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LITERATURE

“VIENNA GOES

W]

TO POT
OUT JEWS”

HUGO BETTAUER’S NOVEL DIE
STADT OHNE JUDEN (THE CITY
WITHOUT JEWS)

FLORIAN KROBB

ugo Bertauer's novel, The Ciry withour

Jews, was first published in German in

1922, and became his largest success.
reaching a circulanon of 250.000 : transladons
included—an English one appeared in 1926" .
The book was dramatized in the same vear,
and the film adaptaton also became a commer-
cial success two vears later. After the war Bet-
tauer became a torgotten author; attempts to
revive his reputanon have been honourable,
but not very successtul. A reprint of his best-
known novels appeared in 1980;” and some n-
tormauon on this strange author was provided
bv the Canadian scholar Murrav Gordon Hall
in his monograph Der Faill Berrauer” Indeed.
Bertauer’s ““case™ seems almost more interes-
ang than his literature, which. from an aes-
theac point of view, must be considered
second rate. owing its success largelv to its
scandalous and provocanve subjects and sensa-
gonalisuc presentanon.

Hugo Bertauer was born on 18 August
1872, the third child of a wealthy Viennese
stockbroker of Galictan Jewish ongin, in
Baden. a select resort outside the Austrian
capital. His rather died when Hugo was only
one-vear-old. At eighteen Bertauer converted
to Protestant Chnsuaninv. Arter he had left
school. a dazzling career began: he volunteered
tor the armv. deserted five months later and
was ftorced to leave the country. At Zirich
University, he read philosophy tor a little while,
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then moved on to the United States, got mar-
nied, fathered a child, started a career in jour-
nalism, became a naturalized American, and
spent the enare tortune he had inherited from
hus father. Bv 1899, he was back in Europe,
this nme in Berlin, where he worked for a local
paper unnl. because of controversies over his
reporung of the Berlin police’s sloppiness, he
was expelled from Prussia, moved to Munich,
wrote recipes for a gourmet magazine and
eventually went back to the United States. ac-
companied by a sixteen-vear-old girl who was
to become his second wife. In New York. he
published his first novels in German-language
penodicals. In 1908, he armved back in his na-
uve Vienna, wriung for respected papers like
Dre Zest and Neue Frese Presse.

After World War One, more novels appeared
in quick succession; their huge success pro-
vided Bertauer with the monev to launch his
own magazine, enuted Er und Sie: Wochen-
schrift rur Lebenskultur und Erorsk **Him and
Her: A Weekly about Litesnvle and Eron-
asm™), in spang 1924, which caused an up-
roar in the literary market and a political
scandal that shook the whole Austrian Repub-
lic. The magazine's content was both morally
provocanve which explains the huge commer-
cal success) and politcally reformist {which ex-
plains the hosulity of large portons of the
Austnan  populaton and politcal estab-
lishment). In his editonals. Bettauer addressed
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questtons ke homosexualing abornon,  the
legal positon of ilegitmate children; doctors
gave advice on sexual quesuons, and personal
ads did their bit to increase the paper’s popu-
lan.  No wonder that conservanve arcles
started a vehement campaign against what theyv
must have percenved as a purvevor of promi-
scuity and obscenity, trving—unsuccesstully at
first—to have Er und Sie banned. An outnght
batde over the magazine untolded between the
socialist Lord Mavor ot Vienna, detending the
treedom of the press, and the Chnsuan Con-
servaonve Federal Chancellor ot Austna, who at-
tacked the *“moral contaminagon™ of the
population by “literary mudlarks™ and irre-
sponsible politcians. Soon Bettauer’s Jewish
origin was used as an argument against him by
conservative anusemites.

Put to tral for “‘corrupton of public mo-
rals” and “‘Kuppeler” iprocuring), he was
found not guilty on both counts; sull the paper
could not survive. Ironicallv, the idea of Er
und Sie caught on to such an extent that sev-
eral imitatdons soon appeared. with udes like
Ich und Du, An Alle. Wir Beide, Wir Zwes,
Das Rendevous and Adam und Eva. On 10
March 1925, about six months after his acquit-
tal, a twentv-one-vear-old dental techmaan
went into Bettauer’s office and fired five shots
at him. Bertauer died sixteen davs later tfrom
the wounds. Ouo Rothstock, the assassin, a
verv dubious character and member of the
NSDAP, claimed to have wanted to save so-
cietv from an “‘immoral parasite”. He became
a popular hero overmight, and his mal dete-
riorated into a farce: Rothstock was held in a
psvchiatric insuruton tor twenty months and
then released—a crass and poliucally-mouvated
miscarriage of jusace.

1e Stadt ohme Juden was by no means
Bettauer's only novel wath a provocaove

subject; in general. Bettauer dealt with

1issues in his ticoon similar to those he ad-
dressed in his magazine Er und Sio abornon,
prosttuton, equality of the sexes, homosex-
ualiv; in addimon to this kind of sex-related
1ssues he raised other serious social quesoons
like child abuse, poverty and drug addicoon.
All of his novels of the 1920s—and he was
tremendously  producave—became  bestsellers.
Berween 1921 and 1928, ten ot his books
were adapted for the screen: amongst them., of
course. Die Stadr ohme Juden and. probably
best remembered, Die freudlose Gasse (1925,
with a screen-plav bv Willv Haas—a flm 1n
which Greta Garbo plaved her first major part.
The plot of the novel 1s casv to convey. The
parliament of the smail Austnan state that re-
mained after the break-up of the Habsburg
Empire at the end of World War One deades
to purge Austria of Jews. This measure, camed
out with the approval of the League of Na-

uons. s meant as 3 cure tor all the nanon’s
economic problems: the Jews are asked to leave
the countrv within six months: their propern
and  wealth, though, 1s to reman in the
country. Austna 1s fut by a nanonalisuc cupho-
na: the nanon tinally appears united and at ease
with atselt. Yet, atter a short penod ot high

spinted self-nghteousness, an endless supply
cheap accommodanon in the best quarters ¢
Vienna, 3 local and nawvonal press withous
“subversive™ Jewish tendencies. Austna’s luck
changes. The price of Chnsuan punty s rapid
economic  decline, hyper-inflanon and  mass
poverty. The country’s economy, as well as 1ts
culture, fall into a sorry state. The assumpuor
had been that all the good Chnistuan virtues of’
the Austnans would produce a boom in pro-
ducovity and creauvity once liberated trom al-
leged Jewish dominance: instead. complete
paralvsis appears the main reacuon to changed
circumstances. Soon enough the first voices of
discontent start demanding a change of gov-
ernment and a repeal of the ught legislanon on
Jews. A voung Jewish arust, posing as a French
tounst to be near his Genule flancee, starts an
anonymous campaign to bring back the Jews,
and finally, with the help of the Socialist oppo-
sivon and the pragmatic members of the busi-
ness community, the Chnsuan Conservaove
government is overthrown and the expulsion
order revoked. The re-established socio-polin-
cal harmonv i1s complemented by the happyv end-
ing of the pnvate love storv: and with this
unequivocally  posinve oudook the parable
comes to quite a conciliatory conclusion.

The novel was obwviously concenved as a
warning that a state tounded on anusemiusm
could not work. “*Wien versumpert ohne
Juden™ ip. 82 +—this almost untranslatable ver-
dict of a coffee-house regular. commenang on
the sudden lack of a culovated atmosphere.
elegance and urbanitv, sums up the result or
the expulsion of the Jews: Vienna “goes to pot
without Jews —it loses all of wts tormer charac-
ter and detenorates into a mere village. Parks
and streets are deserted. tashion houses have to
close down, the theatres and operas are empn
tor lack of pertormers and audiences alike. the
press and literature become urterly uninteres-
ang; Austna has isolated itselt trom the inter-
nanonal communinv—both current intellecrual
trends as well as tade and commerce pass
Vienna bv.

Bv tocusing on such conscquences of the
expulsion of the Jews, Bertauer does not man-
age to dispel ana-Jewish prejudices about Jew -
ish dominance in certain protessions. like trade
and industryv, media and culture—on the con-
trarv. bv showing the whole collapse ot thee
sectors he impliady reconfirms the beliet thar
Jews indeed were plaving a dominant role. He
tes to make people realize that ths role
should not be perceived as a threat but as mu-
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tually benenaal, and that without the Jews'
participauon neither state nor society would be
able to runcuon properly. Thus he does not
venture to overtdy dismante anusemitic the-

tor a reborn nanion, is revealed as nothing but

the retlection of a severe backwardness and of

the 1denury ¢nsis ot a curtalled nanon; and as a
thoroughly inadequate principle upon which to

Vg orntes; his basic argument is a verv pragmanc  build a state.
P one: put up with the Jews because thev are In huis down-to-earth approach to showing
ot -, needed. Such a realizaton of inter-dependence  the reality behind popular prejudices, Bettauer
T Was meant to encourage 3 more sober, less ir-  does not stop short of including time-hon-
‘4.\,'?? Y rational approach to co-existence with the Jew- oured Austnan insurutions like the ‘“‘siifies

ish communinv.

The means by which Bettauer tnies to un-
mask popular anusemitism as pompous rhetoric
1s rony: he systemancallv ndicules all of the
ingredients of the Christan-Austrian = self-
image. The argument, outlined bv the Federal
Chancellor Dr Schwertteger in his parliamen-
tary speech jusutving the expulsion of the Jews,
serves to ulustrate the grotesqueness of the
government's position:

Midel™, dlustranng how a matter can appear in
different lights when viewed trom different
perspectves. For when he ironically points to
vet another very ordinarv tield where the ab-
sence of Jews is painfully felt, tor some it must
have read like an implicit reconfirmation of the
popular prejudice that Jewish virility and Jew-
ish money work hand in hand to spoil Chnis-
tan maidens. The argument is in great danger
of backfiring:

When the sweet girls were amongst themselves
and in a confiding mood, when thev exchanged
stories of their erotic adventures and experiences,

Sign indicating that
the Frisian bathing
resort of Nordeney

Our people s 2 naive. trusung peopie—plavtul
dreamers. chinging  to  unproductine  ideals.
devoted to music and quiet appreciation of na-
ture. devout and straighttorward. worthy and
thoughtrul. These are good. even wondertul
qualites, which could blossom 1nto a magnificent
culture, a wondertul wav of lite. 1if onlv thev were
left in peace and allowed to grow —But the Jews
amongst us did not permit this ranguil develop-
ment. With therr uncanny sharpness ot wit, with
their pragmatsm unattected by tradinon, with
their teline sleckness, their lightning comprehen-
sion, with thewrr vanous talents honed bv cen-
tunes ot oppression. they have overpowered us.
become our masters and taken over our enare
economic. spintual and cultural lives ‘p. 10)

What the novel sets out to prove is that the
last thing to blossom in an Austria without
Jews is culture and societv. Thus, what the
leader of the government invokes as the true
Chnstan-Austnan identity, a new fundament
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thev told each other about the sensuality of the
Jews and the diversity of their erotic rastes,
which so sharply contast with those of their
good upright Christan, but at the same tume
ever so unamusing Arvan friends . . . The girls
in the offices and shops, the sewing-shops and
factories knew littde about politics, rather more
about real life. And they began to miss him dear-
ly, their young Jewish man (p. 118 ff.).

Equally ill chosen are the examples Bettauer
provides to illustrate how Austria declines
economically and culturallv. Obviously his can-
cature of Austria and the Austrians was meant
to be amusing; the danger, though, of such an
approach is all too obvious. It is based on one
fundamental misjudgement: the storv could
only have an amusing effect for those who did
not need persuading that a fruitfil and tolerant
co-existence was desirable, and that no alterna-
uve was practicable. Such readers surely were
able to appreciate Bettauer's exaggerated pres-
entauon of prejudices and clichés because they
were able ro idenaty his irony.

The tnck by which the good outcome is
eventually brought about ilustrates how the
core of the Austnans’ tragile selt-image is at-
tacked bv Betrauer in a rude and offensive
manner. The last Chnsnan Conservative Mem-
ber of Parliament left in Vienna after the elec-
gon caused by the campagn for the
re-admission of the Jews—clected by the only
group sull profiung trom the Jewless situation
in the capital: the vintners and innkeepers—this
“Viennese pular of the Parn™ (p. 197)
becomes a  grotesque caricature. He s
prevented from taking part in the all-important
ballot on the *Jewish Questuon™, in which he
would have had the decisive vote to keep the
Jews out of Austria, by a simple tnck and the
assistance of a few botdes of good claret. Such
a portraval of a hallmark of the genuine Chnis-

was free of Jews
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van Austna—and the imphcanon that the en-
nre antisemitic ideology he represents was but
a2 drunken tantasv—must have had an offensive,
humiliaung etfect on a large part of the Aus-
tnan public. And that in Bettauer’s fiction one
intelligent Jewish individual, mouvated by his
love, single-handedly manages to turn public
opinion around completely and revoke an es-
sental polidcal development. could not have
met with a favourable reception from Chnstan
readers. For the picture painted is rather too
black and white—suggesung that all non-Jew-
ish Austrians are cither cranky or ever so easily
misled: the Pnme Minister an inspired orator
and demagogue, blinded by ideology; the
Viennese deputy a toolish drunkard; the whole
antisemitic movement outwitted by one man
alone; and even those  tolerant and liberal
forces unable to act for themselves.

Satire is intrinsicallv unfair, it needs to exag-
gerate in order to bring its messages across. If
Bettauer’s original intendon had been to con-
tribute to a de-escalation of ana-Jewish seno-
ment in post-war Austria, he seems to have
been carried awav by a sensatonalism which
led him to an undifferentated and indiscnmi-
nate assault on the whole Chrisdan community
in Austria. His intendons were doubtlessly
honourable, his preference for horrendously
provocative sadrical effects, though, cast a sha-
dow of doubt over the wayv he went about his
task.

he conciliatory resoluton of the novel
contains a plea for berter understanding
and co-existence berween the com-
munites; it did address the Jews themselves as
well, reminding them to behave unobtrusively
and not to offend any of the rules of Genale
society. The narrator constantly emphazises
that the ‘‘decent” and ‘“productve” Jews
should be re-admitted nto Austna; the doubts
concerning eastern Jews in their cattans, hag-
glers and other “‘conspicuous elements™, are
remnforced rather than dispelled. The pro-
gramme of the newlv-tounded Liberal Parry
thus reads:
The emergency measures against the Jews have
to be lifted, but at the same nme a prudent and
conscientous government has to keep out all
those ¢lements who did not live in Vienna betore
the World War: unless they can prove to a work-
ers’ and cimzens® court that they are willing and
able to do producuve. valuable work tor the
common good p. 186 .

This statement is a clear invecuve against the
new immigrants from the castern tringes of the
tormer Habsburg Empire who poured into
Vienna after the war. It reconfirms the opinion
that at least some of the Jewish acuvines were
neither “productive”™ nor “*valuable™. The ex-
pression of such senuments strikes us today as
a concession to prejudice and as a rather foul

COMpromisc.

In spite of all the reservatons expr
above, Bettauer's analvsis of” post-war Au
stnpped ot its enure tormer Empire, illust
only 100 well the mental state of the po
ton, the difficulties in finding a new nat
consensus. The opuon ot defining the
remnant of Austria as a “*German” state W
have meant the surrender of all pretenc
culrural and navonal autonomy; the altern
opuon, defining the small Alpine republic
**Catholic™, hence anoseminc state, had
attraction for the populaton, not least ir
rural areas. Thus the npe of antsemitism
tauer portrays so pointedly can be identfi
a revived religious torm of antsemitic s
ment, alreadv interwoven with the idea
racial superiority, but sull not an entircly |
ideology, like the one later adopted in
Germany. Yet, the book reads like a prop
prediction of events to come in Central
rope, an all too precise warning of what n
happen when antsemidsm becomes the
raison d’¢tre of an entire nagon.

Bettauer captured the mentaliues and
ments of his own umes quite vividly, achic
an accurate analysis of popular and pog
antisemitsm. Even in the derails of the
crete measures the state takes, Bettauer ar
pates real historical measures, for instance
Nuremberg Race Laws. In his parliamer
speech oudining the policies of the Aus
state, Bettauer’'s Federal Chancellor
Schwerteger explains:

As vou know, the expulsion order 1s not

concerned with Jews and converted Jews,

also with the offspring of Jews. The childre

mixed marnages count as Jewish. . . .

mature consideration the government has

cided that grandchildren resultng from m

marnages. should no longer be regarded as |

but as Arvans ip. 16).

Thus Bettauer does not have his character
the whole wav to the Nazi detmbon
Jew—the tull dimensions of anusemitic 4
cines must have exceeded the imaginaoor
even the most visionary of prophets. Wha
did not andcipate was the extent ot the bar
ism. the scale of the catastrophe. The expul
from his tichoous Austria is conducted |
relagvely civilized manner; the authonnes g
the Jews enough ume to leave the cour
there are compensauons tor the properny
have to leave behind, and manv other meas
to ensure that this experiment is conducted
cording to the standards set by the inte
tonal community. And on one other accc
Bettauer's vision falls wav behind the realin
his novel, the Jews are admirted back into .
tria: the Lord Mavor or Vienna welcomes
first arrival as “My dear Jew!—" (p. 2
When Berttauer’s vision became reality. d
was nobodyv left to be welcomed at all.
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