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Abstract 

This project investigates the 1936 Berlin Olympics theatre production Das Frankenburger 

Würfelspiel, an example of the National Socialist theatre movement the Thingspiel. The goal is to 

explore the methods intended by Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel to create a national community. 

This has been done by examining how the production’s narrative, the participants’ experiences, 

and the production’s use of site contributed to creating this community. Upon this examination, it 

becomes clear that the plot of the production presented a revised historical narrative, imbued with 

ideological content, intended to modify German social memory. Additionally, this research found 

that the production’s performance style enabled its participants to internalise the production’s 

messages. The performance style also helped to bond participants into a community. Finally, the 

production’s use of site allowed participants to solidify their connection to National Socialist 

ideology and each other. This research has also unveiled similarities between the tactics of the 

Thingspiel and how United States President Donald Trump courted voters during his electoral 

campaign and into the present day. Through showing how the Nazi party conceptualised the 

Thingspiel to create community, this research highlights the cultural machinations of fascism.  
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Introduction – Setting the Scene 

The community of 20,000 audience members left the theatre deeply moved. This play that is more 

than a play, that is German history, has touched hearts powerfully. And all those who followed 

with an open mind feel, recognize and know all of the sudden – here a new chapter of German 

theatre history is about to begin. 

-Review of Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel, Schwedter Tageblatt, August 3rd, 1936 

 

Eberhard Wolfgang Möller’s theatrical work Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel – The 

Frankenberg Dice Game - premiered on August 2nd, 1936 at the Dietrich-Eckart-Bühne Stage, during 

the Berlin Olympics. When it premiered, reviews hailed the work as a new type of German theatre. 

The Bergische Wacht wrote that “the first performance is the first step into uncharted territory.”1 The 

Mittelrheinische Landes-Zeitung stated that the work created “new principles for performance.”2 The 

Schwedter Tageblatt claimed a “new chapter of German theatre was about to begin.”3 Möller’s 

production is one of the best-known examples of the National Socialist Thingspiel movement.  If the 

reviews are to be believed, Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel signalled the beginning of a new 

movement in German theatre, full of promise. The opposite was true. Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel 

was a last attempt by the government to revive waning interest in the Thingspiel movement. This 

movement faced insurmountable difficulties, which led to its demise after four short years. However, 

its design was geared towards fostering fascist national community in ways that have been 

understudied and that bear great relevance in today’s political landscape. 

  This investigation treats Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel as a cultural text of the Third 

Reich. Cultural texts, like works of art, reflect the ideas and values of the period in which they 

                                                      

1 “The Inauguration of the Dietrich Eckart Stage”, Bergische Wacht, August 4, 1936. 
2 “The Frankenburger Würfelspiel”, Mittelrheinische Landes, August 9, 1936. 
3 “Frankenburger Würfelspiel”, Schwedter Tageblatt, August 3, 1934. 
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were created. As such, by studying these texts, scholars can understand the dominant ideas of the 

day. Historical cultural texts can also serve as guideposts for social progress. Scholars can compare 

texts to determine how society’s ideas and opinions have advanced over time, if at all. As the far-

right’s rhetoric has re-appeared in political and social discourse, the Third Reich’s cultural texts 

gain new importance. These works can help scholars understand how far-right rhetoric was 

articulated and disseminated to the German public. The knowledge of fascism’s machinations is 

an invaluable tool to help combat the contemporary spread of far-right rhetoric.  

 The cultural texts of the Third Reich can be, and are, addressed from a multitude of 

academic disciplines. However, in her 2016 historiography of the arts in Nazi Germany, Art of 

Suppression: Confronting the Nazi Past in Histories of the Visual and Performing Arts, scholar 

Pamela Potter calls for more interdisciplinary scholarship on the arts in the Third Reich. Per Potter, 

the existing bodies of literature address the Thingspiel from a single academic perspective. 

Historians such as Glen Gadberry have focused on narrativising the movement’s and individual 

production’s histories. Other scholarship, like that of William Niven, has analysed the movement 

in general, interpreting its essential characteristics.4 Theatre scholars have interpreted the 

movement in terms of its aesthetics and relationships to other German artistic movements. The 

works of Erika Fischer-Litche provide valuable theoretical analysis of the movement’s 

performance style.5 Frequently, these disciplines do not share a common vocabulary in which they 

can discuss the same subject. As a result, the existing knowledge about Thingspiel becomes siloed. 

This segregation of historical and artistic knowledge prevents a more multifaceted analysis of the 

                                                      

4 Both Gadberry and Niven focus on narrativizing the Thingspiel, as their works tend to tell the history and 

composition of the Thingspiel by analyzing individual works. Gadberry’s 1972 dissertation focuses on the 

production history of Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel. Niven’s scholarship introduces the Thingspiel, outlining 

key qualities.  
5 Erika Fischer-Litche work Theatre, Ritual, Sacrifice: Exploring Forms of Political Theatre provides valuable 

insight into the ritualistic performance style of the Thingspiel.  
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Thingspiel. My research has adopted an interdisciplinary lens, in the hopes of providing a more 

nuanced understanding of the movement.    

  Compared to the scholarship on other artistic media from the period, the scholarship on the 

Thingspiel and Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel appears minimal. The existing literature does not 

examine how the production might have created a national community from its participants – the 

actors, chorus and audience. Additionally, it does not critique the use of plot and place. This gap 

is surprising, as the Nazis conceptualised the Thingspiel as a tool to define a new German people 

under National Socialism.6 This work is a preliminary discussion of how the theatre movement 

was designed to build community using Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel as a case study. This 

thesis will examine how the production’s narrative, performance style and site acted as tools to 

define a new communal identity - the Volk. My analysis has revealed that Das Frankenburger 

Würfelspiel presented a revised historical narrative, imbued with ideological content, intended to 

modify German social memory. Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel’s performance techniques aided 

the participant’s internalisation of the work’s ideas and bonded them into a community. The 

production’s venue, the Dietrich-Eckart-Bühne Thingplatz, allowed participants to solidify their 

connection to National Socialist ideology and each other. This research has also unveiled 

similarities between the tactics of the Thingspiel and how United States President Donald Trump 

courted voters during his electoral campaign and into the present day.  

Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel is the focus of this case study as it exemplifies the 

Thingspiel movement. Written by Möller, it was the only Thingspiel commissioned by the 

government. Goebbels approached Möller to create the work for the 1936 Berlin Olympics when 

                                                      

6 William Niven, “The Birth of Nazi Drama? Thing plays.” in Theatre Under the Nazis, edited by John London, 54-

95. Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2000. Pg.55 
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the new Nazi Germany would be on a global stage. The Nazis hoped the high-profile production 

would revive the waning interest in the movement and profile Germany on the world stage during 

the international sporting event. A translated script of Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel comes from 

Glen Gadberry’s unpublished 1972 PhD dissertation, titled “E.W. Möller and the National Drama 

of Nazi Germany: a study of the Thingspiel and of Möller’s Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel”. My 

project leverages production photographs from the 1936 Olympic performances, held at the 

Theaterwissenschaftliche Sammlung at the Universität zu Köln, to produce its analysis. It also uses 

newspaper reviews, which come from archives hosted by the Universität Bonn and 

Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin. These reviews provide insight into the production’s performances, as 

described by critics. These photos and reviews both provide insight into the production’s design 

and staging.   

  The literature on theatre in the Third Reich is scarce. While the field of Nazi studies is 

overcrowded with scholarship, little focuses on theatre.7 The body of work dedicated to theatre in 

the Third Reich pales in comparison to the scholarship focused on other RKK chambers such as 

film, radio, literature or the press. Potter calls for more interdisciplinary scholarship in the field of 

theatre in her 2016 work. Gerwin Strobl made a similar call for more scholarship in his 2008 

bibliographical survey of theatre in the Third Reich. In the almost ten years which elapsed between 

the two works, limited new scholarship has emerged. 

  There are significant barriers to performing research on historical theatre. The most 

substantial impediment is the ephemeral nature of theatre, which makes the art form challenging 

to analyse. A performance is an experience. Once the performance is completed, the experience is 

                                                      

7 Gerwin Strobl, Theatre in the Third Reich: A Bibliographical Survey. Cardiff, UK: Cardiff Historical Papers, 2008. 

Pg. 18-19.  
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over. Photographs capture the visuals of a production, but not the audio. Video recordings capture 

the event, but not the experience. Unlike film or visual art, scholars cannot access the work after it 

is completed. Photographs, production reviews, film recordings and production notes can help to 

reconstruct a show, but one cannot re-live a specific performance.  

  Although most Germanists would agree that the post-War German governments did their 

due diligence regarding archiving records, the violence of history means that National Socialist 

government documents are difficult to access. The government centralised the majority of RKK 

documents in the Propaganda Ministry. The Allies bombed the Ministry in two separate raiding 

incidents during the Second World War. Only files in circulation out of the office at the time of 

attacks survived.8 Evidence points to the later sifting of files. For example, Strobl’s bibliographic 

study highlights that entire collections of files on prominent Nazi theatre practitioners are missing.9 

Also, employees of the Propaganda Ministry destroyed files as the Red Army marched on Berlin 

in 1945. Following the Second World War, the surviving records were split between East and West 

Germany. The documents were unified in the 1990’s but given new reference numbers, which 

makes it challenging to find corresponding files.10 As a result, it is difficult to find government 

documents to support not only theatre scholarship, but all scholarship of the periods prior to World 

War Two.  

  Theatre reviews are a valuable primary source for historical theatre research. However, 

particularly in the case of authoritarian regimes that practice censorship, such reviews must be used 

judiciously and aided by interdisciplinary approaches. In 1936, Goebbels enacted a ban on 

                                                      

8 Strobl, Theatre in the Third Reich, Pg. 3. 
9 Strobl, Theatre in the Third Reich, Pg. 3. 
10 Strobl, Theatre in the Third Reich, Pg. 4. 
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traditional theatre reviews, citing too much negative criticism.11 This ban resulted in reviews that 

praised the works, rather than critiquing them. These barriers confirm Potter’s call for 

interdisciplinary scholarship in Art of Suppression. The obstacles outlined above stymie historical 

research methods, which privilege physical evidence. As demonstrated by the theatre reviews, the 

historical remains are not always trustworthy sources. In the case of the Thingspiel, 

interdisciplinary dialogues are needed to understand the movement fully.  

  The Thingspiel’s techniques of memory manipulation have re-emerged in contemporary 

politics, as similar techniques can be seen in current American politics. In recent years, there has 

been a rise of far-right political groups. This rise, combined with events like the anti-immigrant 

“Brexit” vote, make the need to study fascism’s cultural machinations more urgent than ever.    

 

Theatre in the Third Reich 

 

Adolf Hitler’s National Socialist Democratic Party was elected in January 1933. The party 

wasted little time bringing German arts and culture under authoritarian control. In September of 

the same year, the government formed the Reichskulturkammer – the Reich’s Chamber of Culture, 

or the RKK for short. The organisation supported the Gleichschaltung, the standardisation of 

German political, economic and social institutions. The RKK famously sought to align film, radio, 

fine art, music, theatre, literature and the press with the aims of National Socialism. Through the 

Chamber of Culture, the party intended to dictate Germany’s media content and use the arts to 

indoctrinate the nation into National Socialist ideology.  

                                                      

11 Goebbels’s 1936 ban was not limited to just theatre criticism, but to criticism of all art in the Reich.  
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To ensure its success, Hitler appointed Joseph Goebbels to head the RKK. As both the 

Minister of Propaganda and a member of Hitler’s inner circle, Goebbels’s appointment speaks to 

the weight the Nazis placed on controlling German culture. In a 1933 letter to Wilhelm 

Furtwängler, the head of the Berlin State Opera, Goebbels wrote “It is not only the task of art and 

the artist to bring together [people], but beyond this it is their task to form, to give shape, to remove 

the disease and create freedom for the healthy.”12 Goebbels asserted that the arts were a critical 

component in forming a national community, joined under National Socialism.    

 A significant question in Nazi theatre scholarship asks why some artists endorsed the art 

form’s ideological takeover. Certainly, practitioners who were unhappy with the government and 

had the means to emigrate, left and continued their work in exile. Approximately four thousand 

performers, writers and other theatre professionals fled Germany, including high profile figures 

like Bertolt Brecht.13 However, a considerable number of remaining practitioners were initially 

happy with the Gleichschaltung as the RKK provided substantial improvements in the quality of 

life for artists registered with the Chamber.14  

  The RKK improved financial conditions, as artists gained many of the economic 

concessions for which they had lobbied in previous decades.15 The Chamber guaranteed more work 

for registered professionals, standardised wages and provided benefits.16 New performance 

                                                      

12 Jeremy Noakes and Geoffrey Pridham, eds., Nazism, 1919-1945, Vol. 2: State, Economy and Society 1933-1939. 

Exeter: University of Exeter Press, 2000, Pg. 213-15. 
13 As Pamela Potter suggests in Art of Suppression, the reports about the condition of the arts under the Third Reich 

were heavily influenced by German artists in exile.  Many fled without the financial means to support 

themselves. Potter theorizes that some artists may have exaggerated conditions to endear themselves to patrons. 

The accounts from exiles should be evaluated accounting for this bias.   
14 Lisa Pine, Hitler’s ‘National Community’: Society and Culture in Nazi Germany. London: Hodder Arnold, 2007. 

Pg. 189. 
15 Pamela Potter, Art of Suppression: Confronting the Nazi Past in Histories of the Visual Performing Arts. Oakland: 

University of California Press, 2016. Pg. 167-168. 
16 Potter, Art of Suppression, Pg. 156. 
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opportunities and management positions became available at over one hundred-eighty new 

German theatres, which the Nazi party either built or obtained through annexation. The government 

offered theatres large subsidies to aid their operations. Between 1934 and 1943, the Nazis created 

more than ten thousand new employment opportunities in the theatre industry. The RKK also 

enriched artists’ social standing in Germany. The government awarded prizes, titles and honours 

to theatre practitioners for their work. Actors and directors gained access to elite political circles, 

as they were desired guests at political functions and socialised with Nazi leaders, including Hitler 

and his inner circle. Artists used their new political connections to secure work in prestigious 

artistic positions. Hitler personally decided upon some of these appointments.17 Given what artists 

gained from the standardisation of German theatre, it is unsurprising that some were compliant 

with the new directives.   

  Strobl argues that the Nazi’s stress on theatre capitalised on the art form’s historical roles 

as a public forum in Germany. According to Strobl, as early as the Reformation and onwards, there 

was a tradition of using theatre to address salient social and political issues of the day. For example, 

both protestant Lutheran Reformists and Jesuit supporters of the Counter-Reformation used drama 

to articulate their opposing views.18 This practice encouraged Germans to conceptualise theatre as 

a public matter, a tendency that continued into the Wilhelmine and Weimar eras, from 1871 to 

1933. The Weimar era saw the use of Zeitstücke or “topic plays”, enormously popular works that 

addressed important issues of the day, like child abuse and abortion.19  When the Nazis took power 

in 1933, the party inherited the tradition of German theatre as a public forum. In the context of this 

custom, it is reasonable that the government would seek to regulate which issues would be 

                                                      

17 Gerwin Strobl, “Cultural Continuities.” Cultural and Social History Vol. 10, No. 3 (2013): Pg. 457. 
18 Strobl, “Cultural Continuities”, Pg. 466. 
19 Strobl, “Cultural Continuities”, Pg. 462. 
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articulated on stage, how those issues were presented and by whom. The close relationships that 

party members had with theatre artists allowed the party to intervene in German public’s 

understanding of social and political matters directly.    

  The Third Reich’s focus on theatre was intended to help establish the party’s power in the 

same way that the former German monarchies supported culture to legitimise their rule. During 

the Holy Roman Empire, which spanned the 800’s to 1806, Germany was a collection of six 

hundred small states and territories, ruled by independent monarchies. Unlike the 

contemporaneous empires of France and Sweden, the German kingdoms were too small to use 

military power to gain international legitimacy. As Strobl outlines, “the cultivation of culture was 

a strategy for the rulers of the smaller German states to compensate for their circumscribed 

power.”20 As a result of their reduced military might, the German states garnered prestige through 

artistic patronage. This support, paired with the proliferation of ruling monarchies, resulted in more 

court theatres within Germany’s borders than in the rest of Europe combined.21 In 1933, the Nazi 

party experienced a similar circumscription of martial power. Fewer than fifteen years before, the 

Treaty of Versailles had stripped Germany of its military. Absent a robust armed defence, the 

government supported culture to gain legitimacy as the ruling authority.22 The party’s rapid 

mobilisation of the RKK and resulting artistic initiatives were tactics to cement their cultural 

legitimacy in Germany. Hitler explicitly outlined this strategy in his first speech, after passing the 

Enabling Act that “the nation’s will to endure might manifest itself with particular magnificence 

                                                      

20 Strobl, “Cultural Continuities”, Pg. 463. 
21 Strobl, “Cultural Continuities”, Pg. 462. 
22 This initial surge to establish of power may in part explain the sudden abandonment of the Thingspiel. Between 

1933 and 1937, the Nazi party was able to cement its position as the ruling authority, through a variety of means, 

such as culture (particularly film and radio), legislation, and tactics like threats, cohesion and violence. By 1937, 

the resource intensive Thingspiel may have outlived its political usefulness.    
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in the realm of culture, especially at a time of restrained political might.”23 Like the German princes 

of old, the Third Reich’s emphasis on theatre was an instrument to accrue power.  

 The Theatre Chamber of the RKK was an essential tool for the government to win support 

from the German public. Theatre occupied a prominent place in German life, as it was both a public 

forum, where Germans could engage with salient issues and a historical source of legitimacy. With 

theatre as one of the RKK’s seven chambers, the Nazi party used the art form as a tool to 

indoctrinate Germans into National Socialism.  

The Thingspiel   

  Through the Thingspiel, a form of mass theatre, which relied on spectacle, the Nazis 

experimented in building a national community through theatre performance. Initially, the 

government, artists and the public embraced the movement with great enthusiasm The expensive 

and variously cumbersome movement would be short-lived, yet the Nazis heralded the form as the 

“national drama of the Third Reich”, which signalled the government’s belief in the Thingspiel as 

a political tool.24  

  The goal of the Thingspiel was to build a national community – the Volk. The Volk, as a 

term, has a long tradition of uses and is an important concept in German history. Before the 

eighteenth century, the term had pejorative connotations; it denoted “soldiers… the poor… the 

rabble… or specific subgroups such as the young … or occupational groups.”25 After the birth of 

German Romanticism in the late 18th century, a movement that fomented German national unity, 

                                                      

23 Entry for 23 March 1933 in Max Domarus (ed.), Hitler: Reden und Proklamationen 1932–1945 (Wiesbaden, 

1973), Quoted in Strobl, “Cultural Continuities”, Pg. 463. 
24 Rufus J. Cadigan, "Eberhard Wolfgang Möller: Politically Correct Playwright of the Third Reich," in Theatre in 

the Third Reich, the Prewar Years: Essays on Theatre in Nazi Germany (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1995). 

Pg. 69. 
25 Joachim Whaley, “Reich, Nation, Volk: Early Modern Perspectives.” Modern Language Review 101 (2006): 442-

455. Pg. 452. 
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Volk grew to signify a unified people, defined as “the union of people with a transcendental 

‘essence’”.26 Volk again gained new significance during the Third Reich. While the term still 

signified the German people, it became racially charged and held mythical undertones. The term 

came to refer to the national community that Hitler envisioned. The Volk was “the entirety of the 

German nation”, unified in politics, culture and ethnicity.27 The idea formed the backbone of many 

Nazi policies. Under the Nazis, membership in the Volk would become a matter of life or death. 

As part of the government’s efforts to redefine the Volk, the theatrical movement offered a 

connection to German history. This connection is delivered through the incorporation of the ancient 

Germanic Thing into the movement. The term Thing, seen in Thingspiel, refers to a form of proto-

democracy. The name derives from the Germanic term “ding”, meaning “place of judgment.”28 

The Thing functioned as a primitive court system, as well as serving military and religious 

functions.29 During a Thing, representatives from Germanic tribes discussed community 

disagreements and administered justice, thereby allowing Germans to govern themselves. 

Archaeological evidence suggests that the Thing occurred in unique, designated spaces 

throughout northern Europe and the United Kingdom. Carbon dating indicates these sites were 

built as early as 200-500 AD.30  These plots housed dwellings for attendees, but not space for 

                                                      

26 George L. Mosse, The Crisis of German Ideology: Intellectual Origins of the Third Reich (New York: Grosset & 

Dunlap, 1964 and 1971),4. Quoted in Karl-Heinz Schoeps, Literature and Film in the Third Reich. Translated by 

Kathleen M. Dell’Orto. Rochester, New York: Camden House, 2004. Pg. 351. 
27 Karl Heinz Brackmann and Renate Borkenhauer, NS-Deutsch. “Selbstverstandliche” Begriffe und Schlagworter 

aus der Zeit des Nationalsozialisms (Straelen, Lower-Rhine: Straelener Manuskripte Verlag, 1988), 193. Quoted 

in Schoeps, Literature and Film in the Third Reich, Pg. 351. 
28 Henning Eichberg and Robert A. Jones. “The Nazi Thingspiel: Theater for the Masses in Fascism and Proletarian 

Culture”.  New German Critique, No. 11 (Spring, 1977), Pg. 140. 
29 Frode Iversen, “Concilium and Pagus—Revisiting the Early Germanic Thing System of Northern Europe”, 

Journal of the North Atlantic 5 (2013), 5-17. Pg. 5. 
30 Stefan Brink, “Comments on Inger Storli: ‘Court Sites of Arctic Norway: Remains of Thing Sites and 

Representations of Political Consolidation Processes in the Northern Germanic World during the First 

Millennium AD?’.” Norwegian Archaeological Review 44, no. 1 (2011): 89-117. Pg. 89. 
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farming or animal life.31 This lack of animal evidence suggests those attending a Thing stayed long 

enough to need accommodation, but not so long that attendees required fresh food from livestock. 

These dwellings also reveal that Things happened with enough frequency that attendees required 

semi-permanent housing. Research confirms that the Thing occurred every new moon, if not more 

frequently to address urgent matters.32 The evidence further indicates these sites were reserved for 

official Thing business and not profaned by the mundane of the everyday. 

The Thing had sacred qualities, as both a site and a collection of people. The event took 

place in outdoor spaces considered hallowed, like a tree or grove or by a hero’s grave. Generations 

of Germans confirmed the space’s sacred qualities by meeting there to perform the Thing. Beyond 

this use of space, the business of the Thing practising the process of proto-democracy, was 

enshrined in these sites. Throughout history, Germans met at such sites to perform these same 

traditions of proto-democracy. Through the embodied mimetic process of enacting these customary 

actions, Germans became spiritually unified with their ancestors over time.  Furthermore, by 

assigning divine importance to democratic space, it made the site, the people and the act of 

democracy sacred. This conceptualisation of the Thing would reappear in the 1930’s to influence 

the Thingspiel.        

  While individual Thingspiel productions varied, all the works adhered to three crucial 

elements: emphasis on community over the individual; unifying participants in a national identity; 

and connecting to the natural world. First, to emphasise community over the individual, Thingspiel 

narratives frequently rewrote German history to highlight the power of a united community, which 
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came together to avenge the historical injustices enacted against them.33 The Thingspiel’s 

performance style also accentuated community by using choruses.34 Rainer Schlösser, the first 

Reichsdramaturg and overseer of all Nazi drama, stressed the use of choral performance. Schlösser 

felt the chorus was better able to communicate communitarian völkisch qualities than a single 

character.35 Amateur performers from groups like the Hitler Youth, the League of German Maidens 

and the Reich Labour Service filled the choral roles.36 There are a few cases where those in the 

chorus performed as versions of themselves. For example, if the Thingspiel called for a chorus of 

farmers, farmers from the area filled the roles.37 Playwrights wrote hundreds of choral roles for 

community members to play.38 It was believed that the choruses would help audiences identify 

with the action onstage.39 The Nazis also hoped that the chorus would create community bonds 

based on the shared experience of choral performance.    

  Second, the Thingspiel aimed to unify all of the participants – a process which was again 

aided by performance style. Thingspiel productions were massive spectacles. Works were known 

to have casts which numbered into the hundreds. Those numbers swelled into the thousands in the 

case of high-profile productions like Möller’s Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel. The Thingspiel 

blurred the lines between audience and performers through communal chanting or singing and 

performing in the spectating space. The staging, music and lights also helped this process by 

                                                      

33 Glen Gadberry, "E.W. Möller and the National Drama of Nazi Germany." PhD diss., University of Wisconsin - 

Madison, 1972. Pg.15. 
34 Niven, “The Birth of Nazi Drama?”, Pg. 57. 
35 Niven, “The Birth of Nazi Drama?”, Pg. 57. 
36 Gadberry, "E.W. Möller and the National Drama of Nazi Germany", Pg. 28-29. While the Hitler Youth and Reich 
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37 Bruce Zortman, Hitler's Theater: Ideological Drama in Nazi Germany. El Paso, Texas: Firestein Books, 1984. Pg. 

30. 
38 Niven, “The Birth of Nazi Drama?”, Pg. 68. 
39 Niven, “The Birth of Nazi Drama?”, Pg. 55 
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creating an experience that “not only bound together movement of the [performer’s] bodies…but 

also worked upon the bodies of the spectators”.40 These production elements served to deepen the 

audience’s embodied connection to the performance, ultimately facilitating the unification of all 

of the participants. The Thingspiel bound sentiments of national community through plots that 

emphasised the transformation of the German people through heroic actions and themes of rebirth. 

This is achieved partially through its ritualistic performance style. In The German Passion by 

Richard Euringer, national community, historically and geographically rooted, is engendered 

through these plot devices. In Euringer’s play, vengeful ghosts of German soldiers from the First 

World War return to life to seek justice. Upon receiving justice, they are transformed, made 

peaceful, reborn. The actors and audience, understanding the soldiers as an allegorical 

representation of the German people and as a product of the logic of the production style, 

experience the rebirth along with the soldiers. A cathartic healing is achieved and the national 

community is reborn together.    

  The unification of the Volk is further aided by the venue and the deployment of space.41 

The government commissioned amphitheater-style performance spaces, called Thingplatz, to 

accommodate both the productions and thousands of spectators. Thingplätze were designed to 

remove any architectural separation between the audience and actors, including merging the first 

row of seating into the performance space.42 This comingling of space brought the actors and 

spectators physically closer together, as the actors would enter, exit and deliver lines from the 

audience.43 Poster art for Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel depicted an actor delivering lines from 

                                                      

40 Erika Fischer-Lichte. Theatre, Sacrifice, Ritual: Exploring Forms of Political Theatre. New York: Routledge, 
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a microphone placed deep in the audience (see Figure 1). The production’s blocking brought the 

audience and performers even closer, so close that newspaper reviews of Thingspiel productions  

 

Figure 1. Poster art for Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel. Photo licensed from Getty Images. 

reported that audience members were brushed or jostled by passing actors.44 Thing dramatists 

brought the narrative’s action into the audience as a means of unifying the participants. By 

reorienting the audience’s physical relationship to the production, it made them equal to the actors 

as participants in the performance, bonding groups together through their shared experience.    

  Finally, the third shared element of the Thingspiel is a connection to the natural world. As 

playwright Euringer, also a Thingspiel theorist and dramaturg, outlined, “fire, water, air and earth, 

the oath, stones, stars and the course of the sun are the elements of the Thingspiel.”45 This 

connection is unsurprising, given the importance the Nazis placed on a Romantic return to nature. 
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The Nazis envisioned the Volk in Romantic terms, which included renouncing the trappings of 

modernity.46 This Romanticism highlighted the nobility of peasant life, casting the Volk as 

spiritually connected to the land. The Thingspiel’s emphasis on the natural world reflected the 

party’s values.   

  These three elements speak to how the Thingspiel was conceptualised as a tool to 

communicate Nazi ideology. The first and second elements underscore the government’s desire to 

create a national community. Both elements focus on breaking down the separation between 

individual Germans. By creating a theatrical movement with the goal of unifying people, it allowed 

the government to eradicate the barriers they viewed as obstacles to building their Volk. The third 

element reflected the Nazi’s stress on a Romantic return to nature and a rejection of modernity. 

The Nazis conceived of modern life as cosmopolitan, decadent and contaminated by Jewish and 

other “degenerate” cultures. In their view, modernity had alienated Germans from their agrarian 

roots, and those were roots to which the Nazis wished to return. These three elements all highlight 

how the Thingspiel was envisioned as a dramatic means to an ideological end.  

  While little data is available about Thingspiel audiences, the intended audience was the 

Volk. In the early years of the Thingspiel, evidence suggests that individual performances drew 

audiences between 4,000 and 12,000 people.47 Ticket prices were kept low to remove financial 

barriers to access and to encourage attendance. A ticket usually cost a few Reichsmarks. A 1934 

production in Heidelberg offered tickets ranging in price from 1 to 3 Reichsmarks.48 Despite the 

low prices, as the popularity of the movement faded, audience numbers declined.  

                                                      

46 Gary Bruce, Through the Lion Gate: A History of the Berlin Zoo. New York: Oxford University Press, 2017, Pg. 
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   The Thingspiel suffered from artistic difficulties. Performances were hampered by 

audibility issues, even when professionally trained actors were used. Choruses were reported to be 

loud but hard to understand. Audiences found the characters representing Germanic ideals highly 

political and too dull.49 These characters were deemed two-dimensional and lacked features with 

which audiences could identify. As a result, audiences quickly lost interest in the productions and 

opted for other forms of entertainment.     

  Arguably, the choice to keep ticket prices low contributed to the Thingspiel’s eventual 

abandonment. The low prices paired with minimal sales meant the movement was not financially 

sound. Theatre was, and is, an expensive endeavour. The productions were not able to cover the 

costs incurred from producing such massive works.50 As the Thingspiel was not sustainable without 

the government’s financial support, the cost of maintaining the expensive and unpopular 

productions was a factor in the party’s decision to abandon the movement.      

A Modernist Influence 

   The Thingspiel, as an aesthetic movement, closely paralleled ideas suggested by modernist 

theatre artist Max Reinhardt in his Theatre for Five Thousand. When Reinhardt conceived of his 

Theatre for Five Thousand, he was dismayed at the contemporary state of theatre in Weimer 

Germany.51 Reinhardt felt theatre had become a bourgeois commodity and should be returned to 

the people. He envisioned theatre not just as a performance, but as an event which formed a 

community.52 The Theatre for Five Thousand had no separation between the audience and 

performer, a quality which the Thingspiel mimicked.53 The Thingspiel also mimicked Reinhardt’s 
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desire to make theatre accessible to all people through low ticket prices. The low prices would 

enable the working class to attend, as well as the “broad masses of professionals” who already 

frequented the theatre.54 Reinhardt also experimented with amateur choruses and working in 

amphitheatre-like spaces.  

 Both Reinhardt’s theatre and the Thingspiel stressed unifying the audience and performers 

to create community, which required the audience to empathise with the action onstage. For 

Reinhardt, integrating the audience into the performance was of the utmost importance. He stated 

that “the most important players [were] sitting in the audience.”55 The performance created 

empathy through the chorus. Reinhardt used choruses to create atmosphere through their responses 

to the performance. The chorus’ gasps, screams and sobs guided the audiences’ emotional 

responses. As such choruses set the audience into motion and incorporated them into the 

performance.  

  Reinhardt’s modernist performances also created empathy by using characters with whom 

the audiences could identify. The Thingspiel paralleled these ideas. Thingspiele used stories from 

German history and mythology, ones which the audiences would know. The regime hoped that by 

connecting emotionally with these familiar stories, audiences would connect to the regime’s 

construction of German identity. By engaging with the Thingspiel as either an audience member 

or performer, one became part of the Volk. In addition to guiding the audience’s emotional 

responses, the chorus also helped unify audience and performer. Choruses occupied both the 

performance and spectating spaces, visually blurring the line between the audience and 

                                                      

54 Fischer-Lichte, Theatre, Sacrifice, Ritual, Pg. 48. 
55 Fischer-Lichte, Theatre, Sacrifice, Ritual, Pg. 48. 



 

19 

 

performers.56 As a result, it was difficult to determine where the chorus ended and the audience 

began. This occupation of space removed the separation between audience and performer.  

  The parallels between Reinhardt’s Theatre for Five Thousand and the Thingspiel are 

difficult to ignore. This close mirroring of modernist theatre is surprising, given Hitler’s feelings 

on modernism. In Mein Kampf, Hitler described modern art as “trash”, a spiritual degradation, a 

sign of foreign influence and a sign of cultural decay.57 Modernism was an attack on the German 

spirit and German society. It seems incongruous that the theatre movement designed to create a 

new German national community should heavily parallel modernism.  

  That modernism was embraced in the Thingspiel yet rejected in other art forms in the Third 

Reich highlights the hypocrisy that was endemic in the Nazi regime. Reinhardt was not only a 

modernist, but he was also born to Orthodox Jewish parents.58 Reinhardt’s theatre acted as a 

foundation upon which the regime could build the Thingspiel. The regime willingly embraced the 

Thingspiel’s modernist elements, which provided a useful framework which the regime could use 

to spread their ideology. The regime tolerated double standards, provided it benefited the regime.59 

As the Thingspiel shows, the regime’s treatment of the arts was no exception. 

 

                                                      

56 Fischer-Lichte, Theatre, Sacrifice, Ritual, Pg. 51. 
57 Adolf Hitler. Mein Kampf. Translated by Ralph Manheim. New York: Mariner Books, 1927. Pgs.70, 258. 
58 Encyclopedia Britannica, s.v. “Max Reinhardt”. 
59 As William Grange’s research shows, both Goebbels and Goring supported theatre artists from “undesirable” 

backgrounds, provided those artists benefited the Reich, and elevated one above the other. Goebbels and Goring 

held an intense dislike for each other, and constantly competed for Hitler’s favour.   



 

20 

 

Chapter 1 

The Frankenberg Dice Game and Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel  

“The past becomes the present.” 

- the Prologue, Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel 

 

  Möller set Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel in the period of the Thirty Years War. From 

1618 to 1648, a military conflict engulfed most of central Europe. During that time, the collection 

of states that would become modern Germany was under the jurisdiction of the Holy Roman 

Empire and the rule of Emperor Ferdinand II of Austria. While the sources of conflict varied from 

region to region, Ferdinand II characterised it as a holy war. In the wake of the Protestant 

Reformation, the Emperor desired to re-establish Catholicism as the dominant faith.60 The Thirty 

Years’ War was a massive conflict, which engaged almost all of Europe against Germany. Foreign 

powers including Denmark, Sweden and France attacked the German states.  At the same time, the 

Emperor and the ruling Germanic princes needed to engage foreign mercenaries to supplement 

their own forces that had been depleted over the long period of the conflict.  

  The war had devastating impacts on the German people as the states suffered massive 

population losses.61 While the available data is incomplete, educated estimates suggest that the 

mortality rates were as high as 50 per cent.62  The Peace of Westphalia – the treaty which ended 

the war – was said to have “poisoned Germany”.63 German nationalists argued that the peace set 
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the nationalist cause “back by 200 years.”64 The outcomes of the war impacted Germany for 

centuries.   

 Möller based Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel on the historical tragedy of the Frankenberg 

Dice Game. The Dice Game occurred, in part, due to the Emperor’s financial needs. In exchange 

for financial support, the Emperor granted the Bavarian Duke Maximillian, a Catholic, the rights 

to occupy and tax the province of Upper Austria. Maximilian needed to recuperate the 116,000,711 

guldens he contributed to the Emperor’s war efforts.65 Maximilian was harsh on the peasants. He 

was known for his tendency to seize or “enforce the forfeit of ‘rebel’ property to aid the war 

effort.”66 Maximilian sent Count Adam von Herbersdorf to govern the province and extract taxes. 

Herbersdorf was no kinder in his means to secure Maximilian’s taxes. Clearly, the Emperor, 

Maximilian and Herbersdorf all put financial considerations before the people.  

 While all of the states occupied during the war underwent radical – and violent - changes, 

Upper Austria experienced markedly harsher circumstances. Financially, the province experienced 

Maximilian’s punitive tax collection methods, which were exacerbated by a currency debasement. 

Between 1624 and 1626, the province faced a series of harvest failures and a devastating plague. 

The Emperor’s edicts against heretics and pressure to convert to Catholicism increased tension.67 

Frictions in Upper Austria reached a breaking point in 1626 when the Pope sent Italian missionaries 

to replace the local German Protestant clergy. With the loss of their clergy, five thousand peasants 

rebelled and besieged the local castle. The rebels claimed they would rather die than convert to 
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Catholicism. Maximilian was furious with this turn of events and sent Herbersdorf to resolve the 

issue.  

  Herbersdorf responded to the rebels with great force. He sent word for the rebel leaders to 

meet with him outside the nearby town of Frankenberg to discuss peace. He promised the rebels 

leniency if they came unarmed. The rebels arrived at the appointed time and place without 

weapons. Herbersdorf arrived with soldiers, cannons and a hangman. The rebel leaders were paired 

off and forced to roll dice. The winner lived. Herbersdorf and his men hung the losers from nearby 

trees or the local church tower. Despite Herbersdorf’s promises, the rebels saw no mercy at his 

hands.  

   Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel begins where the historical events ended. The play depicts 

the trial of Emperor Ferdinand II and his agents for crimes against the Volk.  In the Prologue, a 

lone chorus member addresses the audience telling it that God arranged this trial and called the 

audience to hear the play. The Prologue intones that the audience is the ultimate judge of the play’s 

accused characters. After the speaker exits, the trial begins.  

  In Act One, three prosecutors set out the charges against the Emperor and his agents. The 

prosecutors call five men to stand trial: Emperor Ferdinand II of Austria; Wilhelm Lamormaini 

and Nuncio Carlo Caraffa, two of Ferdinand’s ministers and religious leaders in the Counter-

Reformation; Duke Maximilian; and Herbersdorf. Seven judges hear these charges and call on each 

man to explain himself. Each man claims no responsibility for the Dice Game and passes the blame 

on to the next man. Finally, Herbersdorf blames the Frankenberg peasants, citing that the peasants 

left him no choice but to punish them for their disobedience.  

  In Act Two, the judges decide that the only way to determine the truth is to repeat the Dice 

Game. The judges transport the courtroom back in time, a chorus of the dead rise and re-enact the 
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historical incident. Herbersdorf repeatedly demands that the peasants appear, falsely promising if 

they come quietly and unarmed, they would receive a fair trial. The rebel leaders are rounded up 

and forced to throw dice to save their lives. Some men die bravely; others do not. After three 

rounds, the peasants rebel a second time, challenging the Emperor to take up the dice himself.  

  In Act Three, upon realising that the peasants could not be subdued, Herbersdorf calls for 

an executioner. As though responding to Herbersdorf’s call, the Figure in Black Armour appears. 

When questioned by Herbersdorf, the Figure states he was not summoned by Herbersdorf but 

arrived to deliver justice for the peasants. The Figure challenges the Emperor and his agents to roll 

dice against him to determine their fates. The accuse all step forward and make their wagers. The 

five men roll totals from two to twelve consecutively. The Figure casts infinity. He wins. The 

judges render justice upon the Emperor and his men, cursing them forever for their crimes and 

banishing them from Heaven. With justice served, the dead return to their graves.  

  In the Epilogue, the chorus outlines that the peasants received justice and returned to their 

graves as heroes. The Epilogue also signals the birth of a new race, the Volk - “invincible and 

vast.”68   
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Chapter 2 

Plot – Defining Memory  

“What has happened, lord, has happened.” 

  - Georg Preiner, Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel, scene vii 

 Narratives define communities. This relationship is the underlying idea suggested by 

Benedict Anderson in Imagined Communities. In his work, Anderson argues that nations are 

imagined in that little else links people into a community more powerfully than shared narratives. 

Anderson states that people can belong to the same community without sharing the same 

geography. Nations are a collection of communally accepted, defining stories. For Anderson, to 

belong to a community, one must accept the community’s narratives.69  

  The collection of narratives that Anderson describes is best understood as “social memory”, 

referring to a collection of remembrances shared by a social group.70 The study of social memory 

examines how memory functions on a collective, societal level to construct identity. Frequently, 

the narratives that comprise social memory come from established, historically-based narratives of 

the community. Those historical narratives, which are significant to that community’s identity, 

undergo a process of repeated remembrance by a community until they crystallise into social 

memory.71 The Nazis aimed to redefine national identity by controlling Germany’s social memory, 

which entailed altering the historical narratives on which German social memory was based to 
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align with National Socialist principles. In this context, the Thingspiel’s use of German history and 

mythology is expected, as the party could re-engineer social memory by rewriting historical stories.    

  Möller’s use of a narrative from the Thirty Years’ War for his Olympic Thingspiel is also 

predictable. As the defining episode of German tragedy until the First World War, the Thirty Years’ 

War maintained a significant place in German social memory. In the eighteenth century, Germany 

struggled to unify the German states into one nation. At the time, knowledge of the Thirty Years’ 

War was common, but the conflict was long enough past for historians to interpret and draw 

conclusions about the conflict’s national significance.72 Given these conditions, scholars leveraged 

the war as a framework to depict the rise of a united Germany. They transformed The Thirty Years’ 

War from “a story of religious and civil war into a founding act of revolutionary violence” and 

rewrote historical narrative to suit the contemporary political needs.73   

  Möller’s Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel reframed German history to embody the Volk. 

Throughout the narrative, the actions and dialogue of the peasants exemplify the characteristics 

that the Nazis wanted to instil in the German audiences. These characteristics, which defined the 

Nazi Volk, included a sense of unity and loyalty to the Volk, the nobility of peasant life and 

established the Volk as the source of the government’s power. Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel also 

communicated that foreigners were a threat to the new Germany.  

  When interpreting the script of Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel, it is important to 

understand the allegorical functions of the characters and, in particular, of the Frankenberg 

peasants. In the tradition of the Thingspiel, the individual characters are often allegorical 

representations. They are meant to personify either absolute goodness, typically the German 
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people, or evil, usually the work’s antagonist.74 As allegorical figures, the individual characters 

stand as “representative types with whom different sectors of the audience can identify.”75 The 

party hoped that the Germans in the audience would identify with the Frankenberg peasants and 

see themselves reflected in the narrative. In this way, the fictional Volk represented the Volk in the 

audience.   

An All-Important Community  

  The Frankenberg peasants’ actions in Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel repeatedly 

demonstrate the importance of unity for the German people. The peasants’ unity is both the source 

of their strength in the face of adversity and a noble quality for the audience to emulate. As it would 

be to the government’s benefit, the Nazis wanted audiences to carry the unity that it observed 

onstage into their world offstage. The peasants’ unity ultimately equated to a sense of loyalty to 

the Volk and a willingness of individuals to put the needs of the community before themselves. 

Both qualities would aid the government in their plans to establish Nazi supremacy.     

  It is important to establish the source of the peasants’ unity, which was their initial rebellion 

against the installation of Catholic priests. Their rebellion marked the first time the peasants 

exercised their collective power, as they banded together to overthrow their oppressors. While Das 

Frankenburger Würfelspiel does not show these events, this act of unity vitalised the peasants. The 

script demonstrates this power in Act II when Herbersdorf calls the unwitting peasants to the Dice 

Game. Summoning them, Herbersdorf’s herald calls them as “vassal[s] who should tread humbly 

before the eyes of his liege.”76 The peasants do not respond. The Herald calls the peasants three 
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times before they appear. As they appear, they come singing, much to Herbersdorf’s dismay as he 

had demanded that the peasants arrive silently. Herbersdorf stated:  

 Herbersdorf: When they [the peasants] are alone, and spoken to 

  They keep their mouths shut tight,  

  But in groups, they will roar through life 

  As though God had given them the world.  

  What are they doing? 

The Captain: They are singing, Lord. 

    Herbersdorf: Singing? 

  Have I given permission to sing? Did I not  

  Say that they should assemble here,  

  Silently, on the square, as 

  Is seemly for such miserable wretches?77 

 

 As the peasants arrive singing, Herbersdorf remarks that “in groups, they will roar through life”, 

underscoring their unity as the source of their strength.78 The Volk’s status as a unified group 

empowers their defiance of Herbersdorf’s orders and enables their resistance against their enemies. 

Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel demonstrations of the power of a united Volk would have been 

attractive to German audiences. The production glorified what the Volk could accomplish by 

showing the united Volk as strong in the face of those who would ask them to be humble. In 1936, 

the effects of the First World War and the Treaty of Versailles were still fresh wounds for Germany. 

The country and its people had been humbled before the world. Through the peasant’s 

demonstrations, Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel made belonging to the Volk desirable, as within 

the Volk there was power.   

  As a vital element of this unity, the script emphasises loyalty to the Volk. This loyalty is on 

display in scene vi when the peasants first assemble before Herbersdorf. The peasants are aghast 
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that Emperor Ferdinand II would “set man against man, brother against brother.”79 The peasants 

found the idea of turning against a fellow German unthinkable. Their unbreakable loyalty is 

reinforced in scene vii when the peasants refuse to answer Herbersdorf’s demands for the 

rebellion’s leaders to come forward. Herbersdorf issues his call four times, promising both land 

and wealth to anyone who would name a rebel leader. After Herbersdorf’s fourth attempt, a peasant 

responds:  

Wolf Fürst [a peasant]: Lord, nothing will come of this pact. I know no one, 

   Who would betray his brother for gold,  

   And as I think, so all think. All 

Are guilty if one is guilty, and one  

Does only want all do. 

 

Herbersdorf: So you all deserve to be hanged. 

 

The Innkeeper: Yes, we have 

Earned ourselves honourable death. 

             If you ask us if we would abandon 

             Our beliefs or die, no! 

             We would rather die.80  

 In their refusal to betray the community so that an individual would benefit, the peasants depict 

their loyalty to each other.  Given a choice between death or betraying a fellow German, death is 

the better option. Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel’s stress on the community over the individual 

would have benefited the Nazis, as that mindset would make the needs of Volk a priority; that is, 

Germans might be convinced to support objectionable political and economic decisions provided 

that those decisions appeared in support of the Volk. Ultimately, by placing the good of the Volk 

before the individual, the Volk became all-important.  
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 The manner in which Emperor Ferdinand II is portrayed also underscores the importance 

of the concept of loyalty to the Volk. Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel casts the Emperor’s betrayal 

of his people as his greatest crime. As the Holy Roman Emperor, Ferdinand would have been the 

peasants’ political leader and thus responsible for their wellbeing. In Act I, the prosecutors charge 

the Emperor with a long list of crimes. These include desecrating his country, abusing the trust of 

the people, inspiring fratricide, refusing peace, falsely claiming to serve God and reigning as a 

“bloody chancellor of Hell.”81 These charges culminate in the betrayal of the Volk. The script 

dedicates fifty-five lines of text to enumerate the Emperor’s crimes, which is substantial given that 

the other accused receive between fifteen and twenty lines. That is, Ferdinand’s betrayal of the 

peasants far outweighs the crimes of the other accused. When pressed to explain himself, the 

Emperor responds that he is not beholden to his subjects, but to the Pope and the Catholic faith. 

Earlier in the narrative, when Herbersdorf calls on the victims of the Dice Game, the peasants are 

steadfast that the Emperor would not enact violence against his people. His subsequent betrayal 

shocks the peasants. 

The Innkeeper [a peasant]: The Emperor is a good master. 

  Adam von Herbersdorf: Certainly. 

  Hans Frödl [a peasant]: He wishes us well. 

  Michael Paur [a peasant]: He is sitting in Vienna and does not know what is happening. 

  Adam von Herbersdorf: And if he knew? 

  Georg Preiner [a peasant]: Then no doubt he would appear. 

  Hans Frödl: That is absolutely true.82 
  

 The peasants describe at length how Emperor Ferdinand would not betray them:  

  The Innkeeper: If the Emperor could see the crown of thorns 

   Which winds about the brows of his people,  

He would be horrified and his presence would  
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Spell doom for the devils he finds guilty!83 

 

The Emperor violated the German people’s trust by placing his interests before those of the 

community. For the crime of betraying the Volk, the ultimate crime that one could commit, the 

judges damn Emperor Ferdinand for all eternity, and he receives the harshest punishment possible 

for a Catholic.84  He is banished from Heaven and must spend eternity in Hell. The severity of 

Ferdinand’s punishment underlines the seriousness of his crime. Once again, supporting the Volk 

is shown as an individual’s utmost priority.  

 The script also highlights the nobility of sacrificing oneself for the community. The leaders 

of the rebellion accept death for the good of their fellow Germans. During the dicing scene, as 

Herbersdorf forces the rebel leaders to roll for their lives, the Innkeeper sacrifices himself for his 

opponent. The Innkeeper claims he is old, while his opponent is young, with his whole life ahead 

of him. In his last words, the Innkeeper instructs his young opponent to find a wife and have as 

many children as possible.85  

 The Innkeeper: I am an old man and will die soon. 

  What should I have to do with you? You are young. 

  Take a wife and tell her what a man  

in his passion destroys, must be brought 

back to life from his wife’s womb. 

It has been decided, tell her,  

that she appease angry nature by bringing 

forth as many lives as are now  

strangled so that you may live.86 

                                                      

83 Gadberry, "E.W. Möller and the National Drama of Nazi Germany.", Pg. 104. 
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In this way, the Innkeeper sacrifices himself for the good of the Volk. Das Frankenburger 

Würfelspiel’s emphasis in self-sacrifice shows the nobility of dying for the betterment of the Volk.  

The production glorifies this noble act, and as such depicts a soldier’s prospect of death in battle 

as a service benefiting the Volk. 

  Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel communicates unity as a desirable quality for the 

production’s participants. The government wanted participants to internalise this message, as the 

ideas of loyalty to and self-sacrifice for the community would support the Nazi’s war efforts. Hitler 

was aware that war was an inevitable part of establishing Nazi Germany as a new European 

hegemony.87 If individual Germans understood that the needs of the Volk came before themselves, 

it would make it easier to sacrifice resources, like food, money and labour, or ultimately their lives 

to support Germany’s war efforts. In this way, the unity and concomitant strength of the 

Frankenberg peasants in the work reflected and aimed to reinforce the political demands of the 

government upon its subjects.  

The Noble Peasant  

  It is significant that Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel raises German peasants to the status 

of heroes. Representing the best of society and modelling an ideal for people to emulate, heroes 

play an important role in national identity.88 One of the aims of Nazi propaganda was to raise the 

social status of peasants and “fulfil the psychological assimilation of ‘the worker’ into the life of 

the nation.”89 In the script, the peasants become heroes who deliver the Volk justice. The way in 
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which the peasants are described in the Prologue and Epilogue highlights their transformation. The 

Prologue describes the peasants as victims:  

 Prologue: He [God] calls the transgressors from their graves 

  And summons the poor, who have suffered great wrong … 

  … He humbles the mighty before Him  

  And allows the oppressed to accuse.90 

   

The peasants are “poor”, having “suffered a great wrong” and “oppressed”. They are the victims 

of the Holy Roman Empire. The Epilogue describes the peasants much differently.  

 Epilogue: … Close yourself, tomb of memory. Take back 

  Your heroes into your peaceful womb.91 

After the Emperor’s defeat, the peasants are described as heroes, and the peasants join the pantheon 

of German champions for people to emulate.  

  Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel suggests, both directly and indirectly, that the peasants are 

tied to the natural world. The script establishes that the peasants belong to the land. In scene ii, 

Herbersdorf charges that “a peasant who serves the land must also obey the lord who rules the 

land.”92 To Herbersdorf, the peasants owe their allegiance to the Emperor, as he rules the land that 

the peasants work. One of the prosecutors replies, “The lord of the peasants is the soil of the 

peasants.”93 To the German prosecutors, the peasants owe their stewardship to the land and then 

to their lord. Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel places a heavy weight on a connection to the land.  

  In addition, the Volk’s connection to the natural world has a supernatural quality. When the 

judges summon the long-dead peasants for the trial’s re-enactment, the chorus’ narrativises the 

summoning:  

Chorus: What is it at night 
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Fingers long closed walls? 

The countryside quakes and stirs 

And fearfully the hounds do bay.   

 

The horizon trembles.  

Clouds hang full of rain,  

And over forests, the air,  

Surges to the tempest. 

Herds press tight together. 

Men close their gates,  

And ghostly flames pass 

Over darkened moors. 

 

Peasants stand there praying.  

The wind sweep through the grain,  

And on abandoned meadows 

Perch birds in fearful array. Even 

 

Men do shudder in their towns.  

They search the heavens and stammer,  

And in their rooms, children  

Huddle against their fathers. 

 
They hear the clank of spades 

And see the tombs pour forth, 

And they know: the dead return  

To the scene of the deed.94  

When the dead Volk rise, they cause a terrible storm, one which frightens both men and animals 

and flames pass over the land. The disruption of the natural world in the rising of the dead is 

connected to the disruption of the Volk’s afterlife. The parallel disturbances suggest the Volk and 

the natural world share a sympathetic relationship; that is, whatever affects the Volk also affects 

nature. Sympathy, as Alison Landsberg highlights, denotes a likeness between two subjects, or an 

underlying connection.95 The sympathetic response from nature signals the Volk’s connection to 

the land.  
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  The Volk’s supernatural connection to the land suggests that the Volk and the land were 

deeply bonded. This connection mimics the party’s Blut und Boden – Blood and Soil - ideology. 

The Blut und Boden ideology implied that the Volk was a community bound by “race” (blood) and 

by a connection to the land (soil). Walter Darré, the Reich Minister of Food and Agriculture and 

leading Blut und Boden ideologist, stated that “the German soul with its warmth is rooted in its 

agriculture and in a real sense always grew out of it”. 96 For Darré, the Volk was always connected 

to the land, as that is where the Volk originated. In Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel, the disruption 

in the natural world mirrors the awakening of the long-dead Volk. This upheaval of nature world 

in Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel displays the Volk’s connection to Boden and, as such, reinforces 

the Nazi idea of the Volk’s deep connection to the land.  

  Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel highlights the Nazi’s Romantic notions of the nobility of 

peasant life, which would have aided the reception of the government’s Lebensraum program. 

Lebensraum, a concept first articulated by Friedrich Ratzel in 1901, is the expansion or contraction 

of a country’s borders to secure the space and resources needed to be self-sustaining. The Nazi 

Lebensraum ideology and program aimed to redefine German borders and ensure that the Volk had 

the resources to sustain itself for the next one hundred years. The program entailed the colonisation 

of land annexed from the countries that Nazi Germany had occupied.  As part of Germany’s 

colonisation efforts, the government sent colonists to establish new communities in the East. This 

colonisation included establishing farms, which the Nazis strictly regulated as to the resources that 

farmers could cultivate.97 The party exalted the peasant life and praised their connection to the soil 
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as a connection to the root of Germany.98 This Romanticization helped to raise the status of 

peasants in the Third Reich. Peasants and farmers joined soldiers at the top of the social hierarchy, 

comprising the group with the highest social prestige.99 However, this exaltation of peasant life 

was at the same time a rejection of the urban existence. The Nazis felt urban life had alienated 

Germans from their agrarian roots. The party sought to reconceptualise peasants and farmers “as 

superior to the industrial population.”100 By raising the status of peasants and praising their 

connection to the land, Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel portrayed peasant life as an admirable 

choice. This mindset would be valuable for the government’s Lebensraum colonisation efforts.   

Beyond the Reich’s Borders 

  The narrative of Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel defines membership in the Volk as a 

matter of racial bloodlines. The Nazi party developed their own racial hierarchy with the Aryan 

race at the top and characterised non-Aryans as subhuman. The Aryans were an ancient people of 

Indo-European heritage, who the Nazi characterised as a superior race. The Nazi’s 

conceptualisation of race was based on flawed research, such as Houston Stewart Chamberlain’s 

theory from 1896 which suggests that all 19th-century Western advances in economics, science and 

technology could be attributed to the Aryan race.101 The Aryan race included Germans and people 

from other Germanic nations and Northern Europe. It also included groups who had an appropriate 

admixture of Aryan blood. The Nazi’s concept of race was a cornerstone of many government 

policies and was enshrined in German politics by the Nuremberg Race Laws of 1935. These 

                                                      

98 Frieda Wunderlich. “The Changing Status of German Farm Labor in the Interwar Period.” The American Journal 

of Economics and Sociology Vol. 8, No. 1 (1948). Pg. 71. 
99 Wunderlich. “The Changing Status of German Farm Labor”, Pg. 73. 
100 Wunderlich, “The Changing Status of German Farm Labor”, Pg. 73. 
101 The majority of modern scholars accept the idea of race is a social construct and has no basis in significant 

genetic differences.   



 

36 

 

definitions of race helped to justify the Lebensraum, as all Germanic peoples shared Aryan 

bloodlines. The Lebensraum policies would help amalgamate all Aryans into the Reich.  

 The script casts Austrians as part of the Volk. In scene vi, when Herbersdorf enumerates 

the peasants’ crimes against the Emperor, one peasant responds:  

Michael Paur: O dear God, what do You want of us? 

  There are in the entire German Reich 

No better Germans than in Austria! 

Why do they oppress us?102 

 

In the script, the Austrian peasants proudly claim they are German and belong in the Volk. During 

the historical Frankenberg Dice Game, Frankenberg was in the province of Upper Austria, which 

had a complicated geopolitical relationship with Germany. In the sixteenth century, the province 

was part of the Duchy of Bavaria, later a part of the Kingdom of Germany. During the Holy Roman 

Empire, the province was ceded between Germany and Austria. In 1936, the province was part of 

Austria. The province’s current alignment with Austria mattered little to the Nazis, given the 

province’s long history of being traded between counties. Contemporary Austrians would be the 

descendants of sixteenth-century Germans. Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel communicated to 

audiences that Austrians were part of the Volk.103  

 The self-identification of the Austrian peasants as German is important, as it lent support 

to the Anschluss. The Anschluss, the annexation of Austria by Nazi Germany, was an extension of 

the Lebensraum policy. Not only did Austrian territory provide more land that the government 

could use to support the Volk, but the country could also provide labour and raw materials, such as 
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iron ore.104 The annexation also meant the realignment of borders according to the party’s plans 

for the Greater German Reich. Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel supported the Anschluss by 

asserting that members of the Volk did not need to live in Germany to be part of the Volk. Members 

of the Volk needed only to share racial ties. The importance of race rather than geographical ties 

compliments the Nazi’s idea of the Volksdeutsche, those who were German by blood.105 The 

concept of the Volksdeutsche suggested a pan-Germanic nationality, rather than one confined to 

Germany’s borders. A definition of Volk that stressed race rather than geography allowed Austrians 

to see themselves as members of the Volk. If Austrians saw themselves as members the Volk, it 

would make annexing Austria and governing its people easier for the Nazis.   

 A pan-Germanic definition of the Volk had significant political implications. Hitler, the 

self-styled leader of the Volk, was born in Braunau am Inn in Austria, located on the border with 

Germany. Understandably, the leader of the Volk must be a member of the Volk. Additionally, Das 

Frankenburger Würfelspiel communicated that contemporary Austrians were members of the 

Volk. All Germanic-speaking peoples were eligible for membership in the Volk. This definition not 

only justified annexing Germanic provinces but potentially created allies in those provinces who 

would have welcomed the Nazi government.    

 The definitions of who did not belong to the Volk are just as valuable as those who did. 

Accordingly then, Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel presented a warning to the audiences about who 

is not in the Volk and the consequences. The text underlines that foreigners, as represented by 

Lamormaini and Caraffa, are enemies of the Volk. The script establishes Lamormaini and Caraffa 
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as cruel outsiders who disdained the German peasants. Both men are Italian emissaries of the Pope. 

When pressed as to why they support the peasants’ execution, the pair claims it is because they are 

not German. Lamormaini states “Sir, I am not German. I have less to do with these people than 

you with me. I serve my God and my people.”106 As such, their allegiance lies elsewhere. 

Lamormaini places his loyalty to his people, Italians, and, like the Emperor, to the Catholic faith. 

Caraffa echoes these statements, saying “I am also, lord, a stranger in this land. I do not love its 

people – I even had cause to hate them.”107 Both men offer the fact that they are not German and 

as such do not care about Germans as their reason for supporting Herbersdorf’s harsh treatment. 

Neither man has any connection to the Volk and, as a result, they do not care about them. This 

depiction of foreigners communicates that people outside the Volk are not only the enemy but also 

places the Volk in opposition with anyone who is an outsider. Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel 

conveys that these enemies would visit cruelty upon the Volk because they do not share a 

community. To ensure their survival, it would be in the Volk’s best interest to strike first. This 

portrayal of foreignness as enemy supported the Lebensraum, as it helped to justify the invasion 

and annexation of non-Germanic territories. 

The Nazi’s Power  

  Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel establishes Nazi Germany as a new imperial power. 

Möller’s most significant departure from the historical event is that the Volk turn on Emperor 

Ferdinand II. In the script, the Frankenberg peasants lay the dice at the Emperor’s feet and 

challenge him to “take your dice, Emperor! Take back the leather cup you have lent us!”108 The 

peasants summon the Figure in Black Armour to deliver justice for the Volk when Ferdinand 
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refuses their challenge. In defeating the Emperor, the Volk effectively conquer the Holy Roman 

Empire. Through this symbolic overthrow of the Holy Roman Empire, Nazi Germany becomes a 

new imperial power.  

  By depicting that the Volk’s united strength enables it to overthrow the Emperor, Das 

Frankenburger Würfelspiel establishes the Volk as the centre of the new empire’s power. The 

Figure in Black Armour acts as an enforcer of the Volk’s will. While scholars disagree on the 

Figure’s role as an allegorical representation of Hitler, the character can be read as an extension of 

the Führerprinzip. The Führerprinzip was the basis of Hitler’s power, outlining that he was a 

“mystic figure embodying and guiding the nation’s destiny.”109 Gadberry articulates that Das 

Frankenburger Würfelspiel is a play of Volk judgment, one which “calls for the vox populi, not the 

directives of an “inspired dictator.”110 When Ferdinand and his ministers refuse to take up the dice, 

it is the peasants who demand and enact their justice. Only when the peasants exercise their united 

power does the Figure appear. However, according to the Führerprinzip, Hitler and the Volk were 

one. If both the Figure and Hitler are understood as manifestations of the Volk, it is reasonable to 

interpret Figure as a representation of Hitler, and as such, Hitler is represented as the Volk’s vehicle 

for justice.  

  The Figure as a manifestation of the Volk is illustrated in scene ix. After the chorus 

embraces becoming the Volk, the accused realise that they are no longer able to threaten the 

peasants into submission. They call for the hangman. After a fanfare, the Figure in Black Armor 

appears:  

Figure in Black Armor: I am here. 

 

Herbersdorf: Who? I did not call you. 
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Figure in Black Armor: Nevertheless, I have come to execute my office.111 

The Figure in Black Armour clearly states he was not summoned by the accused. Additionally, 

God did not summon the Figure. The Prologue outlines whom God summons to the tribunal: 

  Prologue: He calls the transgressors from their graves  

   And summons the poor, who have suffered great wrong. 

He calls the times as His witnesses 

             And sets up the people as Judge.112   

Of all those God did summon for the tribunal, he does not summon the Figure. When the Figure 

arrives to execute his office, he is not responding to the calls from the accused or God, but to the 

Volk. When the Figure challenges the accused to roll against him, he charges them to “test your 

fates against mine.”113 The fates in question are those of the accused versus the Volk. If the Figure 

wins, the Volk receive their long-awaited justice. If the Figure loses, the accused would win their 

lives. The Figure rolls infinity and secures the Volk’s justice. The fact that the Figure rolls infinity 

holds symbolic significance. Like the Figure, the dice roll is also a symbol of the Volk’s manifest 

power. By dictating that the Figure rolls infinity, the script symbolically communicates the 

unending might of the Volk.  When the Figure rolls infinity, it is a symbol of the Volk’s power 

rooted in a unified German people, against their enemies.    

  This status as a new imperial power helped to validate the Nazi government calling itself 

the Third Reich. While the term Reich can mean “realm”, in the context of Nazi history, it was 

translated to mean “empire”.114  The First and Second Reich respectively were the Holy Roman 

Empire from 962-1806, and the German Empire from 1871-1918. The victory over an emperor of 
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the First Reich demonstrated the Third Reich worthiness as a successor to the title. The new Reich 

was just as powerful, if not more, than the First and the dawning of a new, formidable empire in 

Europe. 

  In Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel, the power of the Volk extends beyond the stage. The 

Volk, both onstage and off, is the highest authority. When addressing the audience, the Prologue 

establishes that God calls them to judge the events:  

  Prologue: To the greater glory of God and in the name 

  of the German people, whose one voice declares: 

  you thousands, who have gathered here, 

  hear this play, which is both play and tribunal… 

  

  …Take the play as a parable which binds. 

  The past becomes the present. 

  The judges are here, yet your will decides,  

   And your voice condemns and pardons.115  

 

As the Prologue declares, the audience is the ultimate judge of the proceedings of Das 

Frankenburger Würfelspiel. While the judges in the script decided the punishments for the 

accused, the audience decided the guilt or innocence of the historical Frankenberg peasants and 

Emperor Ferdinand II. The internalisation of Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel’s messages hinged 

on whether the audience accepted the fictional judges’ verdict. If the audience agreed that the 

Emperor had unjustly victimised the Frankenberg peasants, it signalled the audience’s acceptance 

of the narrative’s interpretation of history. As theatre historian David Dean outlines, viewing a 

historically based play can colour the audience’s understanding of their national history.116 If the 

audience accepted that the Emperor and foreign powers abused the Volk at the historic Frankenberg 
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Dice Game, it opens the door to the possibility that there are other abuses against the Volk to be 

avenged. Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel’s Epilogue addressed as much, stating: 

 Epilogue: Thus the play comes to pass, and a small image of the mighty world,  

  As revealed to the judges, is brought to a close. 

  Many parables are to be settled, though one is  

  now ended and accomplished for all others.117   

If the Volk in the audience agreed with Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel’s narrative, it brought the 

audience onside to combat other injustices levelled against the German people. It increased their 

willingness to combat these wrongdoings, providing Hitler and his government with the social and 

economic support for future government reforms, programs and eventually conflicts. However, it 

is difficult to look at the historical narrative of the Frankenberg Dice Game and believe that the 

peasants were treated justly. Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel’s audiences are then presented with 

the illusion of choice when it comes to the Emperor’s guilt or innocence. Within both the 

performance and the historical context, Emperor Ferdinand is inarguably guilty of enacting cruelty 

upon his subjects. The way the narrative is structured, the guilt of the Emperor and his agents 

becomes a foregone conclusion. As such, the verdict of the audience, and their subsequent support, 

was secured before the Prologue delivered their first line. This illusion of choice highlights the 

importance the Nazi regime placed on winning the support of participants. Without the support of 

the masses, given freely or otherwise, the government’s war efforts would have been compromised. 

Just as in Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel, the Volk was a source of power for the Nazis.  

Redefining Social Memory  

  Historical narratives form an essential part of national identity. If accepting the same 

narratives defines a community, it stands to reason that reengineering historical narratives would 
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redefine the community. This redefinition is what the party sought to do through the Thingspiel. 

The Thingspiel leveraged historical narrative to manipulate social memory. As evidenced by Das 

Frankenburger Würfelspiel, the Thingspiel gave the government a channel to dictate historical 

narratives. Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel rewrote part of Germany’s historical narrative of the 

Thirty Years’ War. Through the manipulation of social memory, the Nazi party attempted to 

influence the German identity.   

 Thingspiel narratives were the product of the German political elite. The government 

directly controlled which plays could be Thingspiel and thus performed. As with all cultural 

productions during the Nazi period, all Thingspiele underwent an approval process.118 This 

system allowed the government to directly influence the narratives presented in the theatre of the 

Volk. This system also forced playwrights to tailor their works to fit National Socialist ideology 

if they wanted their work produced. As a result, the government controlled which ideas could 

enter German social memory through the Thingspiel. Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel 

specifically incorporated ideas that the Nazis wanted to inculcate into German social memory, 

which, in turn, was intended to benefit the party. The production: suggested the Volk was a 

community defined by a shared heritage, idealised the Volk, outlined Nazi Germany as an 

imperial power, elevated the status of peasants and instilled a mistrust of foreign powers. All 

these ideas, if internalised by Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel’s participants, could aid the Nazi’s 

expansionist aims. 

  

                                                      

118 Niven, “The Birth of Nazi Drama?”, Pg. 61. 



 

44 

 

 

Chapter 3                                                                                                            

People – Creating Community 

“The spectators should also feel again today that everything that happens before them onstage, 

among them, from them, happens to them.” 

- Review of Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel, Mittelrheinische Landes-Zeitung, August 6th, 1936 

 

  Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel’s performance style was a crucial element of the 

production‘s community creation. For Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel to recharacterize the Volk, 

two things had to occur. First, the production’s actors and audience needed to internalise the 

narrative’s ideas, which would instil its völkisch characteristics into the gathered masses. Second, 

the participants had to be bound into a community. The performance style of Das Frankenburger 

Würfelspiel provided a medium to help participants internalise the production’s messages and 

create a national community.  

  Due to the ephemeral nature of theatre, it is difficult to make firm pronouncements about 

Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel’s performance. Much of the information available about the Das 

Frankenburger Würfelspiel’s presentation stems from the surviving primary sources. Newspaper 

reviews lauded the performances. The Honnefer Volkszeitung called the actors “young masters of 

oration”.119 The Mittelrheinische Landes-Zeitung described that audiences should feel “that 

everything that happens before them on stage, among them, from them, happens to them”, implying 

that the performance had an affective quality on audiences.120 Because of the impact of Goebbels’ 
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censorship, the usefulness of the critiques of the day is suspect. However, the data can provide a 

sense of the performance experience, enabling scholars to make reasonable assumptions.  

 Primary sources outline the financial data for Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel. According 

to the Olympic report, the production grossed 200,202 Reichsmark. Ticket stubs show that ticket 

prices varied, depending on seating. The ring closest to the stage cost 8 Reichsmarks per ticket, the 

middle ring was 6 Reichsmarks, and the outer ring was 4 Reichsmarks. According to the Olympic 

report, the average ticket price was 4 Reichsmarks or $1.61 in contemporary USD.121 As with other 

Thingspiel, the government kept ticket prices low to encourage attendance. It is unclear if Das 

Frankenburger Würfelspiel was able to recover its production costs. It is likely, given the financial 

trend of net losses for Thingspiel, that the government lost money supporting the production.  

  The official Olympic schedule shows that Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel received four 

performances over the sixteen-day Olympic period. A combined 73,122 people saw Das 

Frankeburger Würfelspiel over the four performances.122 An average of 18,000 people attended 

each performance. This amount would have nearly filled the 20,000 seats in the Dietrich-Eckart-

Bühne Stage. The audiences included athletes, foreign and domestic dignitaries, the press, assorted 

guests of honour and the general audience.123 Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel’s audiences were a 

mix of the Volk and foreigners, as well as political and social elites with working-class Germans. 

Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel may have been the only place at the Olympics to see this mixing 

of economic classes. The least expensive Olympic stadium pass, which gave the holder access to 

nineteen events, sixteen passes were reserved for daytime use and three for evenings, was 40 
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Reichsmarks.124 Audiences could still buy single, standing room tickets for individual competitions 

for 1 to 8 Reichsmarks.125 However, these tickets prices exceeded the means of the working-class 

Germans that the Nazis sought to bring into game audiences.126 Given the relatively low price of a 

ticket to Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel, it is reasonable to conclude that the performance was the 

place where Germans of different socio-economic strata mixed.           

  Professional actors performed the twenty-seven speaking roles in Das Frankenburger 

Würfelspiel. The high quality of actors hired for the production underscored the importance the 

party placed on the production. Notable German actor of the time, Alexander Golling, played the 

role of Adam von Herbersdorf, the most significant role in the production. Newspaper reviews of 

the performance leveraged Golling’s reputation to advertise the performance to readers.127 Not 

only was Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel the government’s last effort to revive the struggling 

Thingspiel movement, but it was also a display of the new Germany’s culture on an international 

stage. In the face of these two factors, the Nazi party was under pressure to ensure an impressive 

production. 

  The chorus of Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel used 1,200 amateur performers, supplied by 

the Reich’s Labour Service.128 In the production, there were three different choruses – the general 

chorus, the Chorus of Peasants and a minor chorus made up of professional actors.129  The choruses 

served as the audience’s proxy into the production. The main chorus, depicted performing offstage 

                                                      

124 The XIth Olympic Games, Pg. 474.  
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in production photos, was meant to be an unseen, mystical force designed to provoke empathetic 

responses from the audience towards the action onstage (see Figure 2.).130    

 

Figure 2. Heinrich Hoffmann, Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel program. Photo showing the 

placement of the chorus. 

 The government anticipated that both members of the Volk and foreigners would see Das 

Frankenburger Würfelspiel during the international Olympic Games. The production’s program 

contained introductory notes in German, English, French, Spanish and Italian. These notes 

provided background information on the historical Frankenberg Dice Game and a brief plot 

summary. Notably absent were introductory comments in non-European languages. It is not 

possible with the currently available data to know how many non-Volk attended Das 
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Frankenburger Würfelspiel. Through attending Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel, the Nazi 

conjectured that foreigners would engage with the völkisch messages of the production.     

  The information available presents an imprecise picture of who performed Das 

Frankenburger Würfelspiel¸ who filled the audiences and how the performance looked. What 

cannot be determined is whether Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel participants - the actors, the 

chorus and the audience - internalised the production’s messages and how the production created 

community. In the absence of definitive evidence, the benefit of an interdisciplinary approach 

becomes evident. Here, this project leans on theory from memory studies and performance studies 

to examine the production’s performance style.  

Internalising Meaning 

  Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel’s performance aided the internalisation of the narrative’s 

messages. As a prosthetic memory, the production could create an empathetic connection between 

the audience and the narrative’s völkisch ideas. As theorised by Landsberg, a prosthetic memory 

is a memory that the holder did not personally experience but has incorporated into their 

subjectivity.131 Prosthetic memories are not derived from lived experience but come from mediated 

presentations of the past.132 Landsberg argues that these memories function similarly to prosthetic 

limbs. Like a prosthetic limb, these memories are not organic to the body. However, just as a 

prosthetic limb allows its user to negotiate their physical surroundings, these memories allow the 

holder to navigate their experience of the world and how their holders interact with the world.133  
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  Prosthetic memories propel their holders into empathic relationships with others through 

the mutual intellectual and emotional engagement of the others’ experiences.134 Landsberg argues 

that mass media, like film and experiential museum exhibits, which focus on an affective 

experience act as a medium to transmit these experiences.135 For Landsberg, these media act as 

“transferential spaces”, sites where audiences can “enter into experiential relationships with events 

through which they did not live.”136 Films like Schindler’s List, the graphic novel Maus: A 

Survivor’s Tale and museums such as the United States’ Holocaust Museum act as vessels, which 

allow their audiences to emotionally experience the elements of the Holocaust through a mediated 

representation. To be adapted, viewers need to experience the narratives presented, as well as 

understand them intellectually.137 The holder must engage with the memory through their body. 

When an audience experiences an event through mediated channels, they may begin to feel 

empathically connected to that which they did not personally experience.  

  Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel, the contents of which was approved by the government, 

was intended to act as a mediated channel enabling participants to adopt a prosthetic memory. 

While Landsberg focuses her attention on modern, experiential media like films, written works and 

museums, it is not difficult to extend her ideas to Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel. The Thingspiel 

was a medium that aimed for its participants to experience productions in an embodied way as an 

active participant. As aforementioned, the Thingspiel’s general performance style featured 

communal chanting and singing. These activities encouraged audience members to engage in the 

performance by using their bodies. Audience members also experienced the performance by 
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interacting with performers, on purpose or by accident, as the performers passed through the 

spectating space. Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel not only rewrote the story of the Frankenberg 

Dice Game but it was designed to provide an affective medium through which audiences could 

experience the story.  

  Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel’s treatment of temporality was intended to aid the 

audience’s empathic connection to its narrative. One of the crucial elements of transferential space 

is that it allows audiences to overcome the distance between themselves and the object of empathy. 

Landsberg posits that empathy requires people to acknowledge their “alterity of identification” – 

what makes them different - and negotiate that distance.138 Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel 

attempted to overcome this distance between the audience and the object of empathy – the 

Frankenberg peasants - by collapsing temporalities. In Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel, the judges 

decide the only way to determine who is to blame for the Frankenberg Dice Game is to take the 

courtroom back in time to witness the historic incident. Within the logic of the play, the audience 

is understood to be an active member of the courtroom. The Prologue outlined that the audience 

was the ultimate judge of the events of Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel, inviting them to be active 

participants in the production by giving them a role to play. As a part of the narrative, when the 

courtroom travelled back in time, so too did the audience. What this plot point achieved was a 

collapse of temporality, which brought the past and present into the same moment. In this way, 

audiences could overcome the temporal distance between themselves and the Frankenberg 

peasants, with whom the Reich wanted them to identify. This collapse of temporality aided the 

audiences’ identification with the peasants, as it allowed audiences to more easily create an 

empathic connection to the peasants’ plight by experiencing it with them. The audience could now 
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emotionally experience the Frankenberg Dice Game as the peasants experienced it physically. In 

this way, Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel’s treatment of temporality helped bridge the distance 

between audiences and the peasants.  

  Landsberg argues that people generate empathy through corporeal, mimetic experiences, 

which allow the audiences to identify with the subject of their attention.139 These memories ask 

their holders to place themselves into the experiences of another person and understand events 

through the other’s eyes. Prosthetic memories emphasise a “sensuous performance” to aid this 

identification.140 Landsberg points to the tradition of the Passover Seder to highlight the importance 

of the sensuous when adapting a memory. During the Seder, food props accompany the story of 

the Jews exodus from Egypt – a roasted egg, a shank bone, bitter herbs, parsley, saltwater and 

charoset (chopped apple, cinnamon and wine). The props are consumed throughout the telling of 

the story to accentuate the narrative. Participants consume the bitter herbs to “remember” and 

reinforce the bitterness of slavery.141 These experiences help “instil in the participants sensuous 

memories of events they did not live through.”142 The participants have a mimetic experience by 

engaging their senses of taste and smell during the Seder. Once the participants hold the experience 

within their body, they begin to develop empathy with their ancestors.  

  Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel’s musical score was intended as an integral part of the 

audience’s experience. An orchestral score, composed by Paul Höffer, accompanied the 

production. As Möller states in his production notes, the music “must not serve as background, but 

must accentuate the message of the play.”143 Additionally, Möller’s notes suggest that the chorus 

                                                      

139 Landsberg, Prosthetic Memory, Pg. 20 
140 Landsberg, Prosthetic Memory, Pg. 20.  
141 Landsberg, Prosthetic Memory, Pg. 26. 
142 Landsberg, Prosthetic Memory, Pg. 26. 
143 Gadberry, “E.W. Möller and the National Drama of Nazi Germany”, Pg. 85.  



 

52 

 

sang, as the script states “[the chorus] must intone its text in the manner of an oratorio chorus, to 

produce the emotional levels and reflective pauses within the rapid plot development.” In both 

cases, Möller intended the music to add to the audience’s sensuous experience of the Das 

Frankenburger Würfelspiel. However, it is unclear if Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel’s music 

allowed for a mimetic experience. No evidence suggests that the music allowed audience members 

to identify with the action onstage in a bodied way. Unlike other Thingspiel productions, there is 

no record as to whether Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel included any communal chanting and 

singing in which the audience also participated. While the choral performance may have been 

designed to cue the audience’s emotions, the quality of the performance may have made this 

difficult. In a rare moment of actual theatre critique, the Mittelrheinische Landes-Zeitung said that 

audience members struggled to hear the chorus, as “the choral parts were not always clear.”144 

Niven’s research on the Thingspiel movement confirms this assertion, outlining that the audibility 

and clarity of the amateur choruses was a common problem. Möller, who had initially enlisted his 

friend Hans Joachim Sobanski to write the score, left notes about how to best utilise the 

production’s music to accent important production elements. However, Gadberry identifies that 

Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel’s co-directors’, Werner Pleister and Mathias Wiemann, made 

different artistic choices. 145  The pair’s deviations from Möller’s notes went as far as bringing in 

a new composer – Höffer – for the work. As a result, Möller’s integral notes, intended for 

Sobanski’s score, were no longer applicable. While Möller may have intended for Das 
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Frankenburger Würfelspiel’s music to guide the audience’s emotional experience, the available 

evidence does not suggest that this experience occurred as intended.         

 Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel’s did not just influence the audiences’ understanding of 

the Frankenberg Dice Game, but it also presented a learning opportunity. Dean argues that theatre 

is an underrecognized site of public memory. The theatrical performance of history connects the 

audience to history in an immediate, personal way.146 That personal connection creates in audience 

members a willingness to engage with national narratives. This engagement is essential for the 

audience’s experience of historical works. As Dean found in his research, after watching a 

historical play, audiences felt more connected to their history.147 Such performances allow 

audiences to learn about history as the narrative unfolds before them. In the Thingspiel, German 

audiences learned the curated version of history that the Nazis refined for public consumption. Das 

Frankenburger Würfelspiel outlined a history in which foreigners were enemies of the Volk, all 

Germanic peoples should be part of the Reich, and the Volk came before the individual. The 

audiences received these messages when they saw Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel. 

  Dean further argues that watching historical plays also impacts the way in which audiences 

view their national history, as it impacts the audience’s understanding of historical narrative.148 

The perspectives from which the stories are presented influence the audience’s understanding of 

the nation. It also influences the way they interact with other historical narratives. Audiences 

become invested in the narrative with which they have connected emotionally. The audience’s 

connection to history colours not only their experience of the Thingspiel but all national history.   
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  Audiences will interpret a historical performance in the context of their experience.149 No 

two audience members will interpret a performance in the same way. As an attempt to control how 

the performance was interpreted, Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel acted as a framework to guide 

its völkisch participants understanding of the Frankenberg Dice Game. However, Das 

Frankenburger Würfelspiel did not have a completely völkisch audience. As suggested by the 

multi-lingual notes in the program, the government anticipated the presence of non-Germanic 

audience members of the international Olympic Games. The Nazis also anticipated that the non-

Germanic audience would not be familiar with The Frankenberg Dice Game as the introductory 

notes provided historical information. Given the assumed lack of knowledge about the historical 

event and facing a language barrier, the non-Volk audience might have experienced Das 

Frankenburger Würfelspiel quite differently from the Volk. The government may have hoped that 

the non-Volk audience inculcated the historical narrative like their völkish counterparts as their 

internalisation could have carried their ideology beyond the Reich’s borders and produced political 

sympathisers in the war to come. Because of the language barrier, however, the non-Germanic 

audiences may have felt removed from the narrative and as a result would not have formed an 

emotional connection. This conclusion reinforces the starkly defined racial lines of whom the Volk 

included. This exclusionist interpretation echoes Anderson’s argument that communities are a 

collection of people who all uphold the same narratives as the basis of national identity. If one was 

unable to connect with the dominant narratives of the Volk, one could not be a member of the Volk. 

Investigating the impacts of nationalist theatre on international audiences appears to be a fruitful 

area of further study.          
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  Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel’s professional actors may have experienced Landsberg’s 

empathy. Performers generated empathy by enacting Landsberg’s critical mimesis. Through their 

performance in Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel, the performers placed themselves directly into 

the experiences of another person. When the courtroom travels back in time, the performer does 

not just represent but becomes the person they play. When the character becomes angry, the actor 

feels these emotions as their own, as they are his own. Should the character weep, lamenting their 

fate, the actor feels his tears. When the judges deliver the final verdict and the play ends, the 

temporal shift reverses. However, the experience of the Dice Game still lives within the 

performer’s body. This corporeal, mimetic experience meant that the performers could internalise 

the narrative of Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel by establishing empathy with their character.  

  Through the process of mimesis, the performers’ bodies became sites of historical 

remembrance. Those performing Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel used their bodies as a conduit 

for historical narrative. Paul Connerton argues that the body is a historical archive.150 As such, all 

personal habits, developed over centuries as a response to history, which people perform, are an 

embodied form of historical remembrance.151 For instance, what is considered correct posture – 

presenting a straight spine with one’s shoulders back – is an embodied remembrance of European 

court life. Generations emulated that style of movement and gesture. The memory of European 

court life lived on in an embodied practice by continuing this habit. According to Connerton’s 

argument, actors presented a choreographed selection of these habits to their audience. The actors’ 

physical performance in Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel was an embodied reference to history. 
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The actors’ performance created a personal connection to the historical narrative by using their 

bodies as a vessel for history.  

 While not explicit in the script, the chorus formed the ethereal voice, which spoke from 

beyond the stage, of the historical Frankenberg peasant. The main chorus did not speak until the 

judges summoned the long-dead peasants from their graves and the chorus narrated the peasants 

rising. As the main chorus did not appear before this moment, the chorus seemed to be summoned 

by the same power which summoned the dead. Studying production photos, only a small group of 

peasants appeared onstage, assumedly those who were leaders of the rebellion and were non-choral 

speaking roles. However, all the Frankenberg peasants were summoned to the trial. It is reasonable 

to assume that the main chorus represented the five thousand peasants who participated in the 

historical rebellion. As their professional counterparts did, the chorus placed themselves into the 

lives of other persons and experienced the collapsing of temporalities.       

Binding Community  

  A community could not be created from only internalising National Socialist ideology. Das 

Frankenburger Würfelspiel used ritualistic performance in an attempt to create a community 

among its participants. Part of creating the Volk required reviving its spiritual values, which had 

weakened during the Weimer Republic.152 To accomplish this renewal, the Thingspiel focused on 

“cult, not art.”153 The party hoped that the Thingspiel’s performance style would craft a sense of 

belonging among participants.154 The government’s use of ritual to create connections between 

individuals was not unexpected, as such ceremonies could bond individuals into a community. The 

Thingspiel leveraged this bonding ability to create the Volk from Thingspiel participants.    
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  The Thingspiel mirrored ritual. According to cultural sociologist Victor Turner, a ritual is 

a “prescribed formal behaviour for occasions not given over to technological routine, having 

reference to beliefs in invisible beings or powers regarded as the first and final causes of all 

effects”.155 The act is a fixed set of actions and procedures, which evokes higher powers. In other 

definitions, Turner adds that the events occur in “a sequestered place” and are intended to invoke 

favour from higher powers.156 The rites take place in spaces separate from the every day and are 

for the benefit of those participating in them. Turner links ritual to performance and enactment.157 

The most important aspect of such ceremonies is what happens to the participants.  

  The Thingspiel fulfilled many of the criteria outlined in Turner’s definitions. Thingspiel 

followed patterns of actions and events. The plots followed the same process of delivering justice 

for the Volk. The Thingspiel took place in Thingplätze, sequestered spaces set in natural environs 

imbued with sacred qualities. The Thingspiel was separate from the everyday. As the axioms of 

the Thingspiel movement highlighted, the Thing was “not a theatrical work performed, but a 

holiday celebrated.”158 While the Thingspiele does not have an explicit evocation of a higher power 

in the religious sense, it does treat the Volk as a higher power. In the Thingspiel, the idea of the 

Volk took on a nebulous religious quality. In Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel, the Volk could glow, 

see the invisible, cause storms and summon divine justice in the form of the Figure. The Figure 

appeared as a servant of the Volk to deliver its justice. The Thingspiel fits neatly into Turner’s 

definitions.  
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  The process of creating a community through ritual involves individuals experiencing the 

cycle of life-death-rebirth together. These ceremonies provide people with a safe means to move 

through different stages of life.159 For example, rites like a bar- or bat-mitzvah allow young people 

to move from childhood to adulthood and, through this journey, participants change state. 

Essentially, participants begin as one person and symbolically transform into a new person at the 

end. The cycle of life-death-rebirth speaks to this change of state. During a ritual, participants 

figuratively die and are reborn. By experiencing the cycle of life-death-rebirth together, 

participants bind together into a community. In Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel, the characters 

undergo a rebirth process. At the beginning of the performance, the peasants seek justice for the 

wrongs committed against them by Emperor Ferdinand II. The trial occurs, the dead rise from their 

graves and the accused receive their punishments.  

  The occurrence of rebirth in the life-death-rebirth cycle is critical, as it signals the change 

of state for the participants. In Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel, this metamorphosis occurs when 

the peasants challenge the Emperor to throw dice for his life and declare themselves a new people. 

The peasants even affirm their change of state themselves:  

 Chorus: We are not children and no longer beggars.  

  We are a new people, a new host,  

  And woe to those who desert us. 

  We are one will, we are one cry,  

  And no promise can divide us.160  

This new unified Volk summons the Figure in Black Armour. Through the Figure, the Volk receive 

their justice, after which the peasants are no longer the restless spirits of a betrayed people. The 
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peasants become heroes, returning to a peaceful tomb. Throughout Das Frankenburger 

Würfelspiel, the fictional Volk change their essential state of being.     

  Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel might have bound the audience and performers together 

into a community. The participants’ experience of the narrative mirrored the narrative’s rebirth 

cycle. At the beginning of the performance, the participants arrive as individuals. Participants bond 

into a community after progressing through the cycle of life-death-rebirth. When the fictional Volk 

undergo their transformation into a community, it was anticipated that the völkisch participants 

would also do so. As previously mentioned, the audience of Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel 

received the catharsis of the actions on stage. Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel exchanged qualities 

with its participants. When the fictional peasants became the Volk, they exchanged that quality of 

unity with Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel’s participants. Through Das Frankenburger 

Würfelspiel the production’s participants were bound into a community. The narrativised historical 

rebirth of the Volk was the catalyst of the Volk’s contemporary rebirth.       

  The ritual process requires the participants’ active involvement, as communal action is 

critical to creating community.161 In such ceremonies, both those participating and those 

officiating, who are themselves participants, progress through the cycle of life-death-rebirth 

together. Participants become a community, or a communal self, by experiencing the ceremonial 

action together.162 All participants symbolically die as individuals to be reborn as a unified group.   

  The chorus had a very different experience of community bonding as compared with the 

audience and individual actors. Because the casting off of the individual is an integral part of a 

ritual, participants must shed their sense of their individual self to join the communal self.  
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Research into choral performance suggests group singing can bind large groups of people into a 

community. As Eiluned Pearce et al. discovered in their 2015 study of the effects of choral singing, 

adults who participated in choral singing reported feeling very connected to their fellow singers in 

a month.163  For the 1,200 members of Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel’s choruses, choral singing 

encouraged individuals to become part of a unified group. As such, members shed their sense of 

their bodies when performing. In Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel, with few notable exceptions 

during the dicing scene, the choruses perform in unison. The chorus members lose their individual 

voices by speaking in unison; that is, their voices unify into the ensemble and become 

indistinguishable., The chorus’ performance allowed them to feel unified through both the loss of 

their individual bodies and by performing together.  

 The chorus also experienced a shedding of the self by performing offstage, a characteristic 

unique to Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel. As Carolyn Abbate outlines, “being offstage is one way 

to guarantee a disconnection between the body and […] voice”.164 The chorus was able to shed 

their connection to their bodies and become anonymous in this way. Like their voices, the chorus 

members faded into the choral mass.  

 When chorus members appeared both onstage and in the audience, the uniformity of their 

bodies helped unify chorus members. In production photos of Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel, the 

chorus appeared visually uniform on stage. The actors who performed speaking roles had costumes 

with unique features, which helped make them identifiable from a distance. Herbersdorf wore a 

suit of armour; Emperor Ferdinand wore a crown and a pair of elaborate pantaloons; Lamormaini 

                                                      

163 Pearce, Eiluned, Jacques Launay and Robin I. M. Dunbar. “The ice-breaker effect: singing mediates fast social 

bonding” Royal Society Open Science Vol. 2 (2015): Pg.6. E. Pearce et a la’s study compared the rates at which 
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singers.  
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and Caraffa both wore stylized priest robes (Figure 3). Wearing pants and smocks, the chorus 

members were less distinguishable than their professional counterparts. While there was some 

variation in the costume design, the costumes remained visually similar (Figure 4). It was difficult 

to distinguish between individual characters in the chorus, even those who had individual lines. 

This uniformity of bodies resulted in a loss of individuality.     

  After shedding the individual self, the ritual process requires the participants’ active 

involvement to create community. Here, Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel’s blurring of actors and 

audience assisted in ensuring the active participation of both the performers and the audience.  In 

The Transformative Power of Performance: A New Aesthetic, Fischer-Litche discusses the “bodied 

Figure 3 Production photo showing costumes of accused. Licensed from the 

Theaterwissenschaftliche Sammlung at the Universität zu Köln 
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co-presence” of performers and audience.165 Fischer-Litche argues that the performers and 

audience are not two oppositional forces but act as one cohesive unit.166 To fuel the unity between 

actor and audience, theatre artists have to remove the physical divide between the two. The 

architecture of the Thingplatz did precisely that. Thingplatz were designed to remove the physical 

separation of the audience and performers by merging the spectating and performance spaces. 

Additionally, choruses used the spectating space as performance space during Thingspiel 

performances. Audience members reported being jostled by passing chorus members. A poster 

promoting Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel showed a performer delivering lines from a 

microphone embedded deep in the audience. This bodied co-presence reorients the traditional 

active-passive relationship between audiences and performers.  

                                                      

165 Fischer-Litche, The Transformative Power of Performance, Pg. 43. 
166 Fischer-Litche, The Transformative Power of Performance, Pg. 49. 

 

Figure 4. Production photo showing costumes of peasants. Licensed from the 

Theaterwissenschaftliche Sammlung at the Universität zu Köln 



 

63 

 

  The traditional performer-audience relationship implies a one-way channel of 

communication. The performers send a message to the audience and the audience interprets the 

message.167 Fischer-Litche theorised that by shifting the established performance frameworks, 

using techniques like incorporating the audience into performance, it circumvented the traditional 

performer-audience relationship.168 The theatrical communication channel was changed by 

destabilising these established frameworks.169 The two groups became equal by changing the way 

in which both the audience and performers transmitted and received messages. The bodied co-

presence of actors and spectators contributed to the active engagement of all participants in Das 

Frankenburger Würfelspiel’s ritual action.  

   In addition to the bodied co-presence of the actors and audience, Das Frankenburger 

Würfelspiel secured the audience’s active participation in the narrative in two additional ways. 

First, the Prologue invited audiences into the world of Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel by giving 

them a role to play. The Prologue outlined that the audience was the ultimate judge of the events 

of Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel. Once the performance was over, it would be the audience who, 

based on what they saw in Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel, would judge the rightness or 

wrongness of the events of history. Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel helped carry traditions from 

the past into the present moment. In the Prologue, the audience heard that “[their] will decides, and 

[their] voice condemns or pardons”.170 The audience was gathered to judge the Dice Game trial, 

not just watch. As judges, the audience would need to evaluate what was presented to them to pass 

                                                      

167 Fischer-Litche, The Transformative Power of Performance, Pg. 38. 
168 Fischer-Litche, The Transformative Power of Performance, Pg. 22. 
169 Fischer-Litche, The Transformative Power of Performance, Pg. 49.; This idea echoes Schechner’s ideas of an 
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judgment on history. In effect, the audience was actively engaged in the performance by playing a 

role.   

  The use of the chorus members’ bodies also affected the audience’s active engagement in 

Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel. The chorus performed offstage symbolically occupying that 

world. Offstage performance traditionally signals a connection to a world beyond the one 

represented onstage. In historically-based works, such as Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel, voices 

from offstage often convey the present moment asserting itself into the production.171 Möller 

intended for the chorus to act as a vox populi, guiding the audience’s response to the action on 

stage172 and acting as an intermediary between the audience and the performance. As such, the 

chorus simultaneously occupied the world of the play and the present moment. As the vox populi, 

the chorus acted as the audience’s voice in the world of the play with their words intended to dictate 

the audience’s response. This relationship is particularly important in the context of the chorus 

summoning the Frankenberg peasants. If the chorus is the voice of the audience, then it is the 

audience who call the dead from their graves. Through the chorus, the audience participated in the 

performance. 

  The presence of non-Germanic audience members may have impeded this active 

engagement. On the back of a ticket to Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel, there does not appear to 

have been segregated seating for Germans and non-Germans; because Möller wrote Das 

Frankenburger Würfelspiel in German, the non-German speaking members of the audience may 

not have been able to understand fully and engage with the performance. These non-Germanic 

speaking attendees were mixed in with the engaged audience members. As a result, these non-

                                                      

171 Renihan, “Haunting Riel”, (forthcoming).  
172 Gadberry, “E.W. Möller and the National Drama of Nazi Germany,” Pg. 85. 
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German audience members would still be involved in the exchange of nonverbal stimuli like the 

physical reactions of other audience members. While it is possible that the engaged audience 

members could transfer their involvement to their unengaged neighbour, it is equally possible that 

the opposite occurred. The presence of non-Germanic audience members may have affected the 

quality of active engagement experienced by the audience and specifically reinforced their 

otherness from the Volk.  

  Fischer-Litche argues that the process of creating community through ritual requires that 

the participants repeat engagement. These rites require participants to lose their sense of self 

multiple times to join the communal self.173 If the ceremony only happens once, the community it 

creates only lasts for the length of the event. To create a sustainable community, participants need 

to repeat the process, which would reinforce temporary bonds until they become permanent.174 Das 

Frankenburger Würfelspiel was only performed four times. Given the available data, it is unknown 

if people saw the performance for the multiple times necessary for permanent bonds of community 

to form. Historical evidence suggests that this was a problem for all Thingspiel, not just Das 

Frankenburger Würfelspiel, as audiences lost interest in the movement and attendance numbers 

began to decline. If the Thingspiel’s performance style did create community, the evidence 

suggests there were few audiences to bind together.   
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Chapter 4                                                                                                             

Place – Reinforcing Identity 

 “The lord of the peasants is the soil of the peasants.” 

- The First Prosecutor, Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel, scene ii. 

  

  The internalised narrative and community bonds created by Das Frankenburger 

Würfelspiel needed to be reinforced over time until they became permanent. While audiences may 

not have seen Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel multiple times, its Thingplatz – the Dietrich-Eckart-

Bühne Stage - provided the Nazis with a way to regulate German’s remembrance, thus 

strengthening the fragile bonds. The stage acted as a memorial, through which Das Frankenburger 

Würfelspiel attempted this reinforcement by locating memory both externally, through the physical 

site of the Thingplatz, and internally, within the participant’s body.  

  If the Thingplatz acted as a memorial, it is important to understand the characteristics of 

Thingplätze sites. The sites did not live up to the Nazi’s expectations. The performance venues 

were massive structures which acted as both performance site and memorial. The government 

outlined design guidelines for a Thingplatz to follow.  Its architecture mimicked Roman 

amphitheatres and used natural building materials like wood and stone. Central to the architecture 

of the Thingplatz, the sites also incorporated elements of the Thing into their design. Thingplätze 

were set in rural spaces and integrated a sacred element. In his capacity as Propaganda Minister, 

Goebbels’s hoped the impressive stages would inspire impressive dramas to fill them.175 The 

cultural life of the Third Reich would radiate from the Thingplatz.176 In 1933, the party announced 
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their intention to build four hundred Thingplätze across the Reich. The nation initially met the idea 

with enthusiasm. Bavarian papers boasted that there would be four hundred Thingplätze in Bavaria 

alone.177 There was an official Thingplatz building program, not unlike the initiative for building 

the Autobahn.178 The government commissioned architects to design the sites, and the voluntary 

workforce was enlisted to help build.179 From the outset, the program looked promising. However, 

like many of the Nazi’s monumental building plans, those for Thingplätze did not come to fruition. 

The initial enthusiasm quickly began to waver. Despite their plans, the government only built forty 

Thingplätze before the start of the war.180 The party struggled with a lack of resources and difficulty 

finding appropriate spaces. After the war began, the Nazis did not build any other sites. Architects 

designed the amphitheatres to be grand sites, but, in practice, most were modest structures. Local 

communities sponsored these structures, rather than the government.181 The inauguration of a new 

Thingplatz was to be a national affair. However, the openings only received local notice. The 

reality of the Thingplatz did not meet the Nazi’s initial plans.  

 The Thingplatz initiative also faced conceptual issues. Like the ancient Thing, the Nazis 

envisioned these sites as meeting places for the Volk. The government intended that the Thingplatz 

would be both the home of the Thingspiel and space for rallies and other propaganda 

presentations.182 However, this restricted use of space did not happen. Thingplätze sites ended up 

serving the needs of the local community, rather than the needs of the party. In addition to their 

                                                      

177 Gadberry. "The Thingspiel and Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel." Pg. 105. 
178 Gadberry. "The Thingspiel and Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel." Pg. 104-105. 
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181 Gadberry. "The Thingspiel and Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel." Pg. 105. 
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official function, these sites served as assembly sites and sports fields.183 While the sites remained 

a meeting place for the Volk, the government’s inability to mandate the strict use of the sites 

contributed to the Dietrich-Eckart-Bühne Stage’s difficulty to regulate memory.  

 The Dietrich-Eckart-Bühne Stage, specifically, was an immense space, the enormity of its 

scale conveying the envisioned power of the Reich. The main playing area measured 32.3 feet deep 

and 139.8 feet wide.184 The theatre seated 20,000 spectators, with 88 rows of seating. The highest 

row placed spectators 84.6 feet above and 306.6 feet back from the playing space.185 The Dietrich-

Eckart-Bühne Stage also required an expansive sound system as it was hoped that those in the 88th 

row could hear the dialogue on stage (Figure 5). The site had 40 microphones, connected to ten 

                                                      

183 Gadberry. "The Thingspiel and Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel." Pg. 105. 
184 Gadberry. "The Thingspiel and Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel." Pg. 106.  
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Figure 5. Stage crew installing microphone. 
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groups of loudspeakers.186 There were towers which housed lighting equipment located on both 

sides and at the back of the seating area (Figure 6).  In all, the stage was an impressive site.  

  The Dietrich-Eckart-Bühne Stage had the same characteristics as other Thingplätze. Like 

most other Thingplätze, the stage had a classical style, specifically mimicking the theatre in 

Epidaurus, Greece.187 In keeping with the Thing tradition of being set in the woods, the government 

built the stage in the forested landscape near the Olympic grounds. The official model for the 

Olympic grounds showed the stage situated on the edge of the Reichssportfeld, surrounded by the 

trees.188 Production photos show that trees were visible just offstage (Figure 7). As a result, there 

was minimal separation between the stage and the natural world. While the Dietrich-Eckart-Bühne 

                                                      

186 Gadberry. "The Thingspiel and Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel." Pg. 106. 
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Figure 6. Dietrich-Eckart-Bühne Stage lighting tower. 
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Stage adhered to most of the characteristics of a Thingplatz, unlike other Thingplätze, it is unclear 

if the stage was in a space with any perceived inherent sacred qualities. It is probable that the 

building site was selected for its landscape and proximity to the Reichssportfeld rather than for any 

presumed sacred qualities. However, this absence of a sacred quality was the only way in which 

the site deviated from other Thingplätze.    

Memory and Landscape  

  One way Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel reinforced its participants’ engagement with 

National Socialist ideology was through memorialising its physical site. The Dietrich-Eckart-

Bühne Stage functioned as a monument to National Socialism and as such, was intended to 

 

Figure 7. Production photo showing Dietrich-Eckart-Bühne Stage’s wooded setting.  

Licensed from the Theaterwissenschaftliche Sammlung at the Universität zu Köln 
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preserve the memory of a person or thing.189 Goebbels, as head of the Propaganda Ministry, hoped 

that Thingplätze would “reflect the creative energy of National Socialism for centuries to come.”190 

Goebbels described a newly built Thingplatz in Heidelberg as “national socialism in stone” and “a 

living, tangible and monumental expression to our concept of life.”191 As a memorial, the Stage 

helped to reinforce the messages of National Socialism as expressed in Das Frankenburger 

Würfelspiel in the physical environment.  

  Memorials solidify ideas into the physical landscape. Audiences gather at a specific site to 

engage with specific ideas. This gathering is common in sites of remembrance, such as war 

memorials. Audiences congregate at war memorials to remember personal, regional and national 

war narratives. Over time, these war narratives and the messages they communicate become 

associated with their sites of remembrance. By housing those narratives, these sites come to 

represent and reinforce those narratives in the community. These sites provide tangible locations 

for intangible ideas. In this way, memorials lock ideas into a physical site. This merger of ideas 

and site is what Pierre Nora termed a “site of memory”, where a community gathers to 

remember.192 The site needs not be where the historical event took place, as a site of memory 

replaces the site of the event remembered.193 These sites house narratives and in doing so, become 

the holders of their meaning. In turn, when the public reencounters the site, they revisit and respond 

to the narrative it holds. This process happens regardless of whether they came to the site 

specifically to remember or not. The site and its narrative are inseparably linked.  

                                                      

189 Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. “Memorial,” accessed August 25, 2018. 
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  The Dietrich-Eckart-Bühne Stage acted as a site of memory. By attending a performance 

of Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel, the audiences engaged with the narrative of the Frankenberg 

Dice Game. While the Dietrich-Eckart-Bühne Stage was not where the historical events took place, 

it was where the audience experienced a historical narrative that had been dictated by the Nazis as 

they watched the production. When participants encountered the Dietrich-Eckart-Bühne Stage 

again, it was anticipated that participants would re-engage with both Das Frankenburger 

Würfelspiel and their memories of the performance.   

  The Dietrich-Eckart-Bühne Stage was imbued with the völkisch qualities of Das 

Frankenburger Würfelspiel, thus allowing the Stage to regulate how the masses engaged with the 

site. Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel was a piece of site-specific theatre. One of the critical 

elements of site-specific theatre is that the productions are always in dialogue with their 

environment’s physical qualities, history and meanings.194  In essence, a work’s site influences the 

performance just as the performance narrativises the qualities of its site. As Das Frankenburger 

Würfelspiel was explicitly written for the Dietrich-Eckart-Bühne Thingplatz, the work provided a 

narrative for the Dietrich-Eckart-Bühne Stage. The performance helped guide the audience’s 

understanding of the space. However, Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel’s guiding influence did not 

disappear when the production was over. Instead, it lingered on as an enduring quality of the space; 

that is, Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel continued to narrativise the Dietrich-Eckart-Bühne Stage. 

This afterlife of Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel allowed audiences to reexperience the 

production’s messages when they encountered the site again.  
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    Not only do memorials lock ideas into a physical site, but they also give them physical, 

symbolic form.195 Through their design, monuments communicate their meaning. The architecture 

of a monument influences how the viewers understand the memorial’s messages. Interpretive texts 

and panels, which frequently accompany monuments, guide the viewer’s rational understanding of 

the site.  However, a monument’s design and physicality communicate messages on an emotional 

basis for audiences to inculcate its meaning.  

 The Nazis planned that the Dietrich-Eckart-Bühne Stage in Berlin would be one of the 

grandest Thingplätze. The architect, Werner March, credited Hitler for the site’s creation. During 

a visit to the future Olympic grounds in 1933, Hitler expressed his desire for an open-air 

amphitheatre constructed alongside the Olympic grounds.196 Hitler stated, “if Germany is to host 

the entire world, her preparations must be complete and magnificent.”197 If the world was coming 

to Germany, then Germany needed to be impressive. The Olympic Reichssportfeld and associated 

grounds were evidence of the new Germany’s abilities and accomplishments.198 These sites were 

proof of Germany’s modern developments before an international community. Given this 

international pressure, the sites had to be impressive.   

One message the Dietrich-Eckart-Bühne Stage communicated to its visitors was the 

confluence of German and Roman power, intended to legitimise the regime. The government 

wanted to establish itself as a worthy successor to the Romans, as the next cradle of civilisation in 

Europe.199 Accordingly, the Thingplatz design used a fusion of Roman architecture and German 
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Thing tradition. The apparent visual references to the Roman times created a link in the mind of 

the viewer. Audiences associated these sites with the Romans and established a connection 

between the two time periods. By incorporating Roman architectural elements into these German 

sites, the Nazis wanted to establish a link to their past. The combination of the two signalled the 

unity of ancestral Germans and the Romans under the Nazis. This merger implied that the Nazi 

party combined the power of the two ancient civilisations.   

  As a monument, the Thingplatz provided a physical home for National Socialist ideology. 

This home was a space where audiences could gather to engage with the political messages 

presented in the Thingspiel narratives. The Dietrich-Eckart-Bühne Stage allowed the Volk to 

repeatedly engage with the messages of Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel, reinforcing the messages 

over time. The Thingplatz transformed the intangible political ideas of the Nazi government into a 

tangible space. Had the government not abandoned the Thingspiel and continued to use the sites to 

spread National Socialist ideology, this element of the movement might have been effective. If 

participants continued to engage with sites’ messages, their meanings might have been reinforced.  

Memory and the Body  

 Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel also reinforced its messages by locating them within the 

participants’ bodies. However, this internalisation needed to be repeated over time to become a 

permanent part of the participants’ subjectivity. This process worked in concert with the Dietrich-

Eckart-Bühne’s function as a memorial site. As Brian Osborne argues, while monuments lock ideas 

into a physical form, it is not enough for the site to only exist. Nations must reinforce their identity 

through the “ritualised performance of commemoration.”200 This reinforcement includes events 
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like remembrance ceremonies, parades and festivals. These proceedings renew the community’s 

social memory and bond the community to that site and to the individual members. Remembrance 

ceremonies are a crucial part of how monuments also regulate remembrance.201 These occasions 

moderate the way in which an audience interacts with the site. In turn, these events impact how 

audiences understand a monument’s narratives. Because a site’s interpretation can change over 

time, a monument cannot stand alone in dictating the national narrative. Remembrance ceremonies 

are required to regulate how the public remembers and, as a result, the interpretation of the site 

evolves over time. In addition to giving National Socialism a tangible form, the Thingplatz also 

helped regulate how Germans engaged with the site. 

  The ritualised performance of remembrance enables narratives to solidify into social 

memory. Through this performance, the audience becomes invested in the dominant narrative 

suggested by a landscape of power. Landscapes of power, as theorised by Brian Osborne, is a site 

where the dominant historical narratives materialise and are re-enforced.202 To do so, landscapes 

of power use monuments to lock political ideas into permanent, physical representations. By 

participating in remembrance, the audience can more easily internalise the memorial’s meaning. 

The combination of the ceremonial remembrance and a physical site amplifies the landscape of 

power, regulating the dominant narrative in society.   

  As Osborne outlines, remembrance ceremonies relocate the site of memory from the 

physical site into the body.203 This relocation allows the audiences to internalise the ideas and 

narratives remembered. This transition from the external to internal requires the “performance of 
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ideology.”204 Remembrance ceremonies give practice to ideas. They actively engage audiences in 

the narratives through actions like communal singing, call and response, and religious evocations. 

The use of the body becomes an integral part of the remembrance ceremony. Such occasions 

engage not only those directly involved in performing the ceremony but also those experiencing 

the event in the same site and elsewhere.205 Any participation in ceremonies allows the public to 

internalise the dominant narrative.  

  Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel acted as a remembrance ceremony. The performance of 

Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel helped locate its narrative within the audience’s body. As the 

previous chapter highlighted, the performance style of Thingspiel aimed to help audiences 

internalise the ideas suggested in Thingspiel plots. The government intended for the Thingspiel to 

be active engagement with historical narratives. Euringer, one of the founders of the Thingspiel, 

stated that when a Thingspiel was performed “it is not a play presented but a holiday celebrated.”206 

As a celebration for the community, it reframed the Thingspiel from a passive theatrical experience 

to an event including the associated remembrances, in which the audience could actively engage.  

  A second way in which the Thingplatz anchored Thingspiel narratives within the body was 

through enabling historical continuity. The Thingspiel blurred temporal lines by acting as a link to 

the past. This historical continuity reinforced the historical legitimacy that the Nazis sought to 

evoke from ancient civilizations. Through the performances at the site, the Dietrich-Eckart-Bühne 

Stage brought the past into the present. During Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel¸ the Dietrich-

Eckart-Bühne Stage acted as a Thing. As a site of memory, the Thingplatz replaced the real 
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environs of the ancestral Thing. As a monument, the Dietrich-Eckart-Bühne Stage binds the 

historical site into national identity. Through this process, the site’s curated messages could have 

entered social memory. While all Thingspiel contained a passing of judgment, Das Frankenburger 

Würfelspiel was the only known Thingspiel which depicted a trial.207 The audience was gathered 

at the Dietrich-Eckart-Bühne Stage not just to watch but also to judge the Dice Game trial. By 

engaging with Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel, the audience performed the same actions as their 

ancestors and participated in the same traditions all in the same conceptual sacred space. In doing 

so, the audience reaffirmed their connection to the past.      

  After locating the ideology within the individual body, it is possible that repeated 

interactions with a Thingplatz could continue to regulate memory within the body, even without a 

remembrance ceremony. The planned proliferation of Thingplatz across the Reich was intended to 

spread National Socialist ideology. While no two Thingplätze were identical, every Thingplatz 

followed the same architectural rules. By adhering to those rules, the sites communicated the same 

messages throughout the Reich. In theory, once viewers understood what the Thingplatz was meant 

to represent, they could recall those messages whenever they engaged with a similar monument. 

By experiencing one Thingplatz, a viewer understood the messages of all Thingplätze. Viewers 

would have intuited those messages whenever they encountered a site. A German in Berlin who 

had been immersed in the messages of the Dietrich-Eckart-Bühne Stage would understand the 

same messages as a German anywhere in the Reich. By building the same monument across the 

Reich, the Nazis expected that they would reinforce the same messages across Germany. However, 

viewers will interpret works in the context of their own understanding. If they did not internalise 
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the messages of Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel, then they lacked the framework for 

understanding the space that the production provided. Here, one of the crucial flaws of the 

Thingspiel becomes critical. Audiences did not connect with the characters onstage, finding them 

too boring and two dimensional. This lack of connection resulted in audiences not internalising the 

National Socialist values of the production. While the proliferation of Thingplätze could have 

helped reinforce the participants’ engagement with Nazi ideology, the heavy-handed didactic 

nature of the productions prevented the vitally necessary internalisation.   

 As a piece of environmental theatre, the Thingspiel affected its inanimate surroundings. 

While Richard Schechner would not coin the term environmental theatre until 1960, the Thingspiel 

shared many of the defining characteristics of the movement, including treating the audience and 

actors as equal participants in the performance.208 As Schechner, the founder of environmental 

theatre, outlined, theatre performance is an exchange of stimuli.209 These exchanges happened 

among all of the elements of the performance, including between the animate and the inanimate.210 

Because of this exchange of stimuli, the performance becomes intertwined with its site. Due to 

their inseparability, the Thingspiel and Thingplatz should be considered together. That is, the pair 

was not performance and site, but site-performance. The Thingplatz’s planned widespread 

reinforcement would have conveyed its ideological meanings to environments beyond the confines 

of the amphitheatre. As a piece of site-specific theatre, the Thingplatz-Thingspiel engaged in a 

dialogue with its surroundings. Further, as a piece of environment theatre, the Thingplatz-

Thingspiel was involved in an exchange with its inanimate elements. As both, the Thingplatz-

                                                      

208 Richard Schechner, “6 Axioms for Environmental Theatre.”, The Drama Review 12, no. 3 (1968). Pg. 42. 
209 Schechner, “6 Axioms for Environmental Theatre.”, Pg. 45. 
210 Per Schechner, the inanimate components of a performance would include elements like props, costumes, the set 

and the performance venue.  
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Thingspiel acted as a core from which stimuli emerged and affected its periphery environments. 

The Thingplatz-Thingspiel could transfer its characteristics to its surrounding. By exchanging 

stimuli with its periphery, the periphery stood to absorb the qualities and meanings of its core.    

The Dietrich-Eckart-Bühne Stage exchanged stimuli with the Reichssportfeld. The 

proximity of the Dietrich-Eckart-Bühne Stage to the Olympic grounds meant that Das 

Frankenburger Würfelspiel and the Reichssportfeld engaged in a symbiotic relationship. This 

relationship was expected to endow the Olympic grounds with the sacred qualities of the 

Thingplatz. However, this was not merely a one-way exchange of stimuli in that the periphery was 

able to transfer its characteristics to the core. By receiving stimuli from a sacred Thing space, the 

Olympics transformed from an international sporting competition to a site of judgment for the Volk. 

Conversely, the Olympic Games also transformed the Dietrich-Eckart-Bühne Stage. The 

government used the site more for Olympic events than for Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel. In 

addition to the production, the stage also housed the Olympic gymnastics competitions, religious 

services, the Olympic concert and a production of Handel’s Hercules. While Das Frankenburger 

Würfelspiel received four performances on four separate nights, the site was in use for ten of the 

sixteen days of the Olympics. The Olympics occurred in the middle of what the party initially 

envisioned as a sacred space for the Volk. Through the mutual exchange of stimuli, Dietrich-

Eckart-Bühne Stage transformed from a Thingplatz to an extension of the Olympic grounds. This 

exchange of stimuli introduced other interpretations of the Dietrich-Eckhart-Bühne Stage for 

audiences to engage with when visiting the site. That is, because of its relationship with the 

Olympic site, one of the reasons for selecting this location, this proximity weakened the presumed 

sacredness that the Thingplatz was supposed to invoke. Ultimately, this points to the difficulty of 

enforcing a strict meaning for a site.  
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Conclusion – After the Curtain 

 “Thus the play comes to pass …” 

- Epilogue, Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel 

 

  As Mark Twain is credited with saying, “history does not repeat itself, but it often 

rhymes.”211 

Donald Trump’s election to the United States presidency on November 8th, 2016 shocked 

North America. Major, American mainstream media outlets projected a victory for Democrat 

Hilary Rodham-Clinton. In the nearly two years which elapsed between Trump’s election and the 

time of writing, extensive bodies of analysis have emerged, pointing to deep layers of cultural, 

economic and political factors which aided Trump’s surprise win. However, Trump’s election 

rhetoric, including his now famous slogan – “Make America Great Again”, and refusal to be 

politically correct, was a salient factor in his victory. With marked similarity to the Thingspiel, 

Trump created and provided the means for the internalisation and regulation of new social memory 

in the United States of America. Trump’s election rhetoric aimed to establish an imagined 

community built from and for those in America who feel alienated by America’s current multi-

cultural, progressive, globalised status.  

  America’s white, male, Christian hegemony has been subjected to dismantling for decades. 

Like many colonial nations, America’s founding has been credited to a collection of white, Euro-

Christian men, which excludes all others from the narrative. The position of white men at the centre 

of the nation’s birth has placed whiteness and male bodies at the forefront of modern American 

social, economic and political life. However, this hegemony has been under considerable pressure 

                                                      

211 This quote is often attributed to Mark Twain, but there is no evidence to confirm he said this.  
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in recent decades. The radical activism of women, people of colour and LGBTQ+ groups since 

1960’s inspired dramatic changes to American society. The election of Barak Obama, a man of 

colour, to the presidency was an astonishing blow to white hegemony.  

  Trump’s rhetoric was attractive to members of the hegemony who felt their position in 

American society was diminishing.  That Trump’s refusal to be politically correct appealed to his 

supporters is evidence of this draw.212 Political correctness is “the use of language intended to 

cause the least offence when describing groups identified by external markers such as race, gender, 

culture or sexual orientation”.213 Political correctness acknowledges the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis 

of language that the language we use helps to shape our understanding of and guides our responses 

to our reality.214 If one accepts the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis, the use of politically correct language 

reshapes the speaker’s understanding of and relationship to the referent. People widely use 

politically correct language in relation to groups who occupy a disadvantaged position in society 

in that these groups lack the same access to the social, political and economic power available to 

the hegemonic group. The object of politically correct language is to inspire broader social change, 

with the end goal of re-shaping relationships of power.215 The new relationships of power would 

mean the dismantling of the current power structure. However, members of the hegemonic group, 

inspired by deeply held, socially-influenced beliefs that justify their position, resist the re-

                                                      

212 Andrew Buncombe, “US Election 2016: Donald Trump refuses to be politically correct - and his supporters do 

not want him to be,” The Independent, February 7, 2016.   

https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/americas/us-elections/donald-trump-refuses-to-be-politically-correct-

a6859821.html 
213 Encyclopedia Britannica, s.v. “Political Correctness”, accessed September 20, 2018, 

  https://www.britannica.com/topic/political-correctness   
214 Encyclopedia Britannica, s.v. “Political Correctness”. 
215 Norman Fairclough. “ʻPolitical Correctness’: The Politics of Culture and Language.” Discourse and Society Vol. 

14, No. 3 (2003): Pg. 17.  
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allocation of power.216 There was a strong base of Americans who were attracted to Trump because 

of his lack of political correctness and thus refusal to participate in the reallocation of power. Exit 

polls by CNN on the November 8th, 2016 election night reported that Trump had strong support 

from white, Christian men and women.217 CNN’s polls also reported that Trump’s supporters were 

not bothered by Trump’s treatment of women, supported the deportation of illegal immigrants and 

favoured building the border wall. These three factors are salient, as they speak to elements of 

white, male hegemony. Above all, Trump voters supported him because they felt he could bring 

change. Trump was able to speak to disaffected, white Americans. 

 Trump’s famous “Make America Great Again” slogan exemplifies how his rhetoric 

resonated with disaffected voters. Trump’s promise to “Make America Great Again” was a promise 

to return to the prosperity of America’s 1950’s. The prevailing social memory of the 1950’s is of 

middle-class, economic prosperity; a single wage earner, predominately the husband and father, 

could provide a house, car, food and expenses for his family. Recent scholarship has shown that 

since the 2008 recession, the American middle class has become financially fragile, suffering from 

stagnant or declining wages.218 A majority of middle-class American parents surveyed in 2014 

reported not feeling confident that their children’s generation would experience better financial 

security than their generation. According to the Pew Research Center, the number of lower-income 

                                                      

216 Canada is of course experiencing its own battle over politically correct speech and the subsequent redistribution 

of power. Current figures like Jordan Peterson and Lindsay Shepard are emblematic of this struggle within the 

Canadian academic sphere.   
217 “Exit Polls 2016,” CNN Politics, CNN, updated November 23, 2016, 

https://www.cnn.com/election/2016/results/exit-polls 
218 “Seven Reasons to Worry About the Middle Class,” Brooking, The Brooking Institution, published June 5, 2018, 

https://www.brookings.edu/blog/social-mobility-memos/2018/06/05/seven-reasons-to-worry-about-the-
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families in America is growing as well.219 To members of the American middle class, this promised 

return to economic prosperity is appealing.    

 Trump, his election campaign and presently his White House, have a tumultuous 

relationship to established, verifiable historical facts. How Trump addresses American historical 

narratives hinges on how those narratives support his current political goals. In the case of “Make 

American Great Again”, Trump ignores the historical facts and broadcasts his curated version. 

However, a return to the lived experience of the 1950’s has more insidious underpinnings. This 

period, which Trump and his supporters wish to return to, was characterised by white, male 

hegemony.  When Trump speaks of the 1950’s, his narrative, a reworking of history moderated by 

ideology, conveniently ignores how women, people of colour and other marginalised groups were 

unable to access power. 

  Similar to Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel, Trump has created a new historical memory 

through his use of “Make America Great Again” and transforming his rallies as sites of memory. 

First, the narrative behind “Make America Great Again” positioned Trump as America’s saviour. 

A substantial part of Trump’s campaign rhetoric was that he was a businessman who knew how to 

negotiate profitable deals. America’s decline of greatness, according to Trump, was the result of a 

series of global economic and political agreements which diminished the country’s resources to 

the advantage of other nations. Trump positioned himself within this narrative as the candidate 

who could successfully renegotiate these agreements and return America to its former prosperity. 

Second, like the Thingspiele, Trump’s rallies act as sites of memory and enable his curated 

narratives to enter social memory. By attending rallies and cheering to “Make America Great 

                                                      

219 “The American Middle Class Is Losing Ground,” Social and Demographic Trends, The Pew Research Center, 
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Again”, participants demonstrate a willingness to remember and accept Trump’s new historical 

narrative. Trump’s use of mass media, like Twitter and the 24-hour news cycle, enables Americans 

who are not physically present at rallies to internalise Trump’s social memories. Mass media 

provide mediated access to the sites of memory that Trump creates, allowing absent Americans to 

participate in the crystallisation of social memory. The repeated use of this slogan at rallies 

reiterates Trump’s narrative until it is internalised by voters. Through these rallies and rhetoric, the 

American public becomes invested in Trump’s curated social memory.   

  These rallies also demonstrate elements of the uniformity of bodies. Rallies feature 

spontaneous chanting by attendees. Common chants include “Make America Great Again”, “lock 

her up”, referring to Rodham-Clinton, and “build the wall”, denoting Trump’s promise to build a 

border wall with Mexico. The rally participants bond through the shared experience of communal 

chanting. Many attendees also wear hats bearing the “Make America Great Again” slogan, which 

helps to unify bodies visually and remove their individuality. In his televised rallies, Trump is 

shown as physically surrounded by supporters, much like a chorus. His chorus of supporters will 

respond to his speeches with cheers, chants and clapping to underscore what Trump says. In this 

way, rally participants guide the distant viewer’s response to Trump’s speeches. This is similar to 

the treatment of chorus members in Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel.  

   Trump’s political machinations bare strong similarities to the Thingspiel. Both re-

narrativise histories to alter social memory, which helped to provide the grounds for elected 

authority. In this context, Trump’s continued use of election-style rallies after the election makes 

sense. In the wake of recent political events, environmental disasters and revelations about 

international interference in the 2016 election, Trump is experiencing low approval ratings. As a 

result, Trump needs these rallies to renew the nation’s bounds to the social memories he implants, 
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as they are what maintains his position of authority. While the National Socialist Thingspiel 

techniques and Trump’s political machinations are not perfect matches, there are sufficient 

similarities to conclude that they rhyme and provide a partial explanation for Trump’s surprise 

electoral win.  

 A Way Forward  

  My thesis has explored how the Third Reich used the rewriting of historical memory in 

cultural narrative to spread Nazi ideology and build a community. The Thingspiel Das 

Frankenburger Würfelspiel rewrote a historical narrative to communicate elements of Nazi 

ideology that the government wanted the German masses to internalise. This re-narrativization 

outlined what it meant to be a member of the Volk. Das Frankenburger Würfelspiel’s performance 

style was intended as a medium through which the production’s participants could both internalise 

the narrative’s messages and bind them into a community. Finally, the Thingspiel provided a means 

for participants to engage with the new memories repeatedly, both in their physical surroundings 

and within their bodies.    

  My investigation of the Thingspiel in the National Socialist context acts as an example of 

how political groups sometimes use memory to spread their ideology and create community. The 

2016 U.S. Presidential election proved the strength of these memory-based appeals in the 

contemporary period. Technology such as social media and television enables the rapid spread of 

political rhetoric today. It is crucial for individuals to understand how political narratives are 

constructed and disseminated to combat the spread of rhetoric driven by ideology but without a 

factual and historically-accurate basis.   
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  As historian R.G. Collingwood discusses, the practice of history is, by its nature, 

incomplete.220 As new research and theories emerge, interpretations of the past evolve. No 

historical work is ever and can ever be finished. To say any historical study of a subject is done 

denies the essence of historical study. This work is a preliminary investigation into how the 

Thingspiel used narrative, performance style and site to create community. The ideas suggested 

here require more interrogation, specifically in relation to other Thingspiel productions to verify a 

constant use of the tactics outlined in this work. The Thingspiel is a fascinating chapter of both 

theatre and German history, with a multitude of questions left to explore. Despite the barriers to 

research, it is a great adventure to uncover the findings the movement holds. As both Potter and 

Strobl pronounced, more scholarship is needed to unpack the phenomenon, and there is ample 

opportunity to continue filling the existing literature gap.   

  

                                                      

220 R. G Collingwood. The Idea of History. Toronto: Oxford University Press. 1946. Pg. 282. 
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