alfredo Casella (1883-1947)
and Gian-Francesco Malipiero (1882-1973), both of whom owed
much to the ‘neo-classicism’ of Stravinsky.

Yet, during the following decade composers were forced to
modify their creative outlooks in the face of political pressure. The
first signs of a backlash came in 1932 with the simultaneous pub-
lication of a ‘Manifesto of Italian Musicians for the Tradition of
Nineteenth-Century Romantic Art’ in three of the country’s lead-
ing newspapers (Il Popolo d’Italia, Il Corriere della Sera and La
Stampa). This document, signed by a number of significant com-
posers including Ottorino Respighi, Riccardo Zandonai and Ilde-
brando Pizzetti, declared opposition towards ‘so-called objective
music, which as such can only represent sound in itself, without
the living expression caused by the animating breath that creates
it’ and ‘which does not wish to have and does not have any
human content’.19

The impact of these statements, which manifest a clear rejection
of the musical outlooks of Casella and Malipiero, was to polarise
attitudes amongst Italian composers. Although the régime
refrained from taking a direct stand in favour of the conservatives
at this stage, the following years were to witness a growing cen-
sorship of musical activity. The first tangible repercussions were to
be felt in 1934, when Mussolini banned further performances of
Malipiero’s opera, La favola del figlio cambiato, because he disap-
proved of the moral implications surrounding Pirandello’s fan-
tastic and bizarre libretto. As a result, Malipiero’s subsequent
ventures in the operatic field were confined to more traditional
dramatic models, from Shakespeare (Giulio Cesare [1935] and
Antonio e Cleopatra [1937]), Euripides (Ecuba [ 1940]), Calderon (La
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vita e sogno [ 1941]) and E.T.A. Hoffmann (I capricci di Callot [1942]).
Moreover, Malipiero’s musical style was modified to include more
lyrical (and by implication, romantic) elements, and in the final C-
major section of Giulio Cesare with its ‘Hymn to Rome’, a monu-
mental glorification of Fascism.

A similar monumentalism was manifested in another contem-
porary opera, Nerone, by Pietro Mascagni, first mounted in an
extravagant staging at La Scala in 1935. This work represents the
final and most elaborate manifestation of the verismo style first
cultivated by the composer in his famous Cavalleria Rusticana. As
in Malipiero’s Giulio Cesare, the scenario attempts to eulogise the
potency of Imperial Rome, although its musical language, is, for
the most part, far more conservative in outlook.

Despite the political relevance of their scenarios, neither Nerone
nor Giulio Cesare attained lasting success. In the case of Malipiero,
personal intrigues against the composer sabotaged further perfor-
mances of Giulio Cesare. Likewise, Alfredo Casella’s Il deserto ten-
tato (1937), directly inspired by the Ethiopian campaign, aroused
only a tepid response. The opera’s theme concerns a symbolic
encounter between pure heroes (the aviators) and barbarians
(native warriors). It was first performed in Florence and bears a
personal dedication to Mussolini. According to the composer, Il
deserto tentato represented an attempt to elevate the Ethiopian war
‘into a totally unreal and mythical plane… It exalts in the elevated
language of poetry, the humanitarian mission of a great nation in
taking possession, thanks to the exploits of her aviators, of a bar-
ren desert, carrying to it the fruits of civilisation it has been wait-
ing for since time immemorial’.20

Throughout the opera, the musical material manifests both sim-
plicity and monumentalism. As in Malipiero’s Giulio Cesare, the
final chorus is firmly anchored in the heroic key of C-major and
veers dangerously close to mere bombast. Yet the earlier sections
of the score seem less contrived. The quasi-Bachian polyphony of
the orchestral prelude, for example, appears to be typical of Casella
in affirming the principles of musical objectivity and rejecting con-
ventional romantic bathos.

Generally speaking, the 1930s represented a decade of conser-
vatism in which composers, who had previously explored more
adventurous styles, retreated to the safety of more conventional
models. To a certain extent, Mussolini’s alliance with Nazi Ger-
many strengthened such a trend, since both countries established
a regular and reciprocal arrangement for the performance of each

272 Erik Levi

Berghaus Ch 15.qxd  1/9/09  5:51 PM  Page 272



other’s most representative contemporary operas.21 The links were
obvious – in both countries composers had been obliged to reject
theatrical experimentation and had returned to setting literary
classics. Nationalistic fervour became a central theme manifested
through the glorification of historical events in an earlier epoch.
Musical audacity was rejected and replaced by a more overtly dia-
tonic idiom. One can even argue that ‘neo-classicism’, which in
both countries was reflected through an increasing absorption of
the musical idioms stemming from the Renaissance and Baroque
eras, was in itself a further manifestation of staunch musical
nationalism directly inspired by the prevailing political climate.

Yet for all the parallels that existed between operatic develop-
ments in Nazi Germany and Fascist Italy, there were also some
striking differences. Despite the promulgation of race laws in Italy
during the late 1930s, the cultural environment remained far more
cosmopolitan in outlook than did the deliberately isolationist
approach adopted in Nazi Germany. This explains why com-
posers such as Bartok, Hindemith, Berg and Stravinsky were per-
formed in Italy long after their work had been proscribed by the
Nazis. In the case of opera, it is remarkable to note that Berg’s
expressionist opera Wozzeck was performed at La Scala as late as
1942 without encountering official opposition, and that after the
anti-Semitic prohibitions of 1938, Lodovico Rocca’s immensely
successful opera Il Dibuk (Milan, 1934) remained in the repertoire
despite its Jewish subject matter.
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Checklist of the most significant contemporary operas
first performed in Germany and Italy under fascism.

ITALY
1924 Boito: Nerone ( Boito)

Zandonai: I cavalieri di Ekebu (Rossato/Lagerlöf)
1925 Lualdi: Il Diavolo nel Campanile (after Poe)
1926 Malipiero: Tre commedie Goldoniane (Goldoni)

Puccini: Turandot (Adami/Gozzi)
1927 Respighi: La campana sommersa (Guastalla/Hauptmann) 
1929 Pizzetti: Fra Gherardo (Pizzetti) 
1931 Wolf-Ferrari: La vedova Scaltra (Ghisalberti/Goldoni)* 
1932 Casellla: La Donna Serpente (Lodovici/ Gozzi)*

Respighi: Maria Egiziaca (Guastalla)
Casella: La favola d’Orfeo (Pavolini/Poliziano)*

1933 Zandonai: La farsa amorosa (Rossato/de Alarcon)*
1934 Malipiero: La favola del figlio cambiato (Pirandello)*

Respighi: La fiamma (Guastalla/Hans Wiers Jenssen)*
Rocca: Il Dibuk (Simoni/ Shalom An-ski)

1935 Mascagni: Nerone (Tragioni-Tozzetti/ Cossa)
Pizzetti: Orsèolo * (Pizzetti)

1936 Alfano: Cyrano de Bergerac (Cain/Rostand)*
Malipiero: Giulio Cesare (Shakespeare)*
Wolf-Ferrari: Il campiello (Ghisalberti/Goldoni)*

1937 Casella: Il deserto tentato (Pavolini)
1938 Malipiero: Antonio e Cleopatra (Shakespeare)*
1940 Dallapiccola: Volo di notte (Saint-Exupéry)
1941 Alfano: Don Juan de Manara (Moschino)*

Malipiero: Ecuba (Euripides)
1942 Malipiero: I capricci di Callot (E.T.A.Hoffmann)*
1943 Malipiero: La vita e sogno (Calder6n)*

GERMANY
1933 Zillig: Der Rossknecht (Billinger)

Strauss: Arabella (Hofmannsthal)*
Klenau: Michael Kohlhaas ( Kleist)
Gerster: Madame Liselotte (von Levetzow)

1934 Kempff: Familie Gozzi (Kempff) *
1935 Wagner-Régeny: Der Günstling (Neher)

Graener: Prinz von Homburg (Kleist/Graener)
Egk: Die Zaubergeige (Pocci/Egk/Strecker)*
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1936 Reutter: Doktor Johannes Faust (Andersen)
Gertser: Enoch Arden (Gerster after Tennyson)*

1937 Schoeck: Massimilla Doni (Rüeger/Balzac)
Orff: Carmina burana (13th C. Benediktbeuern MS.)*
Zillig: Das Opfer (R. Goering)
Haas: Tobias Wunderlich (Andersen/Ortner)

1938 Strauss: Friedenstag (Gregor)
trauss: Daphne (Gregor)
Egk: Peer Gynt ( Egk/ Ibsen)*

1939 Wagner-Régeny: Die Bürger von Calais (Neher)
Orff: Der Mond (Orff/ Grimm)*

1940 Sutermeister: Romeo und Julia (Sutermeister/Shakespeare)
1941 Wagner-Régeny: Johanna Balk (Neher)

Zillig: Di e Windsbraut (Billinger)
Gerster: Die Hexe von Passau (Billinger)

1942 Reutter: Odysseus (Andersen)
Strauss: Capriccio (Krauss)
Sutermeister: Die Zauberinsel (Sutermeister/Shakespeare)

1943 Orff: Die Kluge (Orff/Grimm)
Schoeck: Das Schloss Dürande (Burte/Eichendorff)
Orff: Catulli Carmina (Catullus)

1944 Strauss: Der Liebe der Danae (Gregor)

Note: * Denotes works performed in both countries.

NOTES

1. Examination of operatic developments in Franco’s Spain is excluded from the
present discussion for the reason that the régime made little effort to stimulate
Spanish composers to write operas, and nor were there enough theatres in
which such works could be performed. One need only cite the fact that the
Teatro Real, the major forum for opera in Madrid, closed in 1925 owing to
structural decay, and was not fully restored until 1966, when it was initially
turned into a concert hall.

2. A complete list of these operas is published in Hans-Günter Klein, ‘Viel Kon-
formität und wenig Verweigerung: Zur Komposition neuer Opern 1933-1944’
in Hanns-Werner Heister and Hans-Günter Klein (eds), Musik und Musikpoli-
tik im faschistischen Deutschland, Frankfurt am Main, 1984, pp. 159-62.

3. In practice, such aspirations were only accomplished in a few centres. In
Stuttgart, for example, the Württemberg State Theatre mounted only one new
opera between 1935 and 1944.

4. See Eugen Schmitz, ‘Oper im Aufbau’, Zeitschrift für Musik, April 1939, pp. 380-
382, quoted in Joseph Wulf, Musik im dritten Reich, Gütersloh, 1963/1966, pp.
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308-309. Schmitz’s pronouncements demonstrate considerable ignorance of
developments in contemporary Nazi drama, since no major playwright con-
templated basing a play around the life of Horst Wessel.

5. Richard Strauss Arabella (1933) and Norbert Schultze’s Schwarzer Peter (1936)
were the two contemporary operas that received the highest number of per-
formances between 1933 and 1944. Both works bear little, if any, relationship to
political themes.

6. See, for example, Hans Költzsch’s damning criticism of these composers’
works in ‘Der neue deutsche Opernspielplan’, Zeitschrift für Musik, October
1933, p. 997. 

7. See Graener’s letter to Hitler, dated 19 February 1936, inviting him to attend a
performance of Der Prinz von Homburg; it is quoted in Wulf, Musik im Dritten
Reich, p. 97.

8. Artistic collaboration between Aryans and Jews was officially outlawed by the
Nazi régime. Yet such a policy was never implemeted with complete consis-
tency as far as the operatic repertoire was concerned. For example, the author-
ities never contemplated proscribing Mozart’s Don Giovanni, despite the fact
that the librettist Lorenzo Da Ponte was a baptised Jew.

9. For a comprehensive examination of the pacifist elements in Strauss’s Frieden-
stag see Pamela Potter, ‘Richard Strauss’s Friedenstag: A Pacifistic Attempt at
Political Resistance’, Musical Quarterly, vol. 69, 1983, p. 408.

10. Werner Egk, Peer Gynt, Mainz, 1938, p. 130. 
11. Amongst the casualties of the latter policy were Klenau’s Elisabeth von England

(Kassel, 1939), whose title was changed to Die Königin, and Wagner-Regeny’s
Johanna Balk (Vienna, 1941), an opera whose subject matter takes place against
the background of a popular uprising against the Hungarian tyrant Prince
Báthory. Before this work could be staged, the authorities in Berlin demanded
that the main characters and place of action were altered from seventeenth-
century Transylvania so as not to offend Germany’s loyal allies.

12. Exceptions such as Marc-André Souchay’s Kampfwerk 39 (Stuttgart, 1939) and
Ernst Schliepe’s Marienburg (Danzig, 1942), whose scenario is concerned with
the Teutonic Knights’ successful defence of a fortress in the face of attacks
from Slavs and Tartars, failed to gain more than a handful of performances.

13. Hans-Günter Klein, ‘Viel Konformität und wenig Verweigerung’ p. 157.
14. In the light of his modernist proclivities, the 1938 German première of Stravin-

sky’s Persephone in Brunswick seems extraordinary given the repressive cul-
tural climate during that year.

15. During the Third Reich, the artistic alliance between Berlin and Bayreuth was
further sealed after Heinz Tietjen, Intendant at the Berlin Staatsoper, was
appointed director of the Bayreuth Festival in 1933.

16. Amongst the most frequently performed operas during the 1932/1933 season
and the 1938/1939 season were Bizet’s Carmen; Verdi’s Il trovatore, Puccini’s La
Bohème, Wagner’s Lohengrin and Weber’s Der Freischüt.

17. See Doug Thompson’s chapter in this volume.
18. Fiamma Nicolodi, Musica e musicisti nel ventennio fascista, Fiesole, 1984, pp. 23-

24.
19. Harvey Sachs, Music in Fascist Italy, London, 1987, pp. 24-25.
20. Nicolas Slonimsky, Music since 1900, New York, 1971, p. 644.
21. See my checklist of contemporary operas performed in both countries.
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Illustrations

The editor has tried, within reasonable limits, to trace the copyright
holders of the material reproduced in this volume. In some cases
copyrights could not be cleared due to lack of information about the
artist, the artist’s estate, the successor of a publishing house or the
whereabouts of their archive. Any claims arising out of this omission
should be made to the editor via Berghahn Books.

Panse

8.1 Schlageter by Hans Johst, directed by Rudolf Schröder and designed
by Adolf Mahnke at the Staatstheater Dresden in 1933.
(Source: Künstlerbuch der Sächsischen Staatstheater, ed. Alex ander
Schum, Dresden, 1934)
Schlageter was one of the fighters against French occupation of the
Ruhr zone in 1923 and became a hero of the National Socialist
movement. This ‘cult’ play by Johst, the Chefdramaturg of the Berlin
State Theatre and from 1935 president of the Reichs schrifttumkammer,
was one of the few popular success stories of early Nazi theatre.

8.2 Oresteia by Aischylos, directed by Lothar Müthel and de signed by
Traugott Müller at the Berlin Staatstheater am Gendarmenmarkt
in 1936.
(Photo: Rosemarie Clausen; Source: Estate of Traugott Müller, Uni-
versity of Berlin, Institut für Theaterwissenschaft)
This production was part of a theatre festival in honour of foreign
visitors to the Olympic Games. The excess of Prussian classicism in
the design expressed the artistic pretensions of the Nazi régime.

8.3 Coriolanus by Shakespeare, directed by Erich Engel and designed
by Caspar Neher at the Deutsches Theater, Berlin, in 1937.
(Source: Karl Blanck & Heinz Haufe, Unbekanntes Theater: Ein Buch
von der Regie, Stuttgart, 1941)
Engel and Neher were both collaborators of Brecht, but decided 
to stay in Germany right through the Nazi period. Their artistic sur-
vival tactics were relatively successful, for example by restaging this
masterful production stemming from the Weimar period (1925).



8.4 Der Untergang Karthagos by E.W. Möller, directed by
Franz Evert and designed by Caspar Neher at the Hessisches Lan-
destheater in Darmstadt in 1938.
(Source: Karl Blanck & Heinz Haufe, Unbekanntes Theater: Ein Buch
von der Regie, Stuttgart, 1941)
Möller worked in the theatre section of the Reich’s Ministry of Pro-
paganda and was a major figure in the Thingspiel movement. After
the enforced demise of this genre, he pursued his quest for a ‘nordic’
form of tragedy with this rather classicist parable of the fall of
Carthage. Rosenberg understood the play to be a warning of a Nazi
Götterdämmerung and ordered its withdrawal from the repertoire.

8.5 Gustaf Gründgens in Richard II by Shakespeare, directed by Jürgen
Fehling and designed by Traugott Müller, Preußisches Staatsthe-
ater Berlin, 1939.
(Source: University of Hamburg, Theatre Collection)
A good example of how classical drama could be used by opposi-
tional theatre artists to elucidate contemporary issues. Fehling
underlined the topical relevance of Shakespeare’s analysis of the
abuse of power in his directorial concept. Whereas Goebbels ‘only’
voiced his objection to Müller’s abstract stage design, Schlösser
denounced the whole production as ‘cultural Bolshevism’.

8.6 Josef Fenneker, Scenic design for Prinz Friedrich von Homburg by H.
von Kleist (1777-1811), directed by Jürgen Fehling at the Schiller
Theater Berlin, 1940.
(Source: University of Cologne, Institut für Theaterwissenschaft)
Schlösser declared this play to be a `cornerstone of our rep ertoire of
steely romanticism’ and obliged every German theatre to perform it.
Fehling’s Expressionist production focussed on Homburg’s inter-
nal turmoil and eschewed all nationalist undertones. Fenneker’s
subdued designs in delicate, impressionist colours eliminated all
references to the usual Prussian pomp and baroque excesses.

Schültke

9.1 Oresteia by Aischylos, directed by Hans Meissner and designed by
Helmut Jürgens at the Schauspielhaus Frankfurt/M in 1941. The
scenic design of this production was inspired by fascist classicism
à la Breker or Thorak.
(Source: Estate of H. Meissner, University Library Frankfurt/
M, Department of Music, Theatre, Film, Fine Art and Media)

9.2 Rebellion in Preußen by Bethge, directed by Hans Meissner and
designed by Helmut Jürgens at the Schauspielhaus Frankfurt/
M in 1939.
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(Source: Estate of H. Meissner, University Library Frankfurt/
M, Department of Music, Theatre, Film, Fine Art and Media)

Thamer

10.1 March of the Reichsarbeitsdienst columns past the main tribune of
the Zeppelinfeld. More than 50,000 of these ‘soldiers of labour’ par-
ticipated in the subsequent call-up.
(Source: Centrum Industriekultur Nürnberg)

10.2 ‘Community Day’ on the Zeppelin Field in 1938. The fascist notion
of community was symbolised in the ornament of the masses, the
costumes of the participants and the choreographic patterns hark-
ing back to old folk customs.
(Source: Centrum Industriekultur Nürnberg)

10.3 Hitler greets the marching Hitler Youths from the balcony of the
Deutscher Hof. The annually repeated event became part of the
Nuremberg festive calendar.
(Source: Centrum Industriekultur Nürnberg)

Linares

12.1 El hospital de los locos by José de Valdivieso (1560? - 1638), directed
by Luis Escobar for the Teatro Nacional de la Falange at the Teatro
Capitol de Madrid in 1939. 
(Source: Revista Nacional de Educación, November 1943)
This auto sacramental, previously performed in the atrium of the
cathedral of Segovia and in this photograph in the cathedral of
Càdiz, amalgamated the aesthetic, political and religious ideals of
the Falange and inaugurated their national theatre enterprise.

12.2 Don Duardos by Gil Vicente (1465?–1537?), directed by
Huberto Pérez de la Ossa for the National Theatre at the Teatro
María Guerrero in 1942. 
(Source: Revista Nacional de Educación, November 1943)
The double nationality of the author was used in 1940 in Lisbon to
celebrate the political brotherhood of Spain and Portugal and his
popular status to revindicate the virtues of classical hispanic cul-
ture. The scenic and costume design of the production aimed at a
‘realistic’ reconstruction of the late-medieval world.

12.3 Fuente Ovejuna by Lope de Vega, in a version by Ernesto Giménez
Caballero, directed by Cayetano Luca de Tena and designed by
Sigfrido Burgman for the Teatro Español in 1944. (Source: Cuader-
nos de Teatro, no. 1/1944)
The classic text about a popular uprising against a repressive
régime of noblemen was re-interpreted to denounce the partial
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interests of the nobility and to show the need for binding the ‘peo-
ple’ to a strong central State. The superior political and judiciary
position of the State is symbolized in the Tower of La Mota shown
in this photograph.

London

13.1 General Franco on the front page of Marca to celebrate the sport
newspaper’s fourth anniversary.
(Source: Marca, 25 November 1942)

13.2 + 13.3 Two examples of ‘sporting festivities’ which took place at a
meeting of the Falange in Malaga in 1942.
(Source: Legiones y Falanges, vol. 2, no. 20, July 1942)

13.4 The Spanish coat of arms arranged by the Sección Feminina at a
sporting demonstration in Murcia.
(Source: Legioni e Falangi, vol. 1, no. 8, 1 June 1941)

13.5 Regional folk dance as a form of gymnastics, performed at the clos-
ing ceremony of the Third Women’s National Gymnastics Champi-
onships in 1943.

(Source: Marca: Suplemento gráfico de los martes, vol. 2, no. 20, 13
April 1943)

13.6 A fascist homage as ‘sports news’ on the front page of Marca. The
three photographs show a wreath-laying ceremony at El Escorial,
where the Italian airforce team and the Atlético de Aviacion hon-
oured José Antonio Primo de Rivera with a pilgrimage to his grave.
(Source: Marca, 19 December 1942)

Levi

15.1 Die Bürger von Calais, by Rudolf Wagner-Régeny, directed by Werner
Jacob at the Duisburg Opera House in the season 1939/1940. 
(Source: Carl Niessen, Die deutsche Oper der Gegenwart, Regens burg
1944)
The heroic citizens of Calais withstand the siege of the King of Eng-
land. Fritz Mahnke’s designs symbolize the oppressive forces of
the enemy in a set that offers more than a fleeting reference to Nazi
monumentalist architecture.

15.2 L’Orfeo by Carl Orff based on Monteverdi’s score, directed by
Heinz Arnold at the Opera House in Dresden in 1940. 
(Source: Carl Niessen, Die deutsche Oper der Gegenwart, Regensburg
1944)
The designs by Emil Preetorius turned the Arcadian landscape
which has traditionally been associated with the Orpheus myth
into a German scenery reminiscent of Caspar David Friedrich’s
Romantic paintings.
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15.3 Doktor Johannes Faust by Hermann Reutter, directed by
Walter Felsenstein at the Städtische Bühnen Frankfurt/M in the
season 1935/1936. 
(Source: Carl Niessen, Die deutsche Oper der Gegenwart, Regensburg
1944)
Ludwig Sievert’s designs were based on paintings of the German
Reformation, celebrated during the Nazi period as masterpieces of
true German art.

15.4 Der Günstling by Rudolf Wagner-Régeny, directed by Josef Gielen at
the Sächsisches Staatstheater in Dresden in the season 1934/1935. 

(Source: Carl Niessen, Die deutsche Oper der Gegenwart, Regens-
burg 1944)

Based on Hugo’s Maria Tudor in the translation by Georg Büch-
ner, the libretto by Brecht’s erstwhile designer Caspar Neher deals
with the machinations of a corrupt and power-hungry aristocracy
at the court of Westminster. Neher, who also designed this produc-
tion, avoided all local colour and gave the sets a universal quality
which veered between monumental classicism and Piranesi’s
prison nightmares.
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