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elucidate the seemingly incoherent play, fand, but also to consider
Lasker-Schiiler’s celebrated “eccentricity” as an example of the social
and cultural performance of identity, one which attempts to balance
gender and ethnicity. Sieg’s command of gender theory also enables
her to illuminate the potentials of camp in the work of Mann and
Steinwachs and to clarify Jelinek’s strategy as one of inverting rather
than subverting the place of woman in dominant discourse; this
clarification results in a reading of /liness or Modern Women that can
account for the importance of the “invert” character, Emily.

Apart from Brecht, who is discussed primarily in relation to
FleiBer, Sieg devotes little attention to male authors — and for obvious
reasons. But her discussion suggests several other comparisons —
between Reinshagen and Botho StrauR, for example, or between
Jelinek and Heiner Miller. The comparisons would be illuminating,
and their very possibility suggests the degree to which the tendency
to focus exclusively on the male authors in constructing a history of
contemporary German theater is less a result of accident than of
design.

A comprehensive and innovative course could be constructed
around Sieg’s book that could be offered in English and Theater as
well as German departments. By her own design, most of the plays
she discusses are available in translation in a collection to which Sieg
herself contributed: The Divided Home/Land: Contemporary German
Women’s Plays, edited by Sue-Ellen Case and also published by
Michigan. The collection includes essays by these authors as well as
plays and essays by other German women playwrights and several
Useful commentaries that nicely complement Sieg’s more extended
discussion. Although this selection was unable to include anything by
Jelinek, a volume edited by Carl Weber for Performing Arts journal
Publications partially remedies this lack. Sieg’s study belongs on the
shelves of everyone interested in modern German culture, modern
drama, or contemporary literary theory, and it will belong there for
quite some time to come.

John Rouse
Tulane University, New Orleans
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Katrin Sieg. Exiles, Eccentrics, Activists: Women in Contemporary
German Theater. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1994.
239 pages.

As Katrin Sieg notes in her opening sentence, hers is “the first
book-length examination, in either German or English, of twentieth-
century plays written by women in German” (1). Sieg writes with a
clear sense of her book’s occasion — of the opportunity to argue not
just for the importance of certain women authors but against a
hegemonic understanding of German modernism that has excluded
women authors or relegated them to second-rank status. On a
fundamental level, Exiles, Eccentrics, Activists aims “to rewrite the
history of modern German theater” (1).

Sieg divides her examination into two parts. In the first she
discusses three figures from the Weimar Republic — Marieluise
FleiRer, Erika Mann, and Else Lasker-Schiiler; in the second she
discusses the postwar writers Gerlind Reinshagen, Elfriede Jelinek, and
Ginka Steinwachs. A general introduction to each part situates the
authors in a historical frame and introduces issues which are devel-
oped in the following chapters. On this level, Sieg’s argument is
intentionally general; certain issues are developed comparatively
across the entire book. Sieg focuses her discussion from chapter to
chapter by providing detailed readings of two texts by each author.
Her chapter on FleiRer also includes a (regrettably) brief discussion of
the young German playwright Kerstin Specht as an example of
FleiRer’s influence on a contemporary feminist appropriation of the
Volksstiick.

With the possible exception of Steinwachs, these names should
be at least somewhat familiar to anyone working in modern German
drama or theater. Sieg is concerned with the reasons why they are not
more familiar, but she is not interested in arguing for reform of the
dominant discourse on German modernism from within its premises.
Nor is she primarily interested in constructing an alternate history of
a “women'’s theater” separate from and running alongside the official
version. Instead, she constructs a history “contiguous to and engaging
with the dominant tale, exposing its biases and mechanisms of
exclusion at each intersection, simultaneously inscribing itself into the
extant text and eroding it” (1).

As the language of this statement suggests, Sieg’s history profits
from her skillful and sustained application of a sophisticated theoreti-
cal apparatus. In particular, Sieg deploys a materialist feminism that
does not read just for gender experience, but rather reads first in terms
of gender, employing gender as a category equal to, say, class in its
ability to ground a thoroughly insightful social critique. Her discussion
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of Reinshagen’s Sunday’s Children, for example, demonstrates the
author’s “approach to topical debates from a gendered perspective,
locating issues of nationality and identity among women in the
domestic realm” (122). But both this and Sieg's discussion of Ironheart
also show how Reinshagen “raises the issue of political agency in the
subjective and interpersonal realm” (123). The issues of nationality
and identity do not disappear into the interpersonal perspective but
are illuminated by it.

The critical and scholarly establishment has long been happy to
argue that the experience treated in works by women is too personal,
too subjective, too concerned with the domestic, to achieve first-rank
universality. Sieg turns this argument inside out. She grounds her
argument precisely in this “subjective” dimension. Her concern is with
the subject, but not with the abstracted universal subject so beloved
by the male philosophers and artists who have constructed German
modernism since Kant, including Marxist modernism. Rather, Sieg
examines the ways in which a diverse collection of authors explores
differing understandings of the politics of subjectivity, of the construc-
tion of the subject through social performance and social restraint.

It is hardly accidental that Sieg’s revisionist history begins with
perhaps the most “canonical” of the authors she examines. For the
character of Fleifer's canonical status is built very much around her
confrontation with the equally young Brecht, whose perspective
would “win” the methodological as well as the theatrical day. Sieg
discusses FleiBer's early career as an exemplary contest over the
political character of theatrical modernism. Her reading of Purgatory
in Ingolstadt demonstrates that FleiBer’s plays intentionally “lack a
metalevel from which to reflect on women’s oppression. They do not
allow for a removed vantage point from which to formulate a
counterdiscourse” (34). They were thus subject to a doubled misun-
derstanding at the hands of Berlin’s Marxist avant-garde. On the one
hand, forcing spectators onto the metalevel was very much Brecht's
intention at the time — in his unsympathetic staging of FleiBer’s
Pioneers in Ingolstadt if not in his own work. At the same time, Brecht
and others reduced the gender dynamics that FleiBer portrayed to the
status of “a mere metaphor for the property relations between the
classes” (34).

Later in the chapter, Sieg examines how the postwar “rediscovery”
of FleiRer proceeded by reconsidering the first problem but not the
second. In her own readings, on the other hand, Sieg reveals these
gender dynamics as the central component of a particular kind of
critical drama, with its own distinctive strengths and weaknesses. As
Sieg puts it, “FleiRer’s milieu-studies have produced a useful model for
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the investigation and representation of class and gender relations in
closed systems” (45).

Sieg is very much aware of the stakes involved in FleiBer's
strategy of depicting the subject caught in a “closed system” seemingly
insusceptible to change. She notes, however, that contemporary
feminism recognizes the usefulness of allowing a range of writing
strategies in exploring the politics of the subject. Each of the figures
Sieg discusses employs her own strategies, and Sieg is careful to
elucidate these strategies clearly and to compare them critically. Her
discussion of Reinshagen, for example, reveals a marked sympathy
between the author’s dramaturgy and the philosophical strategies of
Adorno and Bloch. And Sieg’s discussion of FleiBer is followed
immediately by a discussion of the overt political interventions
undertaken in the Peppermill cabaret founded by Erika Mann and her
brother Klaus, interventions rendered all the more forceful by the
ability of performers like Therese Giehse and Lotte Goslar to display
social and political stereotyping written on the body — an elaboration
of camp technique that seizes the possibilities of the Brechtian Gestus,
avant la lettre. Later, Sieg discusses Jelinek’s version of this materialist
critique of ideology, with its focus on oppression’s effects on the
body, while marking the difference between Reinshagen’s belief in an
underlying coherent female subject and Jelinek’s poststructuralist
dispersal of the subject, a strategy by which “woman appears as an
image with no ‘substance’ and is revealed as a male phantasma”
(151). The study concludes by returning to the political uses of
popular performance in a discussion of Steinwachs, whose play
George Sand combines a theatrical physicalization of language with
an extremely sophisticated dramaturgy that attempts to mediate
seemingly contradictory positions in contemporary German and
French feminism.

A recognizable recapitulation of the modernist/postmodernist,
Marxist/post-Marxist debate emerges from Sieg’s extended discussion,
thereby demonstrating one of her main paints: the category feminism
is not subsumed into these debates as a subsidiary topic. Rather, Sieg's
discussion enables the so-called “broader” debate to emerge from
within women’s writing and thinking, illuminated by their particular
concerns and insights. This commentary enables the debate to emerge
in a remarkably comprehensive frame.

Sieg's perspective allows her to discuss distinctive writers like
FleiBer and Reinshagen or Steinwachs and Jelinek with equal fluency.
Her perspective also allows her to trace several threads of the post-
modern through her discussion of the modern. Her discussion of Else
Lasker-Schiiler is particularly strong in this regard. Sieg uses insights
derived from recent developments in queer theory not only to re-
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