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ABSTRACT 

 Swiss-German director Dani Levy uses humor to explore recent German history 

in his films “Alles auf Zucker” (2004) and “Mein Führer: Die wirklich wahrste Wahrheit 

über Adolf Hitler” (2007). In a move unusual for German-speaking film directors, Levy 

pokes fun at Adolf Hitler and his regime in “Mein Führer.” Levy also plays with the 

tension among formerly estranged members of a Jewish family in “Alles auf Zucker” to 

create a metaphor for the strained relations in reunified Germany.  

 This project explores how Levy uses humor to break taboos in contemporary 

German society and prompt audiences through humor to critical debate about recent 

German history and its implications for contemporary and future society. This analysis is 

important to the German-speaking world and global audiences because Levy’s work begs 

viewers to ponder what they can laugh at, who is allowed to make jokes, and how 

comedy can promote debate about societal norms and taboos.  
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I. INTRODUCTION 

In a world where one man’s joke or comic can set another part of the world into 

frenzied anger, humor is both a unifying and a divisive part of everyday life in all 

cultures. Whether it crops up in conversation, literature, advertising, music, television or 

film, humor is everywhere. With so many types of comedy emanating from the plethora 

of cultures and senses of humor, there is no question that one person’s idea of comedy 

can deeply offend another person. This is especially relevant when culture-specific forms 

of humor are brought into the spotlight, particularly those that play with stereotypes and 

with subject matter which is potentially negative. Thus arises the question, “Who is 

allowed to laugh at that?” and when joking about recent historical events, “Can we laugh 

at that yet?” Such questions can be applied to a discussion of Swiss-German director 

Dani Levy’s films, Alles auf Zucker! and Mein Führer – Die wirklich wahrste Wahrheit 

über Adolf Hitler.  

Both of Levy’s films use humor to approach two of Germany’s biggest historical 

moments of the 20th Century, the most horrific and the most celebrated: Adolf Hitler’s 

National Socialist regime and the Shoah, and German reunification after 40 years of a 

divided Germany. Alles auf Zucker! and Mein Führer are unique among contemporary 

German films, because there are no other such feature film comedies from a German-

speaking country about World War Two and German Reunification. Certainly, there are 

American feature films that poke fun at the Nazi regime, just as there are German feature 

films that use comedy to remember the Federal Republic of Germany via Ostalgie, or 

nostalgia for life in East Germany. But there are no other German feature films that use 
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humor — and particularly Jewish humor — to make fun of Hitler or to look at German 

post-Reunification life through the lens of a Jewish family. According to Hans-Bernhard 

Moeller, comedy is a piece of cultural identity that reflects the current generation and its 

desires, but cannot transfer easily to a neighboring land — particularly in Europe 

(Moeller 206). In light of this statement, Levy’s films are a sign of change in 

contemporary Germany, both in film and in the social arena. 

This thesis explores the relationship between Levy’s films and the layers of 

humor and historical events. Film theory, comedy theory and Jewish humor scholarship 

all play a role in this exploration, as does a discussion of the efficacy of Levy’s brand of 

provocative humor. A close reading of scenes in both films breaks down Levy’s 

methodology into three main categories for each film. For Mein Führer, those categories 

are theatricality, belittling Hitler and poking fun at the Nazis; for Alles auf Zucker! the 

categories are slapstick, stereotypes and Jewish humor. This project will demonstrate 

how Levy effectively creates films that force viewers to think hard about how they view 

history and how historical events are typically presented in mainstream media. Because 

of how he goes about accomplishing his goal, this project will also show that Levy was 

attempting to break taboos in German society through cinema.   
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II. ANALYSIS: MEIN FÜHRER 

1. Introduction 

 Dani Levy’s 2007 film Mein Führer: Die wirklich wahrste Wahrheit über Adolf 

Hitler (My Führer: The Truly Truest Truth About Adolf Hitler) is widely regarded as his 

most controversial. The provocative film walks a tightrope between comedy and 

repulsion because of the non-threatening manner in which Levy’s Hitler is portrayed. 

Levy also places a Jewish character at the helm of the Third Reich, suggesting to some 

viewers Jewish complicity in the Shoah. Undoubtedly Levy’s most difficult comedy for 

some viewing audiences to stomach, Mein Führer takes a historical event noted for being 

an atrocity and twists it into onscreen comedy just enough to make audiences laugh — 

and then leave them pondering whether or not they should have laughed.  

 According to Thomas Elsaesser, history has become inauthentic as the idea of 

memory has become more popular as a subject of public interest (Elsaesser 145). 

Elsaesser explores the two-pronged problem of questioning whether or not an event like 

the Shoah defies representation and suggested the dimension of horrors like the Shoah 

creates a duty to create discourses about those horrors, even if those discourses do not 

accurately reflect the actual historical events (Elsaesser 179). Levy’s Hitler film is 

unquestionably far from historically factual, which Elsaesser suggests is perfectly fine so 

long as audiences understand the difference between reality and the function of the film 

in creating a discourse about history. Similar to Elsaesser, Judith Lechner discusses Hitler 

as a pop icon and calls the contemporary representation of Hitler in films the 

transformation “from a historical personality into a myth” (Lechner 11). She writes that 
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myths are societal tools, neither truth nor lie, which combine different elements of 

narration to refer to a particular group’s common cultural knowledge (Lechner 11). This 

supports Elsaesser’s idea that historical representations do not need to be accurate 

depictions, but Lechner is more conservative than Elsaesser, suggesting depictions should 

be rooted in common knowledge of the history. Levy changes much of the actual history 

for Mein Führer, yet he keeps most of the characters somewhat true to the people they are 

known to have been. 

 The following discussion shows Levy’s twisting of history and character 

manipulation was formulated to produce comedy. The way Levy’s characters act their 

parts is intended to make viewers laugh at the absurdity of the situations shown, thus 

causing viewers to think about what the reality actually was like, and consider their own 

opinions of how the Third Reich’s retention of power and the Shoah could have been 

possible. 

2. Plot Summary 

Mein Führer tells the story of Jewish actor and drama professor Adolf Grünbaum 

(Ulrich Mühe), who is pulled from the Sachsenhausen concentration camp to help 

reinvigorate Adolf Hitler (Helge Schneider) before one of his final speeches. At the 

behest of Hitler’s scheming right-hand man, Joseph Goebbels (Sylvester Groth), 

Grünbaum coaches Hitler through various public speaking and acting exercises, 

switching roles so that the National Socialist leader becomes the pupil and the Jew once 

presumably set for extermination becomes his teacher. The film ends with Hitler losing 

his voice and Grünbaum having to voice Hitler’s big speech. Grünbaum veers away from 
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the script, belittling Hitler in front of the amassed crowd, and ends the film shot to death 

but visibly at peace with the stand he took against the Fascist leader who had come to 

rely on his presence. 

 Levy achieves humor in this film about the Third Reich by playing with overt 

theatricality, belittling the powerful and monstrous image of Adolf Hitler, and by poking 

fun at the Nazis and their bureaucracy. By applying those three forms of comedy in his 

film, Levy produces a movie about Hitler that is not humorous in spite of its humor, and 

therefore leads to the creation of a new discourse about how contemporary moviegoers 

view the historical knowledge they have learned about the Third Reich and the Shoah. 

3. Theatricality 

From the movie poster to the DVD menu of Mein Führer, the audience is attuned 

to a film in which theatricality plays a large role. The red and white curtains on the movie 

poster and the DVD menu reference the theater curtains an audience would watch 

opening and closing to frame acts of a play (Illustration 1). 
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Illustration 1: German film poster for Mein Führer . 

Adolf Grünbaum also reaches from behind the curtains and into the gear works of 

Hitler’s head on the movie poster, suggesting he is a puppeteer guiding Hitler’s thoughts. 

This puppeteer-puppet relationship again suggests a theme of theatricality in the film. 

Since the movie poster may be the first or last advertising material audience members 

view before entering the theater, the presence of curtains and a puppeteer should prompt 

audience members to expect a film in which theatricality plays some role. This is also 

true of the expectations caused by the falling curtains in the DVD menu, right before the 
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film begins. This is a Brechtian reference to the theatricality — and thus artificiality — of 

the film, both as a medium and within the action. 

 Such symbolism is justified as an integral element of Mein Führer, according to 

Thomas Elsaesser:  

German fascism was the first political ideology which borrowed materials, 
the techniques, and the mise-en-scène of its self-image from the cinema 
and show-business. Fabric and drapery, floodlights and recorded sound, 
scaffolding and plaster became the preferred props and elements. What 
has been called Stimmungsarchitektur (mood-architecture) found its way 
from stage and screen into public life. (Elsaesser 150) 
 

This attention to theatricality is referenced in the film’s promotional materials and also 

within the plot. For example, Goebbels has ordered Albert Speer (Stefan Kurt) to have 

obliterated Berlin rebuilt with facades for Hitler’s speech, so everything appears as it was 

before the war began and so there is no evidence of the city’s ruin during the spectacle of 

Hitler’s parade and speech. The subject matter also evokes this theatricality, as Goebbels 

has chosen a Jewish theater professor to rekindle Hitler’s Jew-hatred. A third layer to the 

theatricality of the film comes from the secret watch room from which Hitler’s inner 

circle observes him via a wall through which they can see but he cannot. This wall acts as 

the “third wall” in theater, separating the audience from the actors. The wall also provides 

the feeling of a peep show as Goebbels and the others share drinks, smoke, play cards and 

spend leisure time while observing Hitler in his private space. Grünbaum’s position as 

puppeteer is also reinforced at the end of the film, as he speaks for Hitler behind the 

curtains and uses his words to dictate how Hitler, who acts as the puppet, must gesture 

during the speech. Goebbels is also a director or puppeteer of sorts, dictating who will do 

what and when, suggesting Hitler’s next move and leading the rest of the inner circle 
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toward intrigue and mutiny through Goebbels’ plans for a theatrical, superficial last 

speech.  

4. Belittling Hitler 

Looking at Charlie Chaplin’s 1940 jab at Fascism and Hitler in The Great 

Dictator, Heinz Steinert seeks an answer to the question, “Can we find Hitler funny?” 

(Steinert 124). Steinert suggests the film would not have been possible had Chaplin 

known the full extent of Nazi atrocities being committed at the time (Steinert 124-125). 

He also writes that the possibility for a comedy to critique domination or tyranny often 

fails because of the limits of theater (e.g., its form) and not necessarily because the 

material is not intrinsically funny (Steinert 125). Levy’s stab at critiquing domination has 

been seen as unsuccessful because of its use of comedy, rather than for its medium of 

film. Reviewers and academics who have written reviews and papers about the film claim 

to have no problem with Levy having made a film about Hitler, but his comedic depiction 

of the dictator has received much criticism. For example, an article in The Economist 

calls several of Mein Führer’s scenes burlesque: “quips about Auschwitz and the final 

solution — not all my idea, says Hitler; the Führer in the bath with a toy battleship, losing 

half his moustache to a nervous barber; being mounted by Blondie [sic], his Alsatian” 

(Economist 1). Yet the article calls these scenes sinister because Hitler is the only 

character portrayed as overtly ridiculous. The article concludes by noting the film’s 

power, whether or not audiences find it funny, to start a new discussion about how the 

Nazis could have taken power as they did.  
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The Economist article does not employ hyperbole in calling Levy’s Hitler overtly 

ridiculous. This Hitler is a grumpy old man whose dialect is so thick he is almost 

impossible to understand, yet he is portrayed as childlike and naïve, suffering from 

tantrums when he can’t go for a drive at 2 o’clock in the morning and never suspecting 

his inner circle is monitoring him and essentially leading the country for him. Hitler’s 

actions outside his office are predominantly those of a child. He escapes from his bunker 

for midnight escapades with his faithful Alsatian, Blondi; he wets the bed; and he plays 

with a toy battleship while bathing (Illustration 2).  

 

Illustration 2: Hitler greets a guest while playing with a toy battleship in the bath. 

Hitler also sneaks around the bunker after dark so his officers and staff won’t notice him, 

much like a child sneaking around the house after his parents have gone to bed. This 

depiction of the dictator is at odds with most portrayals of Hitler in past and 

contemporary films. In Der Untergang (Oliver Hirschbiegel, 2004), for example, Hitler is 

mentally unstable but more or less in control, continuing to elicit actual fear from his 

staff. Levy’s Hitler is such a childlike character that he is rendered harmless to the 



   17 
 

viewer. His staff is only afraid of him insomuch as he might have a tantrum, and they run 

around after him like nursemaids chasing a petulant toddler. 

 On New Year’s Eve, Hitler looks forward to an evening alone with his girlfriend 

Eva Braun (Katja Riemann), only to become frustrated with his sexual impotence, which 

can be seen as a metaphor for his impotence as a leader. Hitler then leaves the comfort of 

his bunker to spend the night in the dingy, damp apartment Grünbaum shares with his 

wife and four children. To add humor to the situation and enforce the childlike nature of 

his character, Hitler crawls into bed between Grünbaum and his wife, like a child seeking 

his parents’ comfort after a nightmare (Illustration 3). 

  

Illustration 3: Elsa tucks Hitler into bed between her and Grünbaum. 

This abject scene, in which the monster crawls into bed with his victims so that they may 

comfort him, is Levy’s way of creating a new hierarchy of power among the characters. 

Grünbaum’s wife, Elsa (Adriana Altaras), is portrayed throughout the film as the 

stereotypical headstrong Jewish woman. She plots how her husband can kill Hitler, and 

even tries to do so herself once Hitler falls asleep between her and Grünbaum. Elsa’s 

unsuccessful attempt to strangle Hitler, who continues to snore after Grünbaum convinces 

her to stop trying to suffocate the dictator, showcases her qualities as the strong-willed 
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Jewish wife, the backbone of the family who takes action when her soft-willed husband 

fails to do so. This scene also lends an inevitability to Hitler’s childlike character — even 

though he could have been killed by a strong female character, he continues to live and 

go about his business, just as he was unscathed on his midnight adventure walking the 

streets of Berlin with Blondi. That Hitler is not directly in control of either situation takes 

away his power as a supreme leader and suggests someone else holds the reins during his 

reign. 

Levy removes the power from Hitler’s character through these childlike 

portrayals, and because this illustration of Hitler’s life makes it difficult for the viewer to 

believe Levy’s Hitler character could have led a country to war and destruction. Hitler is 

shown as inept personally — he cannot satisfy Braun in the bedroom — and as a leader, 

as Goebbels and the other members of the inner circle are clearly in control. During 

several scenes throughout the film, Goebbels, Speer, Heinrich Himmler (Ulrich Noethen) 

and Martin Bormann (Udo Kroschwald) are seen watching over Hitler from the secret 

observation room next to his office (Illustration 4).  

 

Illustration 4: Himmler, Goebbels and Bormann observing Hitler from the next room. 
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In shots from within Hitler’s office, there are several massive paintings on the wall. Yet 

in shots of the officers smoking, plotting and chatting in the room next door, the viewer 

sees the paintings are only opaque on Hitler’s side of the wall, giving the officers 

clandestine access to observe and listen to all of Hitler’s business when he is in his office. 

This secret room serves as a meeting place and entertainment hall for Hitler’s inner 

circle, where they can observe him as they play cards, drink and smoke. That Goebbels, 

Speer, Himmler and Bormann have the power to observe their leader in this manner gives 

the impression that Hitler is only a figurehead for the Nazi regime and that his officers, 

Goebbels in particular, are the ones really leading the country.  

Levy further ridicules his Hitler character in the sequence surrounding the great 

speech at the end of the film. As Hitler’s barber is working on his facial hair, she 

accidentally snips off half of the dictator’s famous moustache (Illustration 5).  

 

Illustration 5: The barber accidentally removes half of Hitler's moustache before his speech. 

Hitler is so enraged by this slight to his physical appearance that he yells himself hoarse. 

This reliance on the moustache suggests Hitler is only as powerful as his appearance – his 

moustache can be seen as a prop – which reinforces the idea of theatricality in the text 

and makes Hitler an all the more comedic character because of the grown child hiding 
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within his outer appearance. Levy adds a layer of humor to the sequence by suggesting 

that Kammerdiener Heinz Linge’s (Lars Rudolph) moustache was removed and attached 

to Hitler’s face so the dictator can maintain normalcy in his physical appearance during 

the speech. The loss of voice that arises from Hitler’s moustache fiasco facilitates Levy’s 

ending, as Hitler is unable to speak and Grünbaum must voice the speech for him. 

 In the speech scene, Grünbaum begins Hitler’s speech as it was written, because 

he is being held at gunpoint (Illustration 6).  

 

Illustration 6: Grünbaum gives the mute Hitler's speech at gunpoint from underneath the stage 

But a few minutes into the speech, Grünbaum takes the opportunity to spout off to the 

audience all of Hitler’s embarrassing secrets that make him a childlike character. Hitler 

has no power over Grünbaum in this situation, because he is on stage and must continue 

acting composed in front of his audience. That Grünbaum is able to use Hitler’s secrets 

against him while he is exposed to a crowd further signifies Hitler’s status as an inept 

character or puppet in the film, as he is being controlled by another character and can do 

nothing about it. Although Grünbaum is shot for his decision, his words have still been 

uttered and Hitler has still suffered emotional humiliation at Grünbaum’s hands. With 

this ending, Levy has succeeded in making his Hitler character completely ineffective. It 
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is possible Levy uses this ineffective character to deflect from the importance of the 

historical Hitler, because he has become the embodiment of fascism. Such a deflection 

forces the viewer to realize the orchestration of fascism was much bigger than one man, 

which reinforces Levy’s depiction of Hitler’s inner circle as the real center of power. It is 

also important to note that Levy makes fun of the German people in this scene, because 

their reaction to Hitler’s artificial composure during the slanderous speech is nonplussed. 

This suggests that not only is the leader an ineffective puppet, but that the population 

over which the Nazis rule is an easily-swayed body of yea-sayers.  

5. Poking fun at the Nazis 

Levy pokes fun at the Nazi institution through various scenes in Mein Führer. 

Two such scenes involve a Nazi reliance on forms validating specific actions. When 

Grünbaum is first brought to Hitler’s bunker, the guards refuse to allow Grünbaum’s 

entry without a specific form. An irritated Goebbels waves off the guards, saying there is 

no need for the form. Later, after Hitler discovers Grünbaum will not be at his daily 

lesson, Goebbels sends a convoy to stop the car returning Grünbaum and his family to the 

concentration camp following Grünbaum and Goebbels’ argument. Although the second 

convoy has official orders from Berlin, the first convoy will not accept those orders 

unless the second convoy produces a certain document. The guards from each convoy 

engage in a yelling match over the form, guns drawn, until a direct phone call from Hitler 

finally ends the quibble. This ridiculous standoff makes fun of the bureaucracy the Nazis 

implemented to ensure order and document every action made — a bureaucracy that later 

incriminated the Nazis and sealed their fate in history. Even the threat of enemy fire is 
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initially not daunting enough for the guards to stop yelling about the form. In another 

scene, Hitler is told an action cannot be completed because the required form has not 

been produced. His response is simply to order the form abolished. This is Levy’s way of 

showing that even though the Nazis relied heavily on their action-delaying bureaucracy, 

it was clear that level of bureaucracy was superfluous. The humorous way in which Levy 

depicts this suggests the ridiculous nature of that superfluous bureaucracy and allows 

audience members to laugh at an institution (e.g., bureaucracy) that is both present in 

their everyday lives and which was perfected by the Nazis — and which has subsequently 

become a global stereotype of the German people. 

The Hitlergruβ, the combination of an outstretched right arm and the phrase “Sieg 

Heil” or “Heil Hitler”, is another Nazi symbol subject to humorous renditions in Mein 

Führer. For example, Himmler’s right arm is set in a cast pointing diagonally away from 

his body so he is always forming the Hitlergruβ gesture. Another example of Levy 

ridiculing the Hitlergruß appears toward the beginning of the film, when Grünbaum is 

first brought to Hitler’s bunker. The officers make the Hitlergruβ as a greeting and as a 

good-bye, and each time they encounter someone new. This leads to a plethora of 

Hitlergrüße within a matter of minutes, as the group meets someone new every few 

footsteps down the corridor. The extreme repetition of the gesture functions in the same 

way as the Nazis’ reliance on their many forms — to make the institution laughable and 

inane. An acute example of this comes when Grünbaum meets Hitler for the first time. 

Grünbaum, who until this point has refused to perform the Hitlergruß, continues refusing 

to do so as he enters Hitler’s office. Hitler begins the conversation by ordering Grünbaum 
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to perform the gesture, saying, “Heilen Sie mich!” (Levy, Mein Führer). After Grünbaum 

reluctantly does so, Hitler repeats the phrase, this time changing the meaning from a 

greeting to an ironic demand — for Grünbaum to heal Hitler. Levy uses a play on the 

word heilen to expose Hitler as a self-centered dictator and simultaneously to announce 

Grünbaum’s role in the dictator’s life. This wordplay also heaps more repetition into the 

plotline, adding humor through repetition as the Nazis’ ridiculous gestures, customs and 

phrases continue to circulate rapidly in the film with duplicity of meaning. 

A more subtle way in which Levy adds repetition to the film and makes fun of the 

Nazis is through Blondi. Blondi is subject to Hitler’s childish whims, escorting him 

through an upper-story window during Hitler’s midnight escape from the bunker. Hitler 

also outfits Blondi with an SS uniform which she wears during their outings. This likens 

the uniform to a sweater or parka which can easily be tailored as pet clothing, lessening 

the import of the uniform and removing its authority as a symbol of power. In a third 

example of the dog’s role in making fun of the Nazis, Blondi also performs the 

Hitlergruß when someone enters the room (Illustration 7).  
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Illustration 7: Even Blondi performs the Hitlergruß . 

The image of a dog performing the Hitlergruß is on a par with a dog shaking hands or 

sitting down on command. This mechanical action suggests the Nazis are all animals 

performing commands for which they’ve been trained. The comedic nature of watching a 

dog perform this infamous salute adds credence to this idea. 

A final method Levy uses to denigrate the Nazis in Mein Führer is to break down 

Hitler’s racist mystique. In one scene in which Hitler and Grünbaum are having a lesson, 

Hitler says, “Ich persönlich habe nichts gegen den Juden” (Levy, Mein Führer). This 

quote serves to further distance Levy’s already childlike Hitler from the role of power in 

Nazi Germany. It also displaces blame from Hitler and onto other members of Hitler’s 

administration — the people Levy represents as being the real decision-makers behind 

Hitler’s façade of power. The implication of this statement’s presence is to undermine 

Hitler and the basis for the Nazi platform, built partially around antisemitism. The Nazi 

Endlösung was the cause of death for six million of the Shoah’s Jewish victims. For the 
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leader responsible for rallying his minions to mass-murder to say he has nothing against 

the party’s main scapegoat and victim is both shocking and implausible. Yet because of 

how Levy’s Hitler is constructed, the statement seems perfectly logical coming from the 

mouth of an inept, childish Hitler. This statement adds humor to the colorful situation in 

which a yellow-clad Hitler spars with and cries in front of teacher Grünbaum and creates 

shock value for a viewer sitting down to the film and expecting Hitler to spout off 

antisemitic rhetoric in Grünbaum’s presence.  

The final undermining of Hitler and the Nazi regime comes from Hitler’s eventual 

reliance on Grünbaum and their lessons, emotionally and intellectually. This strange 

relationship adds to the comedy of a Jew helping Hitler prepare for a fiery speech, 

particularly when Goebbels sends Grünbaum back to Sachsenhausen after their tiff and 

Hitler is shown waiting anxiously in his office for the return of the man to whom he 

refers as, “Mein Jude!” (Illustration 8). 

 

Illustration 8: Hitler longingly awaits Grünbaum's return for their daily lesson. 

When Adolf Hitler, the face of German antisemitism during Nazi rule, declares his need 

for his Jewish acting teacher, the transformation is complete from harsh dictator into a 

child-man who is merely a puppet figurehead for his regime and a joke in his personal 
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life. Although he qualifies his statement about the Jews, adding “Solange sie mir nichts 

tun”, Levy’s Hitler has distanced himself from the decision-making process of his 

administration. Levy then takes Hitler’s transformation a step further, having him switch 

roles with Grünbaum not just in terms of teacher and student, but in the realm of leader 

and subject. Near the end of the film, with the grand speech approaching, Hitler offers 

Grünbaum his office chair and stands next to the desk (Illustration 9). 

 

Illustration 9: Hitler offers Grünbaum his chair.  

By doing this, Hitler cedes his power role to his teacher, essentially putting a Jew in the 

driving seat of Germany — even if Levy’s Hitler clearly was not in charge to begin with. 

Hitler affirms his switch with Grünbaum just before he leaves to give the speech, telling 

Grünbaum he wants him right by his side and addressing Grünbaum as “Mein Führer” 

(Levy, Mein Führer). The role reversal is complete with this utterance: Hitler’s assumed 

title passes to his teacher, to whom he previously gave up his office chair, which can also 

be seen as the seat of power. This may amuse the viewer because of the nature of the role 

reversal, between a dictator and his acting teacher, and also because the antisemitic leader 

has given over his control to a Jew.  
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 For some viewers, this juxtaposition may cause problems regarding Levy’s plot 

and his goals with the film, since placing a Jew into Hitler’s position of power — a 

position associated with extreme antisemitism — can be viewed as making Jews 

complicit in the Shoah. Yet because Grünbaum is reluctant to help Hitler and does his job 

with the goal of saving friends and other Jews from the Sachsenhausen concentration 

camp, there is no mistaking the opposing roles of the two figures. The use of Grünbaum’s 

character can be seen as Levy’s way of utilizing gallows humor as a function of Jewish 

humor within the film. According to Paul Lewis, humor is a mechanism for relieving 

suffering (Lewis 48). Lewis explores Jewish humor in terms of gallows humor, and 

concludes that the many uses of gallows humor in Jewish humor can be seen as a 

blindfold to evade or deny suffering (Lewis 56). Within the framework of Mein Führer, 

Grünbaum serves as the would-be savior who tries to stop or alleviate Jewish suffering, 

but he is blind to its continuance through the trickery of his Nazi captor-bosses. This 

could be Levy’s way of showing the futility of the Jewish situation during the Third 

World War while building up his ridiculous depiction of the Nazis. Further evidence of 

this reading comes from Raphael Patai, who writes that Jewish humor “helps change, if 

only for a short while, the sadness of reality, twisting it into something funny and so more 

easily bearable” (Patai vii). Patai writes that it is no accident Sigmund Freud, himself 

Jewish, constructed a theory of Jewish humor as a defense mechanism (Patai vii). This 

supports the claim that Levy uses Grünbaum as a band-aid for the Jewish situation within 

an absurd depiction of the Third Reich. 
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  Another explanation for Grünbaum’s character comes from Steffen Hantke’s 

exploration of Hitler characters through acting and casting. Hantke discusses how 

depicting Hitler and Nazism in film should no longer be seen as discursive because of the 

large number of films about the Third Reich — making it almost mundane to depict 

Hitler and the Nazis, even though so much thought is often taken during discussion of the 

formation of a Hitler character in a film (Hantke 21). Hantke suggests there is an 

unwritten rule stating Hitler can never be a film’s protagonist, hence necessitating 

characters such as Mein Führer’s Grünbaum and Der Untergang’s Traudl Junge, 

characters from whose perspectives the stories are told (Hantke 21). This theory about 

Grünbaum’s character looks back to the earlier discussion of Levy making Hitler a 

childlike, ineffective character and dissolving his scare-factor in the film. Grünbaum is 

one of the key figures in facilitating that transformation of Hitler and of the Nazi regime, 

making a joke of both entities.  

 6. Implications 

 While the presence of repetition, ridiculous situations and outrageous characters 

in Dani Levy’s Mein Führer points to comedy, the film’s humor is missed by many critics 

and viewers. Despite the ridiculous portrayal of the Nazi leader and his administration, 

some viewers watching the film may have difficulty dissociating Hitler and his inner 

circle from the wrongs they committed. Levy’s goal in filming the movie was clearly to 

take that association of fear away from the story of the Third Reich and its leading 

figures. A comment Levy made about his 1998 film Meschugge comes to mind:   
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Germans no longer have any experience of relation to Jews and that 
creates a natural discomfort. Combine that with Germany’s bad 
conscience over the Holocaust and you get an irrational fear. I want to 
change that. My film is not a film about Jews. It’s a film about people 
caught up in everyday chaos who happen to be Jews. (Peck 173)  

Levy’s words come to mean something different with regard to Mein Führer. Instead of 

inserting Jewish characters into a German film and making them more ordinary for the 

average German viewer, Levy takes a powerful German memory and sore spot and offers 

it up for the audience’s viewing pleasure and laughter. According to Jerry Palmer, social 

processes dictate the negotiability of humor, making it more OK to laugh at painful 

historical subjects at one point in time over another. Palmer writes that the unanswered 

question of humor theory is “why negotiation about what is allowed to be funny should 

take place at one point in time rather than another, and how jokes are able to release us 

from our inhibitions” (Palmer 38). Perhaps this means Levy felt the time was socially 

appropriate in 2007 to broach the topic of the Third Reich as something Germans can 

laugh at — or in the very least, that it was time to start laughing at the absurdity of an 

antisemitic thousand-year Reich. Levy’s comical representation of the Nazi regime is not 

intended to take blame away from Hitler and his henchmen, but rather to open further 

dialogue amongst the viewing public about the taboos that have grown up around that 

topic. 

 According to Leen Engelen, however, the fusing of fiction and historical subjects 

is problematic. She writes that “whenever history and fiction merge, this causes 

confusion” (Engelen 559). The merging to which she refers concerns how one may refer 

to the past, how past events and people may be presented in a contemporary context, and 
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how a text functions in relation to reality and history. She posits that our understanding of 

the past will increasingly be colored by filmic representations of that past, and that 

historical films can help educate future generations about past mistakes and failings 

(Engelen 562). This points back to the notion that Levy’s depiction of Grünbaum at the 

helm of the Nazi regime puts Jews in a position of complicity, a viewpoint that future 

generations of viewers may be apt to take as truth if they do not understand the 

complicated humor of Levy’s film. Looking at both Engelen and Palmer’s theories, 

however, it is clear that Levy’s commentary about the Third Reich is bombastic enough 

to draw out the discussion which clearly was one of his goals in creating the film — to 

get Germans talking about a painful part of their recent history and to create channels for 

determining whether or not the taboos of German cultural history may be put to rest and 

instead become openly discussed facets of reality.  

 In light of these interpretations, it is important to note that not all commentary on 

Mein Führer sees the film as problematic for being ahead of its time or too crass. For 

example, Stephen Holden writes that Dani Levy was too cautious with his production of 

Mein Führer, and that the only laughter to result from the film comes during the acting 

lesson scenes. According to Holden, “A failure of nerve sinks [the] film” (Holden 1). 

Holden suggests that Levy could have found more inspired statements for Grünbaum to 

make during the speech scene, and that looking to Hitler’s childhood as an explanation 

for his evil acts is “egregiously sentimental” (Holden 1). There is no one way to view 

Levy’s Hitler film, but the above discussion makes it clear that Levy is successful in 

provoking discussion with his absurd depictions of Hitler and the Nazis, and with his 
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problematic Jewish character, Adolf Grünbaum. That such a variety of reactions arose in 

response to the film and Levy’s depictions indicates Germans are still uncomfortable with 

laughing at characters or events that can be associated with the tragedy of the Third 

Reich, but that Germans are more than ready to engage in hot debate about their painful 

past, rather than pushing it under the rug — which was the mainstream approach to the 

Third Reich until recent years. Regardless of the kind of reaction provoked, Levy is 

successful with his film because he set these discussions and reactions in motion. 
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III. ANALYSIS: ALLES AUF ZUCKER! 

1. Introduction 

Dani Levy’s 2004 film Alles auf Zucker! (Go for Zucker!) employs techniques 

similar to those used in Mein Führer, yet the film provides a uniquely Jewish twist to the 

story of post-reunification Germany. As a Swiss-German director, Levy provides a view 

of German reunification from the perspective of neither a West nor an East German, but 

rather that of a German-speaking Jew. As an example of the difference Levy’s identity 

makes, Jill Twark explored several East German directors’ responses through comedy to 

German reunification. According to Twark, “…these authors utilize humor and satire as 

literary modes to criticize the GDR and/or the reunification process, while entertaining 

the reader” (Twark 151). She asserts that comedy could provide citizens of the former 

East with a medium for releasing pent-up emotions while at the same time expressing 

criticism (Twark 152). Twark also writes that humor may be used to help dispel 

stereotypes and cultural differences that developed in the years before reunification, so 

that Germans from both sides might more harmoniously coexist (Twark 152). Looking at 

comedic approaches to reunification from a West German audience’s point-of-view, 

Helen Cafferty writes that “…comedy works to obliterate ‘otherness’ for a West German 

viewer while preserving the ‘difference’ that makes visible the memory of lived 

experience in the GDR” (Cafferty 258). Cafferty adds that mainstream German comedies 

about East German traditions actually unify the two halves of Germany, rather than 

accentuating their differences (Cafferty 269). Levy uses comedic representations of 

characters on both sides of the East-West divide, but adds a different layer of identity to 
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the characters by employing the role of their Jewishness or non-Jewishness to explore the 

reunification. The element of religion in the film creates a layer of comedy surrounding 

the Other and exploring who is the Other in Germany: is the Other the East German? The 

West German? The Orthodox Jew or the secular or Reform Jew? The religious person or 

the non-religious? Making the characters Jewish only reinforces Levy’s goal of breaking 

taboos in mainstream Germany, by bringing audiences a picture of contemporary Jewish 

Germans who are not constantly preoccupied with their status of historical victimization, 

but rather who are just like the rest of the German population, trying to live normal lives 

in a country in which unity has never been fully achieved. That Levy uses a broken 

Jewish family not only restates the characters’ roles as others, but also creates a metaphor 

for a reunified Germany as a unified, happy family. 

 Levy uses Alles auf Zucker! to explore the questions of post-reunification 

Germany through the eyes of a traditional Other, probing the viewer’s discomfort at 

laughing at a population seen by the mainstream as a victim population, while also 

creating further debate about whether or not Germany has achieved total unity in the two 

decades since 1989. Levy accomplishes his goals by using humor, just as he did in Mein 

Führer. The comedic devices Levy employs in Alles auf Zucker! can be narrowed down 

to slapstick humor, stereotypes and Jewish humor. 

2. Plot Summary 

In Alles auf Zucker!, Jaeckie Zucker (Henry Hübchen) is a gambling deadbeat 

accountant whose wife kicks him out and whom the bank tries to arrest for excessive 

debt. When his wife, Marlene (Hannelore Elsner), receives a telegram from Jaeckie’s 
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brother in Frankfurt saying Jackie’s mother has died and will be buried in Berlin, 

Marlene takes Jaeckie back, apparently out of pity. They discover from Rabbi Ginsberg 

(Rolf Hoppe) that Jaeckie’s mother’s will stipulates that secular Jaeckie and his brother, 

Orthodox Jew Samuel (Udo Samel), must sit Shiva for seven days after the funeral and 

reconcile their differences, or they will forfeit the inheritance. Jaeckie and Samuel grew 

up in two different countries, Samuel in West Germany and Jaeckie in East Germany, and 

haven’t spoken since the Berlin Wall was built in 1961. The brothers fight almost from 

the very moment their families meet in the airport, and a sequence of events ends in them 

finally reconciling and creating a unified family within a unified Germany. 

Levy tells this story of family and country reunification with an onslaught of 

humor stemming from slapstick comedy, stereotypes and Jewish humor. 

3. Slapstick 

Jaeckie’s character produces slapstick humor like a contemporary Charlie 

Chaplin. According to Harry Schein, slapstick comedy was the earliest form of film 

comedy and was meant to show film viewers the extent to which somebody else’s bad 

fortune can be funny – a type of Schadenfreude (Schein 25-26). Schein writes that 

cinematic humor is “an art form with a sadistic substratum…”, adding that “…we laugh 

only at quite special forms of malevolence. It is not permissible for the malevolence to be 

true” (Schein 26). Levy’s slapstick character, Jaeckie, is made up of layers of comedy 

ranging from truly miserable to flamboyantly ridiculous.  Shown from the film’s opening 

scenes, Jaeckie’s character is pitiful, and the viewer is lead to assume that his sad state is 

largely the result of abuse by the transition from a divided to a unified Germany. Jaeckie 
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cheats in a billiards game during the film’s opening sequence and comes home to 

Marlene with a bruised, bloody face after the cheated billiards opponent chases and beats 

him. Jaeckie is like a cartoon character for whom nothing goes right, as this initial bout of 

bad luck is only the beginning of a flood of problems. After Marlene kicks Jaeckie out, 

the police arrive with Jaeckie’s son Thomas (Steffen Groth), a banker, to arrest Jaeckie 

because he owes the bank so much money. After making a deal with his son and the 

police, Jaeckie goes to the bar for which he is an accountant, only to discover his boss 

found out he has been borrowing money from the company to pay his personal debts. 

These events, when viewed together, may well be seen as situational slapstick, a situation 

so ridiculous and bruising to the protagonist — in this case, his ego rather than his body 

— that it fits the profile of slapstick comedy. 

This chain of events also mirrors those resulting from German reunification for 

many East Germans, for example the loss of their jobs, rising costs of rent and living, and 

the inability to keep up with West Germans in the job market and financial realms. By 

showcasing all these problems within the opening scenes of the film, Levy paints a 

portrait of East German woes and allows the audience to laugh at them, rather than look 

upon them with either Ostalgie or pity. Since the film’s protagonist is from the former 

East and often reminisces about his past life, Jaeckie can be seen as representative of the 

body of East Germans. Rather than looking at his undesirable situation with a somber 

representation, Levy represents this aspect of Jaeckie’s life with comedy that deadens the 

seriousness of the disparity between east and west.  
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One scene that creates a visual display of this disparity outside the confines of the 

family occurs when Jaeckie, Marlene and their son Thomas wait for Samuel at the 

airport. Jaeckie flirts with a young bartender by telling her tales of his glamorous 

previous life as an East German sports reporter. His nose begins to bleed from his recent 

beating as he shows the bartender a portrait of his younger self and tells how much better 

his life was before reunification. The bartender tells him his nose is bleeding and he 

waves her off, saying, “Det geht vorbei. Aber wat hier drin blutet…” (Levy, Alles auf 

Zucker!). By saying that he has such pain in his soul, Jaeckie plays up his fallen situation 

in reunified Germany in an outward call for pity that is funny because of the 

melodramatic gestures Jaeckie uses and manner in which he speaks. This melodrama can 

be viewed as situational slapstick within the definition briefly outlined above. 

Levy also includes traditional slapstick humor in the film each time Jaeckie fakes 

a heart attack — first falling into his mother’s grave at the funeral and again while sitting 

Shiva with his family (Illustration 10, 11).  

 

Illustration 10: Jaeckie faking a heart attack on his mother's grave. 
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Illustration 11: Marlene (right) and Jana look on as Jaeckie fakes a second heart attack. 

In each scene, Jaeckie’s family rushes to help him as he wheezes and collapses, clutching 

at his chest. Each time, the viewer must wait until Jaeckie is away from Samuel’s family 

and Marlene to realize Jaeckie is only pretending and has enlisted the help of his friend 

and employer, a nurse who has access to an ambulance and hospital entrance, to help him 

make his escape. The unreality of Jaeckie’s efforts to escape his family so he can play in 

a pool tournament is so great in these scenes it is almost cartoonish — Jaeckie’s sneaky 

maneuvering is reminiscent of Bugs Bunny outsmarting Elmer Fudd in a Warner 

Brothers cartoon. 

 The presence of slapstick humor in Alles auf Zucker!, both overtly and subtly, is 

the most visual element of humor in Levy’s film. If the mainstream German viewer is 

initially unsure of whether or not to laugh at the characters’ actions, the physical presence 

of humor as the film progresses makes him or her better able to do so. The slapstick 

humor also references comedies from the early 20th Century, unquestionably cementing 

this film into the genre of comedy. Slapstick humor may also be part of Levy’s goal of 
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helping German audiences feel more comfortable in laughing at Jews, a group seen since 

1945 in Germany as victimized and to be treated tenderly. A clue to Levy’s goal with 

Alles auf Zucker! can be seen in the previously referenced comment he made about 

Meschugge1. Although Meschugge is a thriller and was made early in Levy’s career, this 

stated goal continues to appear in his recent work — albeit with more refined techniques 

thanks to experience. 

4. Jewish Humor 

Levy employs Jewish humor throughout Alles auf Zucker!. Jewish humor is 

particularly fitting as a comedic device in this film, because the characters are identified 

as members of Germany’s Jewish minority, and the use of this brand of humor reinforces 

the notion that Levy is playing with a population of “others”. Jewish humor in the film 

creates an atmosphere that, while still particularly German because of the setting, 

language and some of the characters’ quirks, is distinct from the mainstream. Because of 

the way Levy uses Jewish humor within his comedy, Alles auf Zucker! is undoubtedly a 

film with a Jewish slant (Illustration 12).  

                                                           
1 See page 29 
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Illustration 12: DVD cover for Alles auf Zucker!  

Jewish humor is, according to Dan Ben-Amos, an inextricable part of the modern 

Jewish psyche. Ben-Amos writes that Jewish humor’s self-deprecating quality “is one 

feature of culture which enabled the Jews to overcome the tribulations which continued 

to haunt them historically” (Ben-Amos 114). He also states that Jewish humor is a verbal 

expression of the internal diversity of the Jewish community. Henry Eilbirt’s research 

reinforces Ben-Amos’s stance that Jewish humor is distinct. Eilbirt writes that although 

they employ generic comedic mechanisms such as ignorance, misunderstanding, word 

play, paradox, common sense and irrelevant details, Jewish jokes have an identity 

separate from other types of humor because they deal with conditions of Jewish life and 
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words from the Hebrew or Yiddish languages; Jewish characteristics or stereotypes, 

including the Jewish mother, eating, the woman as shrew, and greed; common sense; 

laughing with others and not at them; chutzpah; God; women; marriage brokers and 

marriage; battle and fighting; and self-disparagement (Eilbirt 22-30, 56-148). Eilbirt also 

seconds Ben-Amos by suggesting that people laugh at jokes not just because of the 

pleasure and surprise of hearing something funny, but also because of the conditioning 

people receive in childhood and humor’s ability to help people escape from tension or 

unpleasant pressures (Eilbirt 48-49). The following discussion will show how Levy’s 

films use these forms of Jewish humor to approach the questions of normalcy 

surrounding German reunification.  

Levy’s application of Jewish humor not only helps make a discussion of German 

reunification’s imperfections more palatable for the everyman German viewer, but also 

addresses the idea of threatened identities that accompanies the reuniting of the separate 

parts of a former whole. For example, Christie Davies writes that Jewish humor is a 

mechanism for addressing contemporary threats to Jewish identity, specifically marriage 

with non-Jews, conversion to other religions and moving away from adherence to the 

dietary laws (Davies 124). It is important to note that all of these threats are addressed in 

Alles auf Zucker!. Davies also suggests the prevalence of these sorts of Jewish jokes 

points to an identity crisis within the Jewish community caused by “a merging at the 

edges with a variety of host communities, and the creation of a large category of people 

who have some Jewish ancestry but little or no sense of Jewish identity” (Davies 138). 

Davies writes that Jewish humor can be used to educate students in Jewish schools about 
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the identity crisis faced by Jewish communities, and thus can be a means for preserving 

culture and augmenting curriculum (Davies 141). This discussion of Jewish humor 

mirrors the function of Jewish humor within Levy’s film, as his characters face the threat 

of their separate identities being melded together in one unified family inside of one 

unified Germany, and because Levy is using the film to create discussion about the 

effects of reunification in contemporary Germany. Jewish humor is one of the lenses 

Levy uses to allow the viewer to observe the contemporary German situation. 

One of the first occasions in which Jewish humor comes to play in the film comes 

after Jaeckie and Marlene meet with Rabbi Ginsberg. Rabbi Ginsberg asks Marlene and 

Jaeckie if they live kosher, to which Marlene replies, “Normal Kosher” (Levy, Alles auf 

Zucker!). This is humorous because Marlene is neither Jewish, nor does she have any 

understanding of what kosher living means for Orthodox Jews. “Normal Kosher” is not a 

technical term within Judaism, and this enforces Marlene’s presence as the gentile in the 

room — making her statement seem both ridiculous and foreign in the rabbi’s office. She 

then goes on to explain that she and Jaeckie live without religion because of political 

reasons — a reference to the non-religiosity of life in East Germany, which was 

designated an atheist state. Rabbi Ginsberg makes a point of stressing that Jaeckie’s 

brother is strictly orthodox, and the viewer next sees Marlene and Jaeckie heading to a 

Jewish store in Berlin where they pile hundreds of Euros worth of Jewish goods onto the 

counter as Marlene reads studiously from a book titled, “Wie Juden Leben” (Illustration 

13).  
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Illustration 13:  Marlene reads up on Jewish practices in a Jewish grocery store. 

Marlene, who is not Jewish, is more zealous about making the house kosher for Samuel’s 

arrival than is Jaeckie. As they are checking out, the cashier tells Jaeckie and Marlene, 

“Es ist nie zu spät, jüdisch zu werden!” (Levy, Alles auf Zucker!). This phrase plays on 

the Zuckers’ sudden switch from living a completely secular existence to a very Jewish 

one by making light of the large quantity of Jewish goods the couple purchases all at once 

(Illustration 14).  

 

Illustration 14: Marlene and Jaeckie rush to make their apartment kosher. 
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This scenario exemplifies Jewish humor about conversion and assimilation, which 

Christie Davies categorizes as jokes that “undermine either the sincerity or the 

effectiveness of conversions out of and away from Judaism. A real threat is turned into a 

source of ludicrous comedy” (Davies 126-127). Again Levy creates a metaphor for the 

identity issues existent for East and West German groups by exploring the identity threats 

that have traditionally faced Judaism. This works within Alles auf Zucker!, because 

Jaeckie has chosen to live outside of Judaism ever since he parted ways with his family 

before the wall was built. He claims to live without religion, as Marlene asserts in the 

first scene with Rabbi Ginsberg, but he is easily coaxed back to his faith by his humorous 

situation.  

One of the more overt instances of Jewish humor in the film is at Jaeckie and 

Samuel’s mother’s funeral. As he is tossing soil on the grave, Samuel stops in the middle 

of the somber ceremony to tell a joke — their mother’s favorite joke (Illustration 15). 

 

Illustration 15: Samuel, Rabbi Ginsberg and Joshua stand over the grave as Samuel tells a joke. 
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Samuel says:  

Eine jüdische Mama kommt nach dem Konzert in die Garderobe des 
Klaviervirtuosen. “Mein Sohn spielt so wunderbar Klavier, Sie müssen ihn 
fördern.” “Ich fördere niemanden prinzipiell,” sagte der Klaviervirtuose. 
“Aber mein Sohn ist ein Genie,” sagt die Mama und spielt ihm, ohne ihn 
zu fragen, ein Band vor. Der Klaviervirtuose ist tief beeindruckt. 
“Unglaublich. Ihr Sohn spielt wie Horowitz!” “Ja, das ist Horowitz!” sagt 
die Mama stolz, “Aber mein Sohn spielt genauso gut wie er”. (Levy, Alles 
auf Zucker!) 

From the very beginning the viewer knows this is a Jewish joke, because the joke-teller 

refers to the mother as a specifically Jewish mother, a stereotype which will be addressed 

in Section 4 of this analysis.2 The joke also fits one of Avner Ziv’s three main 

characteristics of Jewish humor, the emotional aspect: “…helping one to see oneself as 

one is, namely far from perfect. Making fun of some unsavory aspect of one’s behavior 

and personality” (Berger 14). Samuel and Jaeckie’s mother’s favorite joke suggests the 

son is not as perfect a piano player as the recording, but the proud mother stretches reality 

— the first of Ziv’s three characteristics — to make the virtuoso believe her son is that 

good. The telling of this joke at the funeral exhibits the importance of humor in Jewish 

culture, the idea that humor has a place at all times and even amid mourning — and 

reinforces the uniquely Jewish slant of this reunification film. That all funeral-goers are 

able to laugh at the joke shows a unity among them, despite the atmosphere of sadness 

and despite all their individual differences. This is a meta-example of Levy’s goal with 

the film, using humor to explore the idea of how various groups of people can 

successfully come together through humor, regardless of their circumstances.  

                                                           
2 See page 52-53 
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 Another uniquely Jewish humorous moment comes at the end of the film. When 

Jaeckie, Samuel and their families have gathered in Rabbi Ginsberg’s office to find out 

how much inheritance they will receive, Rabbi Ginsberg calls the bank to discover the 

status of mother Zucker’s account (Illustration 16). 

 

Illustration 16: The family waits as Rabbi Ginsberg finds out the amount of their inheritance. 

After he hangs up the telephone, Rabbi Ginsberg announces to the family, “Es ist ein 

Plus. Mazel tov!” When Samuel asks, “Wie viel ist es im Plus”, Rabbi Ginsberg responds 

with an “Ehh” and everyone begins to laugh (Levy, Alles auf Zucker!). The rhetorical 

outline of this situation lies within the bounds of a traditional Jewish joke, much like the 

one Samuel told at their mother’s funeral. There may be only pennies in the account, but 

it’s a positive amount rather than a negative amount — therein lies the material basis for 

the joke. That the film ends just after this scene, with a flourish of Jewish humor, 

reinforces the importance of Levy’s choice to use Jewish humor in the film. The family 

shown in this telephone call scene is clustered together in a small space, holding hands 

and sharing a common desire for knowledge. They are unified as a family and in their 

future desires. According to David Denby, the family’s awkward coming-together over 

the course of the film is a metaphor for the “awkward recent years of German 
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reunification” (Denby 2). This second-to-last scene is Levy’s depiction of the ideal 

unified Germany, here achieved by a family of non-mainstream people who started out 

with opposing viewpoints, goals and situations. Levy makes the viewer aware of the 

unreality of this situation, however, by reminding the viewer he or she is watching a 

movie. The very last scene is narrated by Jaeckie as he provides a happily-ever-after 

summary of the Zucker family’s future. While this feel-good ending and the film’s 

comedy might leave the viewer feeling like everything is going to be OK in the newly 

reunified family, the viewer is not immune to questions of whether or not a similar fate 

lies ahead for Germany. Levy’s ending might be interpreted either as an optimistic view 

of the future or as an unrealistic dream, but it is nonetheless a mere spark for debate 

among the viewing audience. 

One aspect of the film in which it is clear Levy’s humor is not purely focused on 

Jewish issues takes place within the tension of Orthodox Judaism and complete 

assimilation — a polar opposition which may be seen as another metaphor for the East-

West divide. Jaeckie and Samuel are set up as complete opposites of one another, not just 

in terms of capitalist versus Communist and East German versus West German, but also 

as practicing, Orthodox Jew versus non-practicing, assimilated Jew. Aside from Jaeckie’s 

initial name-calling of his brother in response to the short-notice family visit, the first 

glimpse the viewer receives of this polarity comes when Jaeckie’s family picks up 

Samuel’s family from the airport (Illustrations 17, 18). 
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Illustration 17: Marlene, Jaeckie and Thomas at first sight of Samuel's family. 

 

Illustration 18: Lilly, Samuel, Golda and Joshua arrive in Berlin.  

Jaeckie’s family is cast as the assimilated, westernized side in contrast to Samuel’s 

Orthodox family — they even arrive accompanied by non-diegetic music reminiscent of a 

Klezmer march.  

Samuel’s family is visually more religious mostly because of Samuel’s son, 

Joshua (Sebastian Blomberg), who wears the beard and forelocks of a Hasidic Jew. 

Joshua and Sebastian’s coats also cover their entire outfits, appearing like caftans 

stereotypically worn by Jews, further adding to the picture of the traditional, religious 

family. All of the family members wear black and all wear head gear, furthering their 

image of somber religiosity. Their descent from the escalator combined with the march 
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broadcast over their arrival make the family members appear as foreigners from a strange 

land, an impression that adds to the difference between Samuel’s family and Jaeckie’s 

more modern family. This impression also adds an irony to the fact that Samuel’s family 

hails from the more modernized West, as the westerners are more traditional and 

religious than the easterners, the complete opposite of long-standing Jewish stereotypes 

about Ostjuden. 

Jaeckie’s family is more modern in dress and in state of presence. Only three of 

the family members arrive to welcome Samuel’s family. Jaeckie’s daughter, Jana (Anja 

Franke), is conspicuously absent—a detail to which much attention is paid by both wives. 

The absence of the daughter adds to the apparent dysfunctionality of Jaeckie’s family, a 

trait which stands directly at odds with Samuel’s family’s traditional appearance. Just as 

Samuel’s family is dressed more conservatively, Jaeckie’s family is dressed in more 

modern garb and their clothing choices do not match — with Marlene in a fur-trimmed 

jacket, Jaeckie in a bow-tie and non-complementary overcoat, and Thomas in a leather 

jacket and suit. The family is mismatched in comparison to Samuel’s uniformly dressed 

family. At the same time, Jaeckie’s family members all pretend to be happy to see 

Samuel’s family and are unified in their awkwardness, but Samuel’s family members 

express their different personalities from the beginning: Samuel speaks like a proper, 

bourgeois German, Golda’s voice is inflected with a heavy Eastern-European accent, 

Joshua is a shy Hasidic Jew and Lilly laughs at the entire meeting. The contrast in 

appearance and manner of the two families is humorous because of the great difference 

between them.  
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The viewer is set up to perceive humor revealed through visual differences 

because of a conversation Marlene and Jaeckie have before Samuel’s family descends 

from the upper floor, when Marlene asks Jaeckie what his brother looks like. He responds 

by saying, “Und wat weiss ick? Vielleicht sieht er aus wie Osama bin Laden” (Levy, 

Alles auf Zucker!). Levy uses humor here to show the differences between the brothers, 

and how ambivalent Jaeckie is about his blood relation. This mirrors some sentiments 

held by Germans on either side of the East-West divide, reminding the mainstream 

German viewer about his or her own stereotypes of people from the other half of the 

country. That this quote precedes the transposition of a traditional family appearance and 

a more modern family appearance adds further humor to the scene — the viewer expects 

either a terribly modern or an overly traditional Samuel Zucker to appear next. What the 

viewer sees instead is a modern but more conservative Samuel Zucker, with conservative 

here being equated with traditional. That the viewer’s expectations are neither played to 

or dashed makes the scene more humorous. Samuel’s daughter, Lilly, adds to the humor 

in the awkward situation by laughing loudly during Samuel and Jaeckie’s tense exchange 

and saying, “Papa, das ist so peinlich!” (Levy, Alles auf Zucker!). She voices what the 

viewer might be thinking, making a laughable situation more funny. Lilly’s comment also 

functions as commentary about German reunification, asking the viewer to ponder the 

level of ridiculousness that may be attached to Germany’s prolonged adjustment period to 

unity.  

Another element of Jewish humor in the film is the dietary law, or the idea of 

things needing to be kosher. This is first referenced when Rabbi Ginsberg asks Jaeckie 
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and Marlene about their living situation, which prompts Marlene’s kosher shopping 

spree. The topic again arises while Golda and Samuel talk in bed on their first evening at 

Jaeckie’s house. Golda says, “Die Familie von deinem Bruder is so koscher wie eine 

Schweinekutlett. Marlene ist ein Goy, der Junge ist schwul…” (Levy, Alles auf Zucker!). 

Golda plays with the meaning of the word kosher and Jaeckie’s family’s legitimacy as 

Jews — she points to the superficiality of the unified, kosher household Jaeckie and 

Marlene put together the day before — which can also be seen as a jab at notions of 

Germany being totally unified after only a short time. This conversation is humorous 

because of the way in which Golda applies her impressions of Jaeckie’s family during her 

and Samuel’s pillow talk. Golda’s mentioning of the dietary laws can also be seen as a 

parallel to reunification, in questioning Jaeckie’s family’s legitimacy as members of a 

reunified German society — whether they really fit in or if their status as Germans is just 

as superficial as the kosher observances in their household. 

 While he explores contemporary Germany’s identity conflicts through the 

viewpoint of the motley Zucker family, Levy takes his discussion of troubled unity and 

expands it beyond the 357,000 square kilometers of Germany to apply the same humor 

and questions to another issue that has long been subject to heated global debate. Jaeckie 

and Samuel accidentally take ecstasy, and Jaeckie takes his high brother to a bar to while 

away the time until Samuel is again fit to be in public. At the bar, a Palestinian dancer 

takes Samuel into a private room to give him a massage and some tea. The funniest part 

of this situation is that Samuel keeps hallucinating throughout the experience, envisioning 

the thin, barely-clad Palestinian woman to be his portly, fully-clad wife. Here Levy plays 
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with the Israel-Palestine conflict within the realm of a German Jewish family’s post-

reunification situation, making the event funny because of its awkward nature and 

because of the many cultural walls being crossed during one character’s hallucinatory 

state. This event also reminds the viewer that German unity is not just a 

compartmentalized issue affecting an 82-million-person population and its neighbors, but 

that other parts of the world are also plagued by cultural and national identity conflicts. 

5. Stereotypes 

Levy uses a variety of Jewish stereotypes in the film to add comedic effect and to 

create humor in a reunification situation that could otherwise be viewed with stark 

seriousness. His treatment of stereotypes is playful, clearly not meant to offend the 

groups in question, and designed to help further Levy’s goal of prompting debate about 

German unification. The first of these stereotypes is the one concerning alleged Jewish 

greed and obsession with riches. When Jaeckie and Samuel meet in the airport, Jaeckie 

tells Marlene that Samuel and his family can just stay in a hotel because they are rich: 

“Wieso dann? Die sind da reich!” (Levy, Alles auf Zucker!). Because Samuel is an 

orthodox Jew, Jaeckie attaches this Jewish stereotype to his brother without bothering to 

first discover his financial situation. This is further amplified because Samuel comes 

from the West — not only would he have money because he is a Jew, but he is likely to 

have more money because he’s from the prosperous, capitalist west. This stereotype is 

compounded and complicates matters further when Jaeckie discovers that Samuel 

purchased Jaeckie’s apartment complex after the fall of the wall, and that he has been 

paying rent to his brother without ever knowing it.  
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The Jewish mama is another stereotype Levy brings to the table through Samuel’s 

wife, Golda (Golda Tencer). Golda’s appearance is the first indicator of her stereotypical 

Jewish mama status. She is large, overbearing and opinionated. She injects herself into 

conversations when necessary and guides the hand of her husband, even if she allows him 

to feel like he is in control. Golda exudes this presence of the quintessential stereotypical 

Jewish mama during her first big speaking scene in the film, when she and Marlene ride 

in the taxi from the airport to the funeral (Illustration 19). For example, she frets about 

not having eaten at all during the flight — “Ich hab’ im Flug nicht gegessen — eine 

ganze Stunde lang!” (Levy, Alles auf Zucker!); calls Samuel her better half: “Mein 

Mann, mein bessere Hälfte” (Levy, Alles auf Zucker!); and gushes superficially about 

Thomas’ muscles: “Woher hat er so viele Muskeln?” (Levy, Alles auf Zucker!).  

 

Illustration 19: Marlene (right) and Golda on their  way to the funeral. 

These utterances — complaints, a focus on food and eating, providing false compliments 

about another mother’s son and babying her husband — add to Golda’s stereotypical 

status. The stereotypical Jewish woman is gossipy and overly talkative, traits which are 

also present in the stereotypical Jewish mama.  
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 Golda’s stereotypical qualities are made more pointed because of her manner of 

speaking, non-stop and with a heavy Yiddish accent. According to Arthur Asa Berger, 

“…Eastern Europe heritage is the source of the various Jewish dialect jokes that were so 

popular. This dialect was spoken by the first generation of Jewish immigrants…” (Berger 

19). While Berger adds that the Yiddish accent is not necessary in Jewish jokes and also 

may be used in antisemitic jokes, the accent here functions to evoke the humor of Golda’s 

status as an Eastern European Jew — for centuries the butt of many Central and Western 

European Jewish jokes and stereotypes. Within Golda the viewer finds two examples of 

Jewish stereotypes, both of which may be at the same time offensive and comedic. 

Because of the way Golda is played onscreen, the character is humorous and lovable as 

much as she is stereotypical. These stereotypes are used to add to the comedic factor of 

the film through Golda’s speech, mannerisms and placement in the scenes.  

Another stereotype in the film is that of the Jewish Princess. Normally this 

stereotype is applied as the JAP, or Jewish American Princess, but in Alles auf Zucker! 

the viewer catches a glimpse of the Jewish German Princess. The Jewish Princess is 

typically materialistic and selfish, boy crazy and searching for the perfect doctor or 

lawyer to marry, pampered and raised in wealth, so this is perhaps a reference to 

Samuel’s family’s capitalist, western status, which closely ties them to the America from 

which comes the stereotypical Jewish Princess. Lilly Zucker is a Jewish Princess from the 

very beginning, both in her mannerism and in her word choice. During her car ride with 

Thomas to the funeral, she tells him how she’s been studying law for 22 semesters, 

symbolizing her inability to finish school and join the real world with a career. She also 
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says, “Eigentlich bin ich Prinzessin. Und meine Hobbys sind Prinzen” (Levy, Alles auf 

Zucker!). This statement makes literal Lilly’s status as a Jewish Princess, even if Lilly’s 

intention in saying it is a subtle come-on to her cousin.  

Another character stereotype in the film is of Marlene as the typical German 

woman. Golda points out, as noted above, that Marlene is clearly a shikse, Jewish slang 

for a Gentile woman. Not only does Marlene have a typically German name — Marlene 

Dietrich comes to mind — but she has blonde hair and lives a non-religious life with her 

husband. Two scenes highlight Marlene’s status as the stereotypical shikse in the film. In 

the first, Marlene brings a plate of food to the table as the family sits down to hear Rabbi 

Ginsberg read the will. The reproachful glances of all seated at the table tell the viewer 

Marlene has made a transgression she did not foresee, and she picks up the plate seconds 

after she placed it on the table, nervously carting it back to the kitchen.  

 In the second instance, Marlene is reading her “Wie Juden leben” book from the 

bottom bunk of a bunk bed after Jaeckie, nestled on the upper bunk, has fallen asleep. 

She becomes frustrated as she reads the guidelines for Sabbath and says, “Ihr Juden, ihr 

habt zu viel Jebote da” (Levy, Alles auf Zucker!). This statement is itself a long-standing 

Jewish stereotype, one that is closely related to the stereotype about kosher laws. Jews are 

stereotyped as being a people of laws and as having many laws with no real religion. 

Here Marlene voices this stereotype in the context of not being able to remember all of 

the practices surrounding the Sabbath. She is here both the messenger repeating a Jewish 

stereotype and a stereotypical Gentile, adding humor to her situation and to the film’s 

plotline. 
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Another stereotype Levy employs, one that is more difficult to spot, is that of the 

East as the poor bride to the West, a stereotype that stretches back to Medieval German 

literary traditions — for example Elisabeth von Nassau-Saarbrücken’s Sibille, in which 

the bride from the East is mistreated until she is finally given redemption from her 

Western groom. Levy’s handling of this stereotype comes from the relationship between 

cousins Lilly and Thomas. Chic West German Lilly woos awkward East German 

Thomas, finally bringing him to unity with her, and thus redemption for his backward 

behavior, through their sexual encounter and implied future relationship. The humor in 

this expanded stereotype comes from the character differences between the two eventual 

lovers, the hilarious progression of their courtship, and the fact that both mothers 

assumed Thomas was homosexual. While playing with this stereotype, Levy uses the 

other elements of his film to continue showing his viewers that Alles auf Zucker! is a 

comical representation of German reunification.  

6. Implications 

 All of the elements discussed in this section heighten and create the comedy in 

Alles auf Zucker!. Slapstick humor creates visual comedy and helps the audience see 

certain sequences as ridiculous. Jewish humor is inherent in the film because of the 

characters, and it also adds a style of humor to the film that makes Alles auf Zucker! 

unique among other German comedies. The Jewish humor also acts as a channel through 

which Levy can all at once discuss the differences between Eastern and Western 

Germans and assimilated and conservative Jews, creating a discussion out of the many 

ways in which the Other can be viewed in contemporary Germany. The stereotypes in the 
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film continue to play on Jewish humor but also draw attention to the characters’ 

Jewishness or non-Jewishness. To be fair, Levy’s stereotypes and comedic attacks do not 

solely target the Jewish population. According to Lisa Schwarzbaum, Levy makes jokes 

about a broad community of social groups: “Jews, Communists, capitalists, homosexuals, 

East Germans, West Germans, rabbis, Ukrainians, and billiards players” (Schwarzbaum 

1). This variety of stereotypes plays upon the idea of a multi-faceted identity crisis in 

Germany formed from the variety of Others coming together under one roof and trying to 

reconcile their differences while maintaining their individualities. Levy’s use of 

stereotypes also draws attention to otherness and long-standing taboos about making fun 

of the Other in mainstream German film. 

Alles auf Zucker! cannot be mistaken for any genre other than comedy, and this is 

in no small part a result of the elements discussed above. Levy uses this comedy to 

broaden his discussion of German reunification through the viewpoint of a German 

family that happens to be Jewish. As Levy is quoted as saying above, his Jewish 

characters are not Jewish as a supreme function, but only in addition to their other 

qualities. The characters in this film are first family, then Germans and finally religious 

adherents. While Judaism and Jewishness play leading roles in the film’s plot, they are 

not the film’s central issues. The idea of a united family is the central issue — regardless 

of whether it is a family made up of mainstream or minority Germans. This situation 

mirrors that of many people in post-reunification Germany and amplifies the debate about 

how unified is the whole of Germany.  
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For example, Naomi Lubrich discusses the thriving Jewish community in 

Germany and the omnipresent themes in contemporary German Jewish art and literature: 

loneliness, alienation, homelessness, melancholy, anger, scathing criticism and the 

question of whether or not to stay in Germany or leave (Lubrich 26). Lubrich calls Alles 

auf Zucker! an “interesting reflection on the state of Germany’s Jewish communities”, 

adding that the film is an allegory, as the German-Jewish population was barely affected 

by the reunification because there was so little evidence of Jewish life in East Germany 

until 1989 (Lubrich 36). The themes Lubrich finds in German Jewish art and literature 

are the same that plague mainstream German media and can be applied just as easily to 

films devoid of Jewish characters. Lubrich’s theory that the film is an allegory because of 

the lacking evidence of Jewish life in East Germany reinforces the idea that Levy chose 

to make his film from a Jewish point of view to obviate the need for a discussion about 

unity in reunified Germany. Seán Allan bolsters this idea, stating that the identity 

questions posed in Alles auf Zucker! are evidence of a breakthrough in German taboos 

about Jews after the Shoah and as a symbol of kinship with the wave of critical Ostalgie 

films – films which embrace the difference between East and West German history – 

spiraling out of German production houses. According to Allan, the film is about both 

Jews and Jewishness and otherness within a multicultural post-reunification Germany 

(Allan 26). Allan asserts that the film is not just about Jews and Jewishness, but rather 

that it approaches identity questions from a general viewpoint in terms of what it means 

to be German (Allan 40).  



   58 
 

One example of the timeliness of Levy’s filmic prodding is the debate 

surrounding Berlin’s Palast der Republik. Although Berlin is the capital of unified 

Germany, East and West Germans took sides about the question of whether or not to 

demolish or preserve the architectural symbol of East Germany, one that the Eastern 

powers used to cover up the demolished Hohenzollern Palace — a symbol of pre-war 

Prussian heritage — which was torn down in the years following World War Two. 

Although the Palast der Republik has been torn down in the years since Alles auf 

Zucker!, tensions still run hot as Germans debate what to do with the space on which the 

two palaces stood. The debate boils down to identity politics and to the question of 

whether or not one side’s traditions are being engulfed and replaced by those of the other 

side. Levy’s use of comedy points to the reality that such in-fighting still takes place and 

attempts to makes discussion about that reality more palatable for the viewer. 
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IV. CONCLUSION 

This discussion of Mein Führer and Alles auf Zucker provides an overview of the 

various ways Dani Levy uses humor to tackle topics in recent German history. The latent 

humor in these films allows Levy to address real problems and questions in contemporary 

society, namely the relationship among German peoples following reunification and the 

taboos lingering in the wake of the Third Reich. According to an article in the 

Washington Post, Levy explained his need to make Mein Führer by saying he, “…has 

long felt the need to explain for himself how it was possible for Germans to follow 

Hitler” (Moulson 1). This addresses a 60-year-old question, whereas “Go for Zucker” 

addresses more recent questions to which there may be, for a very long time, no real 

answers — for example, the best way to truly reunify all German people within a single 

Germany. Levy’s use of humor in each film allows him to address these historical issues 

while prodding his viewers to engage in discussion about what can and cannot be found 

humorous in German society, and what problems exist to be discussed surrounding those 

issues. 

Levy’s work begs the question of whether or not we can yet demystify Adolf 

Hitler, the Holocaust and the effect on the German people of a country torn in half for 

four decades after it barely had the chance to be one whole country for 75 years. One way 

Levy asks his viewers to ponder these issues is through his use of Jewish humor and 

Jewish subjects. According to Arthur Asa Berger, jokes about Jews that are written by 

Jews are generally friendly in their humor, while jokes about Jews written by non-Jews 

are often hostile and antisemitic (Berger 112). Berger suggests that, through this 
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explanation, jokes about Jews told by non-Jews can generally be classified as antisemitic 

— just as jokes about any other ethnic or racial group are anti-Italian, anti-Polish or anti-

French when told by someone who is not Italian, Polish or French (Berger 133). Berger 

cites anthropologist Mahadeve L. Apte as stating that ethnic humor has become 

something best told in the privacy of the home and not in social settings, lest the joke-

teller offend someone (Berger 135). Levy breaks this taboo by presenting his Jewish 

jokes outside of the private sphere and introducing them to a mainstream German — and 

subsequently global — audience.  

This setting for Jewish humor and stereotyping in both films may make many 

German audience members uncomfortable in light of recent history, yet according to 

Goeff King, Levy’s use of comedy is nothing out of the ordinary for mainstream cinema. 

King wrote that the kinds of comedy found in narrative, transgressions, regressions, 

satire, parody and various representations are often disruptive, undermining behavior and 

conventions largely viewed as normal (King 19). He asserts that comedy has free reign 

within narratives, whereas other genres must remain confined to certain levels of 

reasonability and narrative coherence to which comedy is not beholden (King 20). King 

writes that transgressions in film, particularly in scatological humor and in regressions, 

allow a crossing of boundaries that is either impossible in the real world or deemed by 

society to be inappropriate. King suggests that any situation or thing can be made 

comedic, and that no situation is safe from this eventual fate (King, 201). Levy’s 

potentially offensive humor in Mein Führer fits perfectly with King’s theory, as does 

Levy’s placement of minority Others into the spotlight with Alles auf Zucker!. With this 
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definition in mind, it is clear that Levy’s use of humor, while possibly offensive, is 

unmistakably acceptable as comedy. 

That Levy felt the time was right to employ such uses of comedy — and 

particularly the Jewish element in the films’ humor — in these two history-based 

comedies is suggestive of the future of normalization of both German Jewish and unified 

German relations. According to Jeffrey Peck, the ways in which Jews are represented in 

contemporary Germany, particularly by German Jewish writers such as Rafael 

Seligmann, Barbara Honigmann and Henryk Broder, and directors like Levy, are a 

portent of new attitudes toward Jews in Germany as a group at whom one can laugh and 

which needs not be labeled strictly as victims to be handled with kid gloves (Peck 173). 

Peck writes of such portrayals as hopeful glimmers of a future in which Germans have a 

more comfortable relationship with Jews and in which Jews are a more normalized part 

of everyday German life. Because Levy uses Jewish characters to play out the discussion-

inducing scenarios in his films, the Jew can be equated in his films as a representation of 

the German, or as a German cultural self-consciousness signaling both a new kind of 

German identity and an answer for the centuries-old question of whether or not a Jew can 

be a German and a Jew, a German Jew, or simply a German of the Jewish persuasion. 

Ruth A. Starkman argues that normalizing German Jewish relations in this way could be 

both dangerous and positive, because normalization could make life more comfortable for 

German-Jewish relations, yet the current state of not-quite normalization acts as an 

inhibitor for antisemitism in Europe (Starkman 246). Levy’s play on these questions of 

normalization relates directly to the idea of the German Other, and because his humor 
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does not focus solely on the Jew as Other, it is clear he intends for all Germans to take 

equal stake in discussing the state of their cultural history and future. 

The recent release of both films, and the variety of reviews each film received, 

point to Levy’s perception of the present time as the proper time for creating his films. 

According to Patrice Petro, there is no easy way of discovering the relationship between 

cinema and society (Petro 49). Petro writes that historians often write historical accounts 

from a normative viewpoint that tries to ascertain the “interaction between artistic form 

and political life” and the ways in which “consciousness shapes political and social 

change” (Petro 67). Levy’s comedic accounts of history are anything but normative, 

which accentuates the view that he is a breaker of mainstream German taboos. While 

some viewers may be prone to disagree with Levy’s handling of the Third Reich and his 

use of stereotypes surrounding German reunification, the elements Levy uses in his films 

— Jewish humor, stereotypes, slapstick, over-the-top theatricality, outrageous characters, 

repetition and unrealistic situations — make it possible for every member of his audience 

to enter into a discussion of the issues with which Mein Führer and Alles auf Zucker! 

deal, whether or not those audience members are entertained and find themselves 

laughing at Levy’s comedic devices.  
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