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Two Films about Jud Süss

Edgar Feuchtwanger

Lion Feuchtwanger first took up the story of Jud Süss, the eighteenth century Württemberg Court Jew, in 1917. Feuchtwanger then saw himself mainly as a dramatist and the drama he wrote was published in 1918, but never performed. When he came to write the novel he was influenced by the fate of Walther Rathenau, whose assassination, in June 1922, when he was Foreign Minister, was one of the pivotal events of the Weimar period. Like Joseph Süss Oppenheimer, Rathenau had risen high but had then been brought down because he was a Jew. The novel Jud Süss, published in 1925, established Feuchtwanger’s international reputation and was a worldwide best seller. Few would now regard it as his best work, but at the time it was acclaimed by many critics, including men of the stature of Arnold Bennett. It was perhaps too much shaped by the fashion and style of its period to age well.1
Feuchtwanger’s Jud Süss became an obvious subject for the screen. With the arrival of sound the film had become the dominant medium of entertainment. Actor, directors and not least commercial entrepreneurs crowded in to make the most of the opportunity. The idea of turning the best-selling novel Jud Süss into an English-language film predates the arrival of Hitler in power and the persecution of the Jews in Germany and was not linked to any political purpose. In 1929 an adaptation of the novel by Ashley Dukes had proved very successful on the London stage and provided the young Peggy Ashcroft with her West End debut. Negotiations for a film version were in progress for several years and a synopsis was prepared as early as August 1932. There were also plans to make a Jud Süss film in Germany before 1933. The basis was to be, not the Feuchtwanger novel, but the novella of 1827 by Wilhelm Hauff, since this was out of copyright and therefore less expensive. There was at least one German stage version of the novel, which featured some of the actors who later appeared in Harlan’s anti-Semitic film.2 
During the Nazi seizure of power in the spring of 1933 it was arguably the persecution of the Jews that aroused most attention and opposition abroad. The boycott of Jewish shops organised by Hitler and Goebbels on 1 April 1933 was meant to be a counterattack, but it was less than wholly successful. In England there were several proposals for films related to the persecution of the Jews, but they came up against the very rigid British film censorship. The censor not only rigorously prohibited anything that might offend against public decency, he also excluded everything that might be construed as political propaganda or touch political sensibilities. At least two proposals submitted, one entitled A German Tragedy, the other City without Jews, fell by the wayside. Ramsay MacDonald, the British Prime Minister, is said to have been interested in promoting a screen adaptation of The Oppermanns, but distanced himself when it became obvious that Hitler was firmly in power.3 
Jew Süss made it past the censor and to the screen, because it was billed as a costume drama based on a popular novel. Much of what was sexually explicit in the novel, or expressed in strong language, had to be toned down in the script. The film industry is traditionally portrayed by anti-Semites as dominated by Jews, but even the many Jews involved in the British film industry in the 1930s took some convincing that Jew Süss was a viable proposition. The industry was struggling hard to establish itself in the teeth of competition from Hollywood. Political, let alone Jewish themes, were thought to be death at the box office. Any political message was therefore well hidden in the film. Michael Balcon was as head of British Gaumont in the 1930s instrumental in getting Jud Süss on to the screen. Thirty years later he regretted that the political message was not stronger: “Hardly a single film of the period reflects the agony of those times”, he wrote in 1964.4 This did not prevent Jew Süss from becoming a political football when it hit the international cinema circuit. 

Two exiles from Nazi Germany were leading protagonists in the production of Jew Süss: it was directed by Lothar Mendes, previously a UFA director, and Conrad Veidt, who had famously appeared in The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari, was in the title role. It was one of the most expensive films made by the British industry up to this point, costing well into six figures. The film received a mixed reception from the critics, but the performance of Conrad Veidt was almost universally acclaimed. The Nazis had attempted to detain Veidt in Germany to prevent him from taking the lead in the British film. By starring in Jew Süss he finally cut his links with Nazi Germany. Later he became known in the English-speaking world mainly through playing the German Major Strasser in the film Casablanca. In 1943 he died of a heart attack in California at the age of fifty.5 Commercially Jew Süss was ranked sixth at the British box office in 1934, and was the second most successful British-made film that year. C.A.Lejeune, a leading British film critic, wrote that the film was “impressive, well written, richly set, photographed handsomely…”, but had little time for the film’s attempt to evoke sympathy for the oppressed Jews. She thought that contemporary British problems, such as the plight of English farming and unemployment, were more deserving of treatment.6  
In the United States there were even greater doubts if the Jewish theme would prove a draw. The film had the title Power, as did the novel, to avoid any mention of the word “Jew”. There was even apprehension that the Jewish theme might not prove acceptable to many in the New York Jewish community, especially if it meant portraying the historical Jud Süss as a role model. A prominent New York Rabbi, Stephen Wise, told his congregation that worldly success, like Süss Oppenheimer’s, would not lead to salvation, as events in Germany since 1933 had shown only too clearly. Nowhere had Jews achieved greater success and were now more severely persecuted than in Germany. To counter such arguments may have been one of the reasons why Albert Einstein was drawn into an endorsement of the film and why he was present at the premiere. There is a photo of the occasion, showing Einstein, Charlie Chaplin and Berthold Viertel. Einstein sent it to Lion Feuchtwanger and wrote on it, in Berlin dialect: “Dem Meister von det Janze”.7  Feuchtwanger himself did not think highly of the British film. It was reasonably successful in the large American cities, but aroused little interest in what might now be called Middle America.

The premiere of the film in Vienna took place on 16 October 1934, nearly a fortnight after London and New York. Within a week the film was banned. Austria was at the time ruled by the authoritarian Christian Social regime of Schuschnigg. Less than three months previously his predecessor Dollfuss had been murdered in a Nazi uprising and the regime was only saved by Mussolini moving troops to the Brenner. Hitler hastily disavowed the failed coup of the Austrian Nazis. The situation was full of irony. Mussolini was the only major international figure who had confronted Hitler until then.8 Within a few years the Italian dictator had changed sides and his non-intervention in March 1938 was the key to enabling Hitler to carry out the Anschluss. The Christian Social Party stood in a long tradition of Austrian Catholicism, anti-liberal, anti-Semitic and above all anti-Socialist. The Social Democrats, the predominant party in Red Vienna, had been outlawed in early 1934, provoking riots and bloodshed. The film Jew Süss was favourably reviewed in the liberal Vienna newspapers, such as the Neue Freie Presse, condemned in the Government press as Jewish propaganda. The way it portrayed, so it was alleged, Jews as good and Christians as bad was a provocation to Catholics. Soon it was reported that there had been disturbances when the film was shown and this gave an excuse to the police to ban the film on public order grounds. It is by no means clear that there ever were any disturbances or whether, if there were, they were deliberately provoked, perhaps by Austrian Nazis. There were some protests against the ban, mainly on commercial grounds, by the British Legation in Vienna and the Austrian Film Industry’s Association.9
The events in Vienna, culminating in the ban, were reported with approval in Germany. The only thing that was wrong from a Nazi ideological point of view was that in Austria the film was regarded as offensive on religious rather than racial grounds. For the Nazis it did not matter that it was offensive to Catholics, but that it held good Jews against bad Aryan Germans was intolerable. The journal Der gute Film published by the German Institut für Filmkultur called Jew Süss “nationalist-Jewish, historical propagandist drama from the novel of the same name by Lion Feuchtwanger”. It “is to be decisively rejected as a monstrous revilement of all non-Jews.”10
Four years were to elapse before the first moves were made that led to the production of the notorious anti-Semitic Jud Süss film directed by Veit Harlan. These moves occurred around the time of Kristallnacht in November 1938, when the Nazi persecution of the Jews went into higher gear. It is well-known that Goebbels played a central role in unleashing the pogrom of November 1938 and that a major motive for him was to regain favour with Hitler. The Propaganda Minister’s standing with the Führer had been badly damaged by his affair with the Czech actress Lida Baarova. It is likely that he had long harboured an intention to produce a reply to the British Jew Süss film. It is certain that Goebbels himself and others concerned in making the German film had private showings of the British film. One does not know if Goebbels ever read the novel, and if he had, he would never admit it; but he must have been aware of it. Up to 1938 his ministry had not caused many films with a political message to be made. To provide entertainment and distraction for the public was the main task of the cinema. When at the end of 1938 Goebbels ordered the major film companies to produce anti-Semitic films, Ludwig Metzger, a scriptwriter employed by Terra-Film, had already submitted a script based on the Feuchtwanger Jud Süss novel to his company, but had met with little enthusiasm. He now turned to the Propaganda Ministry, which responded with a Staatsauftrag and by the summer of 1939 preparations were in full swing. There were a number of further twists and turns, changes of scriptwriters and the injection of more radical anti-Semitism. Eberhard Wolfgang Möller, a committed Nazi, was brought in to work with Metzger on the script. There was no longer any mention of the Feuchtwanger novel, only of the Hauff novella of 1827, but even this was not quite ideologically correct in Nazi eyes.11 
The project took on greater urgency in the eyes of the Propaganda Minister at the end of 1939. By this time Poland had been occupied, what the Nazis called the Jewish Question had assumed numerically much greater proportions and its so-called solution had been radicalised by several degrees. It was at this stage that Goebbels managed to enlist Veit Harlan, to rewrite the script and direct the film. Through his second wife, Hilde Körber, Harlan had been drawn into Goebbels’s circle and into the Lida Baarova affair. On the 15 December 1939 the Propaganda Minister wrote in his diary: “Manuskripte zum …Jud Süssfilm studiert. Besonders der Jud Süssfilm ist nun von Harlan großartig umgearbeitet worden. Das wird der antisemitische Film werden.”12 So it proved to be. It was also through Harlan that a first-class cast was recruited, including Ferdinand Marian in the title role. A certain amount of pressure on the part of Goebbels seems to have been required before Marian, and others, were prepared to appear in the film. They were not keen to be typecast as Jews, though they may well have exaggerated their reluctance after the war. Marian died in an accident in 1945 – possibly it was suicide. Harlan’s third wife, the Swedish actress Christina Söderbaum, took the female lead of Dorothea. She had the suitable blonde Aryan looks and the baby-doll demeanour that conformed to the Nazi image of women. In the Harlan film she escapes the Jew’s attention by drowning herself, an ideologically correct end.

Harlan’s film was successful because it was a combination of virulent anti-Semitism with a compelling love story, full of sex and violence. In the early 1940s the film ranked sixth among the thirty most popular German films. It was seen by more than twenty million, also in the German-occupied countries of Europe. It was frequently shown in the unoccupied part of France. It was reported that when audiences left the cinemas after a showing there were sometimes physical attacks on Jews. On the orders of Himmler the film was shown to the SS and to concentration camp guards. In 1941 Lion Feuchtwanger published an open letter in America to Werner Krauß, Eugen Klöpfer and Heinrich George, in which he reminded them of their collaboration with him in stage versions of his novel before 1933. He speculated on what might have induced them to lend themselves to so vicious a distortion of the subject. He said “Sonderbarerweise kann ein guter Schauspieler nicht gegen seine Überzeugung spielen, ohne ein weniger guter Schauspieler zu werden.”13 
After the war Veit Harlan was accused of crimes against humanity, because of his direction of Jud Süss, but twice acquitted. There is a television documentary reconstructing his trial. He cleverly appealed to the sense, prevalent among many Germans in the immediate post-war years, of having been victims of events, rather than perpetrators, as most of the rest of the world held them to be. “Ihr nennt mich des Teufels Regisseur, aber wir waren alle des Teufels, Generäle, Richter, Beamte. Deswegen sieht Deutschland so aus wie es jetzt aussieht. Ich konnte mir die Zeit in der ich lebte nicht aussuchen”, this was what he said, or words to that effect. One of the reasons for his acquittal was the argument that the film could not have contributed to the Holocaust, since it pre-dated it. It is probably correct to attribute the film to that phase of Nazi anti-Jewish policy when its focus was still expulsion rather than extermination. The film certainly played a part in creating a climate in which extermination became realistic as a policy.

There are two further Feuchtwanger family connections, which, though not immediately relevant to the Jew Süss films, shed light on the tangled web of German intellectual life in the twentieth century. My father Ludwig was Lion’s younger brother, separated from him by less than eighteen months in age. There were then another seven younger brothers and sisters, but Lion and Ludwig were the two eldest and received an academic education. This may well have contributed to their rejection of the orthodox Jewish way of life that had shaped their early years. After completing his doctorate in 1908 my father was admitted to the Munich bar, but never seriously practised. In 1914, at the relatively early age of twenty-eight, he became the academic director of the publishing house Duncker & Humblot, where he remained until forced out in 1936. Duncker & Humblot was established in the late eighteenth century. Hegel, Ranke and even Goethe, for one minor work, were among its authors. In the late nineteenth century it became the publishing house of the Verein für Sozialpolitik, the organisation established by the Kathedersozialisten to propagate their ideas. Gustav Schmoller was the doyen of the Kathedersozialisten, but by the outbreak of the first World War he was an establishment figure and ennobled. My father had studied under him in Berlin and had published a number of articles in Schmoller’s Jahrbuch. It was through Schmoller that my father was installed at Duncker & Humblot. In the 1920s he brought to the publishing house as an author Carl Schmitt, a rising star among German political and constitutional theorists. Schmitt’s Freund-Feind-Theorie was the most intellectually potent attack on liberalism and parliamentary democracy during the Weimar years. Schmitt was at his most influential in the closing years of the Republic, supplying some of the theoretical underpinnings for the switch to presidential government between 1930 and 1933. He was close to the two last chancellors before Hitler, Papen and Schleicher. He then made his peace with the Nazis and is often called the Kronjurist of the Third Reich. 

Relations between my father and Schmitt were warmer than the often slightly antagonistic relationship between publisher and author. There was a considerable correspondence between them, some of which has been published or is in process of being published.14  There was a last letter in November 1933. Schmitt, who always shared some of the intellectual anti-Semitism to be found in sections of the German intelligentsia, was anxious to hide all traces of previous Jewish connections. In July 1934 Schmitt published his notorious justification of the murders of the Night of Long Knives, Der Führer schützt das Recht. Other efforts to assert his Nazi credentials followed.15  It did not do him much good, for in 1936 he was attacked in Das Schwarze Korps, the S.S. house journal, as an opportunist and latter-day convert to National Socialism. The protection of Göring ensured his retention of his chair of law at Berlin and of his title as a Prussian state councillor, but the council never met after 1936. Schmitt’s hopes of a major career in the Third Reich vanished. 

There is yet another Feuchtwanger ingredient in the explosive German intellectual cocktail of the first half of the twentieth century. It is linked to Max Scheler, noted philosopher and sociologist, influential in modern Catholicism. He was a cousin of Lion’s father. Scheler’s mother was a Fürther, a sister of Lion’s paternal grandmother. Family anecdotes have it that the Fürther girls were difficult to shift on the marriage market. This may have been the reason why Scheler’s mother eloped, durchgebrannt was the more lively German word for it, with a Bavarian forester. Nevertheless my father maintained a connection with Scheler until the latter’s death in 1928. Before 1914, as a young lawyer, my father got involved, possibly acting on behalf of the family, in a lawsuit brought by Scheler in an affair of honour. Scheler lost and had to leave the University of Munich. In the first World War Scheler, born in 1870, was among those German academics who beat the drum of chauvinism loudest. His book Der Genius des Krieges und der Deutsche Krieg, published in 1915, was a bible for German nationalists and Anglophobes.16 Scheler, like many others, even Thomas Mann, sang a different tune after 1918. My father, at Duncker & Humblot, published 

Versuche zu einer Soziologie des Wissens in 1924, a volume edited by Scheler, nearly half of which consists of a contribution by Scheler himself.17 My father inserted into his own copy of the book a reproduction of a portrait of Scheler by Otto Dix. It is still on my shelves.

At the end of the war, in March 1945, my father went briefly back to Germany to work on the recovery and preliminary assessment of the archives of the Third Reich. He travelled under the auspices of the U.S.Army and with the rank of an American officer. During this time he wrote a series of letters to his brother Lion, in which he drew a vivid picture of the physical and moral conditions in devastated Germany and Bavaria. These letters are of such unusual length that one may speculate that Lion may well have asked his brother to give him his personal impressions of a situation that he would otherwise have known mainly from the newspapers. These letters are reproduced in the Nachwort, by the editor, Rolf Rieß, to a book of essays by my father, published in 2003 by Duncker & Humblot.18 Lion may have toyed with the idea of going to Germany himself and it was rumoured that he might be asked to write about the Nuremberg trials. It would have provided a fitting epilogue to the novels he wrote on the German tragedy of the twentieth century. As it is, the three books of the Wartesaal trilogy will continue to hold an important place in modern German literature not least because of their political interest. The historical novel Jud Süss has an added contemporary political interest through its connection, albeit very circuitous, with one of the most vicious fabrications of the Goebbels propaganda machine.
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