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Subject Matter and Theoretical Framework 
 

The study opens with a personally inflected 
preface that frames the historical reappraisal 
of the relationship between modern circus 
and bourgeois theatre. Here, Mirjam Hildbrand 
reflects on how she came to focus on the cir-
cus and why the historical investigation of 
this form became a central concern of her re-
search. Drawing on her own experience as a 
dramaturg and scholar, she observes a strik-
ing dissonance: while contemporary circus is 
a vibrant, inventive, and theatrically rich field 
of practice, within German-language academic 
discourse it has long failed to qualify as a “se-
rious” object of theatre-historical inquiry. Her 
encounters with productions by Zirkus Fahr 
AwaY, as well as insights gained through an 
early theatre-analytical project, made this 
tension particularly visible. Within the profes-
sional field itself, the circus was widely taken 
to occupy a peripheral position, one that 
rarely invited sustained theoretical engage-
ment. 

Alongside this experiential point of depar-
ture, the preface also recounts the genesis of 
the research project. During archival work at 
the Berlin Landesarchiv, Hildbrand encoun-
tered the extensive records of the Theater-
polizei (theatre police), a source corpus of re-
markable richness that had remained largely 
unexplored. The discovery of these materials 

proved decisive, providing the empirical 
foundation for an entire research programme 
and opening up new perspectives on the insti-
tutional regulation of theatrical forms. 

At the heart of the study lies the observa-
tion that, within German-speaking cultural 
discourse, theatre and circus are organised 
according to categories that appear neutral 
but are in fact deeply political and ideological. 
Theatre—particularly bourgeois literary thea-
tre (Literaturtheater)—is conventionally un-
derstood as art, that is, as high culture. Circus, 
by contrast, is typically classified as entertain-
ment or industry (Unterhaltung, Lustbarkeit, 
or Gewerbe), and thus positioned outside the 
realm of art. This hierarchy, however, is not 
the result of a natural or self-evident develop-
ment. Rather, it is the outcome of protracted 
discursive and legal processes that took shape 
over the course of the nineteenth century. 
The central research questions therefore ad-
dress how this hierarchy of status between 
theatre and circus came into being, why one 
form came to be recognised as art while the 
other did not, and which institutional, social, 
and legal mechanisms contributed to render-
ing this distinction largely unquestionable by 
the end of the nineteenth century. 

The introduction situates these questions 
within a broader historical framework. The 
“long nineteenth century” marks not only the 
institutional consolidation of the bourgeois 
ideal of theatre but also the emergence of the 
modern circus in its recognisable form. From 
the 1850s onwards, Berlin hosted several per-
manent circus buildings, and circus perfor-
mances increasingly relied on dramaturgical 
structures comparable to those of the theatre. 
Pantomimes incorporated musical and cho-
reographic elements, resulting in complex, 
staged narratives rather than mere se-
quences of attractions. A critical turning point 

https://doi.org/10.55502/the.2025.4.82


HEDVIG  UJVÁRI 

was the Gewerbeordnung of 1869, which lib-
eralised theatrical enterprise and thereby po-
sitioned the circus as a direct competitor to 
literary theatre. This development was fol-
lowed by a series of political and professional 
campaigns in which theatrical interest groups 
deliberately sought to relegate the circus to a 
legally and culturally “inferior” category. 

This process necessitated conceptual clar-
ification. Hildbrand distinguishes between 
Theaterform, a neutral category encompass-
ing a wide range of performative practices, 
and Theater, understood in a normative sense 
as an institution with elevated artistic status. 
One of the book’s central aims is to trace how 
this latter, restrictive usage emerged and 
gradually solidified. 

The introduction also addresses the state 
of circus research. Within German-language 
theatre studies, the circus has long consti-
tuted a blind spot; most theatre-historical, 
cultural-historical, or legal-historical works 
have either ignored it altogether or men-
tioned it only in passing. By contrast, in An-
glophone and Francophone scholarship, an 
autonomous field of Circus Studies has devel-
oped over the past four decades, complete 
with an established body of literature and its 
own archival practices. German-speaking re-
searchers, however, have often been forced 
to rely on non-academic, anecdotal circus his-
tories. While valuable in certain respects, 
these publications frequently reproduce un-
verified legends and rarely engage with pri-
mary sources. Against this background, Hild-
brand’s monograph positions itself as open-
ing up a new field of inquiry and underscores 
the exceptional nature of a rigorously schol-
arly investigation into the history of the cir-
cus. 

Hildbrand defines her source base and 
methodology with notable clarity. She draws 
on four principal groups of sources: (1) thea-
tre-related legal texts and regulations, including 
amendments to the Gewerbeordnung and fis-
cal legislation; (2) parliamentary and admin-
istrative records, in particular the files of the 
Berlin Theaterpolizei; (3) documents produced 

by professional interest groups; and (4) press 
sources that testify to contemporary percep-
tions of the circus. 

Methodologically, the study adopts a dis-
course-analytical approach. Rather than merely 
cataloguing practices and regulatory measures, 
Hildbrand investigates the formation of the 
categories and semantic networks through 
which theatre and circus were positioned 
within a cultural hierarchy. Discursive repeti-
tions, value judgements, and normative as-
sumptions articulated in the sources are 
treated as being as significant as institutional 
facts. 

In discussing the historical background of 
the modern circus, the author emphasises 
that its emergence cannot be traced to a sin-
gle point of origin, despite the persistent 
presence of 1768—Philip Astley’s first London 
performance—in canonical narratives of cir-
cus history. Late eighteenth- and nineteenth-
century theatrical culture was far more per-
meable than such accounts suggest. Minor 
theatres, hippodramas, and equestrian thea-
tres all functioned as early antecedents of the 
circus, operating as hybrid forms that com-
bined music, narrative action, dance, and ac-
robatics. The modern institutionalisation of 
the circus grew out of this heterogeneous 
prehistory. At the same time, bourgeois liter-
ary theatre increasingly sought, throughout 
the nineteenth century, to distance itself 
from precisely this hybridity, producing ever 
narrower and more normative definitions of 
what constituted “theatre.” 

Following the delineation of these concep-
tual and historical premises, the study un-
folds across three major sections. The first of-
fers a detailed analysis of Berlin’s circus cul-
ture, introducing key venues, selected repre-
sentative pantomimes, and patterns of audi-
ence and press reception. The second exam-
ines the development of theatre law between 
1869 and 1900, with particular attention to 
the ways in which representatives of literary 
theatre attempted to restrict the circus through 
legal means. The third traces developments 
from the turn of the century to the end of the 
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First World War, a period in which moral and 
civic campaigns, ecclesiastical opposition, fis-
cal policy, and the emergence of new com-
petitors—most notably cinema—significantly 
weakened the position of the circus while fur-
ther consolidating that of the theatre. Taken 
together, these sections reconstruct the pro-
cess by which a cultural hierarchy became es-
tablished and stabilised in the latter half of 
the nineteenth century, one in which theatre 
came to embody the norm of high art, while 
the circus was relegated to the margins as a 
form of entertainment. 
 

Circus as Urban Modernity: 
Performance, Technology, and Cultural  
Experimentation in Fin-de-Siècle Berlin 

 
The first major chapter of the study situates 
the historical rethinking of the relationship 
between modern circus and bourgeois thea-
tre within the cultural landscape of fin-de-siè-
cle Berlin, demonstrating how the circus 
emerged as one of the most dynamic and ex-
perimentally oriented forms of urban perfor-
mance. Hildbrand takes as her starting point 
a deeply entrenched assumption in theatre 
historiography: that the circus occupied merely 
the margins of popular entertainment and re-
mained aesthetically and institutionally dis-
tant from the world of bourgeois Litera-
turtheater. Her detailed reconstruction, how-
ever, shows that by the late nineteenth cen-
tury the circus had long ceased to consist of 
temporary fairground booths. Instead, it had 
developed into a multilayered theatrical form 
organised around permanent buildings and 
complex technologies of spectacle. 

The institutionalisation of the circus in the 
modern metropolis was not simply the result 
of economic success or market demand. Ra-
ther, the genre integrated dramaturgical, vis-
ual, and technical innovations that would 
later play a significant role in the development 
of both theatre and moving-image culture. In 
this sense, the circus functioned not at the pe-
riphery of theatrical history but as one of its 
most innovative sites. 

In the opening section of the chapter, 
Hildbrand outlines how a distinctively Berlin-
based performance practice of the modern 
circus took shape. A genre previously regarded 
as marginal entered, at the turn of the cen-
tury, a social and cultural environment partic-
ularly conducive to large-scale, rapidly chang-
ing, attraction-based spectacles. The princi-
ple of programme organisation based on con-
stant novelty—that is, the logic according to 
which audiences would return only if pre-
sented with new productions night after night 
—turned the circus into one of the most in-
tensively innovative actors within the urban 
entertainment industry. Rapid repertoire 
changes, spectacular technical developments, 
specialised machinery, and advanced lighting 
techniques all contributed to transforming 
the circus into an experimental laboratory at-
tuned to the rhythms of modernity. While 
bourgeois theatre tended to emphasise the 
stability of a classical dramatic repertoire, the 
circus embodied the pulse of urban life itself: 
an aesthetic of movement, renewal, and per-
petual transformation. 

The next major section provides a detailed 
account of the three most important circus 
buildings in Berlin at the time: the Markthallen-
zirkus, Circus Krembser, and Circus Busch. 
These venues not only surpassed many con-
temporary theatres in size and technical 
equipment but also reconfigured the organi-
sation of spectatorship. The Markthallenzir-
kus, with its robust hall architecture and ec-
lectic wood-and-iron construction adapted 
from a former market hall, created a space of 
democratic mass culture. Its wide, circular 
public areas were both inclusive and acousti-
cally manageable, and although initially reli-
ant on gas lighting, the venue adopted mod-
ern lighting technologies by the end of the 
century. 

Circus Krembser, by contrast, explicitly ad-
dressed a bourgeois audience. Featuring dec-
orated boxes, a differentiated auditorium, and 
an interior architecture approximating that of 
dramatic theatre, it occupied an intermediate 
position between circus and theatre. This 
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dual orientation—preserving traditional cir-
cus structures while simultaneously ap-
proaching theatrical norms of elegance—ulti-
mately explains why the venue failed to fit 
fully into either narrative. Among the three, 
Circus Busch possessed the most advanced 
technological infrastructure. Its steel-and-
glass construction, fully electric lighting, and 
hydraulic ring system made it a paradigmatic 
example of technicised spectacle at the turn 
of the century. Water scenes, rising and sink-
ing platforms, and the movement of large-
scale scenic units achieved here remained 
technically challenging even for contempo-
rary theatres. These examples demonstrate 
that the circus operated not on the margins of 
theatrical development but at its technologi-
cal forefront. 

This technical and organisational modern-
isation, however, was not an end in itself. It 
served the demands of a remarkably multi-
faceted and dramaturgically complex perfor-
mance form. Contemporary conceptions of 
circus pantomime encompassed a wide range 
of genres and iconographic layers, from fairy-
tale fantasies and exotic narratives to histori-
cal and military tableaux depicting royal and 
courtly scenes. The three productions ana-
lysed in detail—Diamantine (1883), Babel 
(1903), and Jagdfest am Hofe Ludwig XIV 
(1911)—demonstrate that these performances 
possessed fully developed narrative struc-
tures. Music accompanied the action, visual 
elements fulfilled dramaturgical functions, 
and mass scenes, dance interludes, and ges-
tural vocabularies combined to produce a 
complex aesthetic form. This form aligns 
more closely with the tradition of ballet-pan-
tomime than with conceptions of the circus 
as a mere succession of attractions. Music 
functioned not as simple accompaniment but 
as a central dramaturgical element, shaping 
rhythm, scene transitions, and emotional tone, 
while choreography formed an integral part 
of the visual narrative. 

The fourth major section addresses the 
ambivalence of the circus’s social reception. 
From the perspective of contemporary audi-

ences, the circus enjoyed overwhelming pop-
ularity. Sold-out performances, special trains, 
family attendance, and the strong presence 
of working-class spectators indicate a hetero-
geneous audience profile that bourgeois the-
atre struggled to attract. Through parades, 
processions, and posters, the circus occupied 
urban visual space, creating what might be 
described as an “expanded theatrical space” 
of the metropolis itself. At the same time, the 
rhetoric of bourgeois theatre criticism—brand-
ing the circus as “vulgar,” “tasteless,” or “alien 
to theatre”—reveals that this social expan-
sion posed a direct threat to the dominant po-
sition of Literaturtheater. The negative critical 
reception was therefore less aesthetic than 
institutional and political in nature, function-
ing as a strategy through which the theatrical 
field sought to preserve its cultural primacy. 

The concluding section of the chapter re-
considers the concept of “theatricalisation” in 
order to examine the discursive mechanisms 
that sustain genre hierarchies. Earlier histori-
ography suggested that the circus moved 
closer to theatre around the turn of the cen-
tury, becoming increasingly “theatricalised.” 
Hildbrand demonstrates instead that the cir-
cus had long produced narrative, scenograph-
ically elaborate, and technologically sophisti-
cated performances throughout much of the 
nineteenth century. Rather than moving to-
wards theatre, it operated from the outset as 
part of a broad theatrical ecosystem—one 
that later, drama-centred definitions of thea-
tre proved unable to accommodate. The con-
cept of “theatricalisation,” as used retrospec-
tively, thus names a discursive operation 
through which the exclusive categories of 
bourgeois theatre were elevated to universal 
norms. 

In this respect, the argument resonates 
implicitly with theoretical models from early 
film history. Tom Gunning’s and André Gaud-
reault’s concept of the cinema of attractions 
offers a precise parallel, illuminating how 
spectacle- and attraction-based forms are 
retrospectively devalued even as they played 
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a decisive technical and narrative role in the 
formation of a new medium. 

The overarching conclusion of the chapter 
is that the Berlin circus at the turn of the cen-
tury was not merely a phenomenon of the en-
tertainment industry but one of the most vi-
brant, experimental, and socially inclusive 
forms of modern performance. Its subse-
quent marginalisation did not arise from aes-
thetic or historical necessity but from the nor-
mative self-canonisation of bourgeois thea-
tre and the cultural institutions aligned with 
it. In this sense, the chapter constitutes not 
only a historical reconstruction but also a crit-
ical intervention into contemporary debates 
on the concept of theatre, genre hierarchies, 
and the selective operations of cultural 
memory. 
 

Law, Lobbying, and the Codification  
of Cultural Hierarchies: 

The Institutional Marginalisation of the Circus 
 

The book’s second chapter uncovers the insti-
tutional-historical deep structure of the con-
flict between circus and bourgeois theatre. It 
reconstructs the multi-decade process of leg-
islation and lobbying through which theatre, 
drawing on the instruments of cultural rank, 
genre hierarchy, and legal regulation, sought 
to exclude the circus institutionally from the 
category of “higher art.” Hildbrand demon-
strates with particular clarity that the margin-
alisation of the circus did not arise from aes-
thetic or qualitative differences but from po-
litical and cultural processes that, by the end 
of the nineteenth century, translated genre 
distinctions into legally sanctioned hierar-
chies. 

The opening section examines the theatri-
cal consequences of the 1869 Industrial Code 
(Gewerbeordnung). Initially, the new regula-
tion brought about a liberalisation of theatri-
cal activity. Parliamentary debates surrounding 
the Theater im Reichstag advocated a freer 
practice of performance, which temporarily 
afforded the circus a degree of institutional 
leeway. This brief phase of liberalisation, 

however, was marked from the outset by a 
profound cultural ambivalence. While the le-
gal framework became formally more per-
missive, representatives of the bourgeois 
Bildungstheater increasingly organised them-
selves into interest groups. Hildbrand traces 
in detail the emergence of an institutional co-
alition dedicated to defending the interests of 
“serious theatre,” a coalition that by the 
1870s was already calling for the “regulation” 
of the circus. 

Liberalisation and restriction thus un-
folded in tandem. What legislation permit-
ted, the theatre lobby sought to curtail rhe-
torically and institutionally. Commercial gen-
res—most notably the circus, cabaret, and 
popular pantomime—were still able to oper-
ate with relative legal freedom during this pe-
riod, yet the discursive foundations were al-
ready being laid for the restrictive language 
that would dominate the following decades. 

The second major section analyses the po-
litical and ideological background of the leg-
islative tightening after 1880. The 1880s 
marked a decisive turning point, as the Liter-
aturtheater lobby emerged as a genuinely in-
fluential political force. Parliamentary de-
bates between 1879 and 1883 increasingly re-
volved around the notion of “higher art,” a 
concept through which theatrical forms were 
systematically differentiated. The 1883 amend-
ment to the Gewerbeordnung introduced an 
explicitly genre-based distinction, separating 
performances deemed to possess Kunstinter-
esse (artistic interest) from those considered 
to lack it. This legal category automatically 
relegated the circus to the realm of “lower” 
forms allegedly devoid of artistic value, even 
though the circus’s actual aesthetic practice 
often demanded a higher degree of technical 
and dramaturgical sophistication than con-
temporary bourgeois drama. 

The decisive consequence of the 1883 
amendment was that genre hierarchy was no 
longer sustained merely by cultural conven-
tion but became fixed in explicit legal catego-
ries. As a result, the circus was placed at a dis-
advantage not only symbolically but also in 
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practical terms. The economic and adminis-
trative conditions of its operation deterio-
rated through licensing procedures, pro-
gramme restrictions, and content regulations 
that particularly affected pantomime. The 
circus thus became subject to a regulatory re-
gime tacitly tailored to the needs and norms 
of the Literaturtheater. 

The third major section focuses on the pe-
riod between 1884 and 1900, when the tight-
ening of theatre law manifested less through 
new legislation than through enforcement, 
interpretation, and the operation of discipli-
nary apparatus. This was the most difficult le-
gal phase for the circus. At the same time, 
theatre itself entered a period of crisis. Hild-
brand shows that audience numbers for bour-
geois dramatic theatre declined, institutions 
accumulated debt, and the genre’s social 
prestige eroded. Nevertheless—or perhaps 
precisely for this reason—the lobby intensi-
fied its opposition to any performative form 
perceived as competition. A statement issued 
by the Reichsamt des Innern in 1888, which 
deliberately left the genre classification of cir-
cus pantomimes “ambiguous,” functioned as 
a tool of rhetorical delegitimation. Perfor-
mances that could not be clearly categorised 
were more easily prohibited, restricted, or ad-
ministratively curtailed. 

An emblematic moment of this period was 
the 1896 revision, which reinforced rigid clas-
sifications of genres and repertoires. Circus 
pantomimes were now excluded from the 
“theatrical” category in almost every respect. 
They were not recognised as drama, yet nei-
ther were they treated as harmless specta-
cles; instead, they were relegated to a regula-
tory no-man’s-land. The flexibility that had 
previously constituted one of the circus’s 
greatest strengths thus became a liability 
within the legal framework. 

The fourth section offers a theoretical con-
frontation with the underlying logic of these 
developments. Why, Hildbrand asks, did nine-
teenth-century legislation endow certain the-
atrical forms with “higher artistic interest” 
while denying it to others? This question 

exposes a fundamental schema of German 
aesthetic history: the legal codification of the 
dichotomy between “high” and “low” art. A 
brief cultural-historical overview makes clear 
that these boundaries were not drawn along 
aesthetic lines but emerged from social and 
ideological considerations. The discourse of 
high art functioned as a cultural instrument 
constructed in the interest of Bildungstheater, 
aimed not at the objective protection of artis-
tic value but at preserving the bourgeois the-
atre’s institutional monopoly. 

One of the chapter’s most compelling mo-
ments is its interrogation of whether dra-
matic theatre itself could be unambiguously 
defined as art, pointing to the intense de-
bates surrounding the very nature of bour-
geois drama. If dramatic theatre lacked a sta-
ble definition, then the exclusion of the circus 
from the realm of “higher art” can hardly be 
understood as an aesthetic judgement; it 
must instead be recognised as a question of 
power. 

The chapter’s concluding examples—the 
legal struggles of Circus Busch and Circus 
Schumann—illustrate how circus companies 
by the end of the nineteenth century were 
compelled to fight for their very genre iden-
tity using legal language and administrative 
strategies. The theatre lobby mobilised legal 
categories underpinned by clearly articulated 
cultural hierarchies: licensing systems, con-
tent control, and genre classification all served 
to weaken the circus institutionally. 

The overarching conclusion of the chapter 
is that the conflict between circus and theatre 
in the second half of the nineteenth century 
was not resolved on aesthetic or generic 
grounds but within the hidden networks of 
legislation, institutional interest representa-
tion, and cultural discourse. The marginalisa-
tion of the circus thus stemmed not from the 
nature of the genre itself but from social pro-
cesses that elevated the norms of bourgeois 
theatre to universal standards. In this sense, 
Hildbrand’s research constitutes not only a 
historical reconstruction but also a critical in-
tervention, exposing cultural hierarchies that 
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are often perceived as natural as the outcome 
of contingent power formations. 

 
Moral Regulation, Fiscal Policy, and  

Media Change: Coalitions Against the Circus 
in Early Twentieth-Century Berlin 

 
In the history of modern performance, there 
are few periods in which institutional and so-
cial actors of such different provenance joined 
forces against a single genre—as happened, 
in this case, with the circus and the variety 
theatre in the first decades of the twentieth 
century. The book’s third chapter recon-
structs this particularly dense and complex 
phase of anti-circus campaigning, when three 
previously largely separate fields of power—
the bourgeois theatre lobby, the professional 
associations of artists, and urban movements 
of moral regulation—suddenly began to point 
in the same direction. Although their motiva-
tions differed, the combined effect was the 
emergence of a cultural-political apparatus 
that drastically reduced the institutional 
space available to the circus and contributed 
in the long term to its gradual marginalisation 
in the early twentieth century. 

The chapter takes as its point of departure 
the political discourse surrounding the pro-
posed Imperial Theatre Law (Reichstheater-
gesetz). Around the turn of the century, the 
anticipated introduction of a unified theatre 
law was widely perceived as a chance to reor-
der the legal and cultural hierarchies of per-
formance. Theatrical circles hoped that the 
law would finally fix the notion of “artistic in-
terest” in unambiguous terms and thereby, 
on a legal basis, separate “higher” theatrical 
forms from “lower” entertainment. For the 
theatre lobby, a unified national regulation 
promised the institutionalisation of distinc-
tions that had hitherto been sustained pri-
marily through rhetorical and critical dis-
course. 

For artists—the “stepchildren” of this leg-
islative framework—the situation was more 
complicated. The first artists’ associations, 
founded in the 1890s, found themselves in a 

double position. On the one hand, they sought 
greater professional recognition, on the other, 
they were acutely aware that the genre’s het-
erogeneous and partly informal structures 
threatened their reputation from within. Hild-
brand shows with great subtlety how cultural 
distinctions emerged within these associa-
tions, separating “respectable,” contract-
holding professional artists from itinerant, 
precariously situated performers working in 
the Tingeltangel. In defending their own so-
cial prestige, the organisations thus acquired 
an interest in distancing themselves from the 
lower-status segments of their own field—
above all by stigmatising the Tingeltangel as a 
“contaminating” element. From this perspec-
tive, it becomes understandable why the art-
ists’ associations emerged as natural allies of 
the theatre lobby: their common ground was 
not aesthetic but status-political. 

The third pillar of the anti-circus coalition 
consisted of moral-regulatory movements 
with ecclesiastical backing. The urban moder-
nity of the late nineteenth century generated 
a wide array of cultural anxieties: prostitu-
tion, alcoholism, and “urban degeneration” 
were perceived by clergy and church councils 
as signs of a broader breakdown in social or-
der. Variety and circus—particularly when 
they involved female performers or acro-
bats—were frequently drawn into discourses 
on sexual deviance, “public immorality,” and 
the “corruption” of youth. The term Tingel-
bordell, which appears even in synodal rec-
ords, is telling. By rhetorically linking the 
Tingeltangel and the brothel, it suggested that 
variety theatres were, in spatial and func-
tional terms alike, part of the city’s “moral 
contamination.” The aim of this rhetoric was 
not accurate description but the disciplining 
of audience behaviour: the reassertion of 
control over the entertainment sector at a 
historical moment when the Church was los-
ing ground in the increasingly secularised ur-
ban environment. 

One particularly characteristic dimension 
of the conflict between moral regulation and 
the circus concerned Sundays and religious 
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feast days. For part of the clergy, it was unac-
ceptable that urban residents should spend 
Sundays or major holidays by going to the cir-
cus. Among the conditions they formulated 
was the demand that, if clowns were to per-
form at all on such days, they should appear 
“without make-up and in civilian dress.” This 
seemingly minor detail points to a broader 
cultural mechanism in which humour, the 
grotesque body, and popular playfulness ap-
peared fundamentally incompatible with the 
temporal and spatial norms of religious ob-
servance. What looks like a marginal issue 
thus in fact symbolises the larger conflict: a 
clash between two mutually exclusive cul-
tural regimes of time. 

In the subsequent sections, the chapter 
foregrounds the cultural and political history 
of the Lustbarkeitssteuer, the entertainment 
tax. This levy, which imposed additional fi-
nancial burdens on new forms of popular 
amusement, targeted precisely those genres 
that had been discursively marked as “lower,” 
while the theatre effectively exempted itself 
from such measures. Bourgeois theatre thereby 
simultaneously expanded its own economic 
room for manoeuvre and restricted that of its 
rivals. The issue of taxation sharply illumi-
nates the extent to which the maintenance of 
genre hierarchies was institutionally embed-
ded in legal and economic mechanisms. Hild-
brand pays particular attention to the specific 
vulnerability of circuses to such regulatory 
measures. Owing to high operating costs, the 
expense of maintaining animals, and the 
price of technical apparatus, circuses were es-
pecially sensitive to changes in taxation. The 
temporary closure of Circus Busch thus sig-
nalled not merely a business difficulty but an 
event of symbolic significance: it indicated 
that the state had turned the category of 
“high culture” into an instrument of economic 
policy. 

The final major section of the chapter re-
constructs the multi-factorial history of the 
circus’s cultural disappearance. The outbreak 
of war in August 1914 triggered an acute crisis 
of operation: artists were drafted, the feeding 

of animals became increasingly difficult, and 
the infrastructure of travelling troupes col-
lapsed. The economic crisis restricted audi-
ence mobility, narrowed the possibilities of 
urban cultural consumption, and, in many 
places, emergency measures made large-
scale performances practically impossible. 

Yet this was not the most important rea-
son for the circus’s decline. During this pe-
riod, film became the dominant medium of 
urban visual culture. Hildbrand argues that 
cinema did not merely introduce a new tech-
nological form; it also appropriated the visual 
and dramaturgical logics developed by the 
circus: attraction, spectacle, rapid transitions, 
exoticism, mass scenes, and visual illusion 
were all forms inherited from the circus. 
Drawing on early film theory, especially the 
work of Tom Gunning and André Gaudreault, 
it becomes clear that there is a deep struc-
tural affinity between the “cinema of attrac-
tions” and the circus—except that cinema 
could adapt these aesthetic forms far more 
flexibly and economically. When cinemas be-
gan to open in rapid succession—often in for-
mer circus buildings—this signalled a radical 
reconfiguration of the cultural ecosystem. 
The circus was displaced by a new medium of 
modern mass culture. 

The chapter’s conclusion emphasises that, 
although the Imperial Theatre Law was never 
actually enacted, the legal and institutional 
practices sustaining cultural hierarchies changed 
very little. The earlier logic of theatre legisla-
tion, the legal category of “artistic interest,” 
and the double standards of the entertain-
ment tax all persisted. The circus and the va-
riety theatre did not disappear in the early 
twentieth century because they had become 
aesthetically “obsolete,” but because a com-
plex configuration of power emerged that 
subjected them simultaneously to social, eco-
nomic, ideological, and cultural pressures. 
The self-canonising strategies of bourgeois 
theatre, the internal hierarchies of the artists’ 
associations, the moral discourses of ecclesi-
astical regulation, and the sudden rise of film 
together shaped a process that gradually 
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pushed the circus out of the centre of modern 
urban culture. 
 

Conclusion 
 

Hildbrand’s volume offers a comprehensive 
reconstruction of the institutional and cul-
tural reconfiguration of the modern circus at 
the turn of the nineteenth and twentieth cen-
turies, one that extends far beyond the con-
ventional boundaries of genre history. The 
book’s central achievement lies in its refusal 
to treat the circus as an isolated form of pop-
ular entertainment. Instead, it conceptualises 
the circus as a strategic cultural field of mo-
dernity, a site in which the interests, anxie-
ties, and discursive strategies of multiple so-
cial spheres intersect. The three major sec-
tions of the study—the reconstruction of Ber-
lin’s cultural environment, the analysis of 
struggles surrounding theatre legislation, and 
the examination of the anti-circus coalition 
after 1900—all converge on the same conclu-
sion: the fate of the circus was not an aes-
thetic issue, but a question of cultural power. 

At the turn of the century, Berlin’s circus 
did not occupy the periphery of theatrical de-
velopment; on the contrary, it stood at the 
forefront of technical and organisational in-
novation. The infrastructure of the modern 
metropolis, rapidly shifting repertoire strate-
gies, advances in technologies of spectacle, 
and practices of mass reception transformed 
the circus into a dynamic cultural laboratory. 
Within this laboratory, fundamental forms of 
modern visual culture—attraction, montage, 
the dramaturgy of movement and rhythm—
were articulated for the first time. One of 
Hildbrand’s most compelling arguments is 
that the circus was not an “inferior” form of 
theatre, but rather a precursor of modern vis-
ual media, whose technical and aesthetic so-
lutions were later taken up and adapted by 
cinema. 

At the same time, the cumulative argu-
ment of the chapters demonstrates that artis-
tic and technical innovation alone offered no 
guarantee of social recognition. In its effort to 

preserve genre hierarchies, the bourgeois Lit-
eraturtheater lobby developed legal and rhe-
torical instruments designed to displace the 
circus into a position “outside culture.” Art-
ists’ associations joined this process partly 
out of self-protective motives and partly in 
pursuit of social status, while the moral dis-
course of urban regulatory movements por-
trayed the circus—especially variety theatre 
and female performers—as a threat to public 
morality. The combined effect of these three 
fields of interest was not merely the introduc-
tion of administrative restrictions or eco-
nomic burdens, but the targeted devaluation 
of the circus’s legitimate cultural status. 

The introduction of entertainment taxa-
tion, the legal consolidation of the category 
of “artistic interest,” the rhetoric that framed 
pantomime as inherently “lower,” and the 
construction of the variety theatre as a “dan-
gerous space” all pointed in the same direc-
tion. Modern urban culture was reorganised 
according to institutional logics that strength-
ened the position of bourgeois theatre at the 
expense of popular entertainment. This pro-
cess did not respond to the aesthetic qualities 
of the circus but to the social role it played 
within the visual public sphere of modernity. 
The circus offered forms of movement, cor-
poreality, spectacle, and exoticism that proved 
difficult to accommodate within the norma-
tive frameworks of bourgeois cultural ideol-
ogy. 

The book’s final chapter makes clear that 
the disappearance of the circus cannot be ex-
plained solely by market forces or technolog-
ical change. Although the economic crisis 
triggered by the First World War and the 
rapid expansion of cinema accelerated the 
process, the weakening of the circus’s cultural 
position was driven primarily by mechanisms 
of institutional and discursive exclusion. Cin-
ema did not become the successor to the cir-
cus because it was inherently “more ad-
vanced,” but because it was more easily inte-
grated into existing cultural hierarchies by 
the state and the bourgeois public sphere. 
The circus, by contrast, gradually lost the 
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social and cultural space in which it had previ-
ously operated. 

Hildbrand’s study is therefore not only a 
contribution to circus history but also a criti-
cal work of cultural history. It demonstrates 
how artistic hierarchies are produced and sta-
bilised, which institutional instruments are 
used to maintain boundaries between “high” 
and “low” genres, and how aesthetic, moral, 
economic, and political interests converge in 
the delegitimation of a cultural form. The 
book’s central insight is that the history of the 
modern circus is not a narrative of decline, 
but a paradigmatic example of the self-can-
onising mechanisms of modern European 
culture: the story of how an urban genre that 
was technologically and aesthetically for-
ward-looking was gradually excluded from 

the official cultural sphere by multiple agents 
of cultural power. 

For this reason, the conclusion should be 
read less as a closure than as an invitation to 
a broader rethinking of cultural history. 
Hildbrand’s book reminds us that the history 
of modern culture is shaped not only by can-
onised genres, but also by those relegated to 
the periphery by institutional power. The dis-
appearance of the circus is thus not evidence 
of the genre’s weakness, but of a reconfigura-
tion of cultural space—a process in which one 
of the most important forms of modern visual 
culture gradually gave way to cinema, even as 
it played a decisive role in preparing the 
ground for that very visual revolution. 
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