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In the mid-Twenties, erotic revue, another Ziegfeld

invention, supplanted cabaret as Berlin’s stylish Jazz Age

destination. It combined the lavish features of operetta and

Music Hall in the old cabaret format. Like the variety show,

its principal competitor, the program of the revue unfolded

in episodic set pieces. Olio acts followed spectacle numbers;

comic interludes punctuated the space between extravagant

choreographic and musical displays. In the revue, however,

an underlying aesthetic and dramatic thesis held the

evening together. A single team of creators assembled and

molded the production. Foreign dance troupes or renowned

starlets could be dropped into the show at any time, but

their independent routines had to further the revue’s “plot.”

 

Although conceived in Paris and New York, the erotic revue

blossomed in sensation-hungry Berlin. It was mammoth,

hectically paced, thoroughly cosmopolitan, and oozed Girl-

Culture sex. Berliners flocked to the revue-palaces, bought

the Tin Pan Alleyish recordings, marveled at the chorus girls’

legs (which became iconic images in
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the pictorial monthlies). Revues were a testament to Berlin

sophistication—what other city had its own

Gesamtkunstwerk erotica? But the revue structure also

spoke, in a subterranean way, to the Germanic need to

control desire through objectification and derision.

Each of the eight major revue-theatres had its own distinct

appeal and style of presentation. One was noted for its

exquisite dance numbers and kaleidoscopic scenery; one

hired better composers and Schnauzer lyricists; another

veered to the experimental or hot topical issues; still

another was famed for using only glamorous Girl-Groups

from aboard. But no revue-producer was more detested by

his colleagues or more beloved by the voyeuristic public

than James Klein, who excelled in mounting season after

season of hit shows blanketed with excessive amounts of

gratuitous female nudity.

 



A typical James Klein Revue began with a simple dramatic

premise: an obese Oriental prince learns that he will be

disinherited in five years if he does not marry and produce

male heirs. (Big naked harem number.) The chubby,

disgruntled simp immediately enlists his lackey Cohen

(incidentally all the revue directors were Jewish) to find the

finest specimen of raw feminine beauty on the entire planet.

Cohen then subcontracts the onerous task to two Berlin

playboys, who obediently traverse the world’s fleshpots in

order to win the million (post-inflationary) mark reward.

Their journey takes them to every continent, although the

nude aboriginals are always milky-white and look

suspiciously French, with stopovers in Berlin’s Kietz and a

heavenly apparition of 74 perky, rouged breasts. (Count

‘em!)
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The 1929 depression brought down the curtains on Klein’s

erotic dreamscapes. His last show was titled Goddamnit!

1,000 Naked Women!, which might have been a tad

ambitious. Klein remained in Berlin in the Thirties, contented

that he avoided his creditors and bankruptcy proceedings.

Nothing is known about his fate afterwards. It was assumed

that he fell victim to the Nazi genocide.

 

Futuristic fashions from Klein’s Everyone Naked, 1927

 

Klein’s fellow revue-directors lost their theatres as well

during the economic tailspin. Yet the hard-partying denizens

of Berlin were unfazed. They discovered a new venue for

their pursuit of the extraordinary: environmental restaurants

and Gargantuan nightclub retreats.

 


