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Abstract: Since 2015, Israeli-born German artist Shahak Shapira has initiated several satirical campaigns
targeting antisemitism and racism in Germany and the country’s relation to the Holocaust. These interventions
set Shapira’s career in motion, and in 2019 he landed a slot on the ZDF public broadcasting channel for

the talk show Shapira Shapira. The show mocked antisemitism and far-right movements in Germany and
reminded the viewers of the country’s history with Jews. His jokes about concentration camps and their
contemporary perceptions proved to be especially effective. This article shows how Shahak Shapira and his
show challenged the official narratives about Jews, antisemitism and the Holocaust. It argues that Shapira’s
jokes might empower Jews and foster Holocaust awareness among the general public in Germany.
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1 Introduction: Shahak Shapira’s Shapira Shapira

Shahak Shapira is an Israeli-born German author and comedian. Shapira’s television show, entitled Shapira Shapira,
was broadcast by the German public-service television network Zweites Deutsches Fernsehen [Second German
Television, ZDF]. Shapira Shapira was a combination of Shapira’s stand-up routines, roasts with invited guests,
Saturday Night Live-style sketches and music video clips. ZDF announced the show as “comedy that has never been
seen before in Germany.”" The show lived for 16 episodes in two seasons; it was on air between April and December
2019. It had approximately 300,000 viewers tuning in weekly and further viewers on the website of ZDF and various
social media platforms. Even though ZDF deleted the episodes from its website, the show’s YouTube channel is still
available at the time of writing this article (April 2021). The dozens of Shapira Shapira clips on YouTube each have
between 2,700 and 429,000 views.2

This article describes how Shapira Shapira satirized antisemitism and far-right movements in Germany and reminded
the viewers of the Holocaust and memory culture. Probably no other comedian has made so much use of Holocaust
comedy on German public television as Shapira did. Thus, | situate Shapira’s work within the intersection between
trauma, humour and memory. | place Shapira’s use of Holocaust humour within the general field of German TV


mailto:arminlanger@brandeis.edu

VIEW

A. Langer, Telling Holocaust Jokes on German Public Television

representations to establish the specificity and importance of his interventions. Furthermore, | argue that humour in
the face of trauma can function to produce a sense of cohesion and perhaps pride in the ingroup and, at the same
time, have a productive outcome for the outgroup. | suggest that Holocaust comedy can function as a tool of
Holocaust education.

2 The Televisual Landscape around Holocaust
Remembrance

In the aftermath of the Second World War, West German media portrayed the genocide of the Jews within the
totality of German war crimes. By de-emphasizing the antisemitic mass murder, the Nazi tyranny was depicted
as any other totalitarian regime. The Allies did not force West Germans to work through the past because they
needed the country to be a solid and stable bulwark against communism. A preoccupation with the Holocaust
would have hindered this desired stability.® Early post-war representations of the Holocaust individualized the
Jewish experience under the Nazis and removed the victims from the historical fate of an entire people. This
approach was also true beyond Germany, as exemplified by the 1959 Hollywood film The Diary of Anne Frank,
also shown in Germany. The movie downplayed the Jewishness of Frank’s family and did not contextualize it
within the framework of genocide.*

In this period, ZDF showed programs about righteous Germans rescuing Jewish individuals, presented documentary
films on German Jewish life and culture in post-war Germany, and expressed sympathy for Israeli politics. ZDF had
these programs on its agenda to foster the ‘German-Jewish reconciliation.” While some of these documentaries and
reports thematized the Holocaust, they never included more than a short reference to it and provided only indirect
glimpses of the genocide.® In this regard, East German television was not much different. The key difference was,
as Lawrence Baron pointed out, that East German productions emphasized the German communist resistance to
Nazism. In contrast, West German ones glorified the diplomats, civil servants and clergymen who defended their
“Christian and nationalistic values” against Hitler.®

Holocaust representation on German television did not have its breakthrough before screening the 1978 NBC
miniseries Holocaust. The series was “unashamedly didactic,”” using an assimilated German Jewish family to
present the persecution of the Jews from the 1935 Nuremberg Laws to the end of the war. Critics both in the United
States and West Germany accused the series of trivializing the Shoah. Yet, no other report or program about the
Holocaust had reached so many Germans before as this Hollywood series did. Viewership was estimated at up to
20 million people, approximately 50 percent of West Germany’s adult population. It punctured the national culture
of silence and triggered a debate on Holocaust remembrance amongst the general public for the first time since the
Second World War.2

Frank Bosch argued that the show Holocaust demonstrated the potential influence that audio-visual forms could
have on popular history.® Other scholars of modern German history, too, have highlighted the series’ impact on
German memory culture.'® In the following years, throughout the 1980s, ZDF produced several documentaries,
feature films and series focusing on the Jewish experience. These productions often emphasized Jewish survival of
Nazi persecution. In the 1990s, a new wave of German television productions shifted the focus from the victims to
the perpetrators. These films inquired into the motives of the Nazi leadership and exposed the German military’s
involvement in genocide.!

Humour has traditionally not been a part of Holocaust memory culture. One of the first mainstream humorous
representations of the Shoah was Art Spiegelman’s 1986 graphic novel Maus: A Survivor’s Tale, which depicted
Nazis as cats and Jews and mice.'? Since then, more and more artists have made use of comedic tools in speaking
about the Holocaust. In the 1990s, new “Holocaust comedies” were made, such as Life is Beautiful (1998), Jakob
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the Liar (1999) or Train of Life (1998).'3 Lawrence Baron provides a great analysis of Holocaust-themed feature
films using comedy, which rapidly grew in numbers in the 1990s. Baron noted that the majority of filmmakers behind
Holocaust comedies were children of survivors.'* As Lyn Rapaport observes, “humorous portrayals of the Holocaust
[...] is becoming a mainstream phenomenon.” However, in Germany, Holocaust humour remained taboo.

Holocaust humour has played a significant role on Israeli television, too. Most of the early Holocaust representations
on Israeli television were dramatic. Television interviews, documentaries and movies featured survivors and were shot
by descendants of survivors.'® However, since the 1990s, Israeli popular media has addressed the subject through
satire. The popular sketch comedy show Eretz Nehederet (in Hebrew: n17m1 v2, transl. A wonderful country) is an

apt example of this tendency. Liat Steir-Livny argued that humorous skits about the Holocaust do not disrespect the
memory of the victims and the survivors but, rather, make a vital contribution to Holocaust awareness among the
younger generations in Israel.'® Thus, it should not be a surprise that Germany’s first comedian to make Holocaust
jokes on television regularly was the Israeli-born comedian Shahak Shapira.

3 Did You Know Auschwitz Has 4.5 Stars on TripAdvisor?

Shahak Shapira (in Hebrew: xvsw priw) was born in 1988 in Petah Tikva, Israel and raised in the Israeli settlement of
Oranit in the West Bank. Shapira’s maternal grandfather was the only survivor of the Holocaust in his family. His paternal
grandfather, Amitzur Shapira, was an Israeli sprinter and a coach, who was murdered by Palestinian terrorists in the
Munich massacre at the 1972 Summer Olympics."” In 2002, Shapira and his family moved to the small town of Laucha

in Saxony-Anhalt, where his mother’s partner lived. Laucha is a stronghold of the far-right Nationaldemokratische Partei
Deutschlands [National Democratic Party of Germany, NPD]. The NPD reached 13 percent of the vote in the 2009 local
elections here, the highest statewide. Despite his experiences with antisemitism and struggles with the German language,
Shapira did not consider returning to Israel and saw his future in Germany. He moved to Berlin to pursue a career as

a graphic designer.'® Since the 2000s, a significant number of Israeli Jews have migrated to Germany. Estimates say
that there are between 17,000 and 30,000 Israelis in Berlin alone.'® The majority of Israelis in Germany were young
adults, highly educated, secular and left leaning, which means they would belong to a minority in Israel itself. They define
themselves as Ashkenazi and are culturally attracted to Europe and Germany in particular.?° | view Shapira’s relocation to
and identification with Germany within this framework.

On New Year’s Eve 2014, Shapira witnessed a group of young men chanting antisemitic songs on the crowded Berlin
subway. After asking them to stop, the group attacked him. Numerous news outlets around Germany and the world
covered the incident. The group consisted of people of Arab immigration background. When Shapira saw that the
far-right was trying to exploit the incident and paint immigrants as the only source of antisemitism in Germany, he
protested against this instrumentalization.?! Following the media attention after the events, Shapira wrote an
autobiographical book about his youth in Israel and Germany, the hostage-taking and murder of his paternal
grandfather and the story of his maternal grandfather’s survival through the Holocaust. The book Das wird man ja
wohl noch schreiben diirfen!: Wie ich der deutscheste Jude der Welt wurde [Tell It Like It Is: How | Became the Most
German Jew in the World] was published in 2016 and landed on the Der Spiegel bestseller list.

After the publication of the book, Shapira created a series of artistic political interventions. In 2017, he launched the
online project Yolocaust. Having noticed numerous instances on social media platforms such as Facebook, Twitter
and Instagram of young people posting narcissistic selfies with the Berlin Holocaust Memorial in the background,
Shapira decided to point out the disconnect of taking these cheerful pictures in such a sombre setting. The Yolocaust
site set happy selfies against the background of actual photographic scenes from the concentration camps. The
project gained worldwide attention.?? Shapira’s book and art interventions boosted his career, and in 2019 he received
a slot on ZDF for a comedy show. He admitted having ambivalent feelings about German broadcasting: “German
news crews aired live the storming of SWAT police into the Olympic compound [during the 1972 Munich massacre].
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The terrorists turned on the television to see what’s going on and when to kill my granddad and the other hostages.”
Nonetheless, he accepted the job offer and created the show Shapira Shapira.?

Shapira’s show mocked political actors and groups in Germany and abroad and constantly reminded the viewers of
their country’s history with Jews. His jokes about concentration camps and their contemporary perceptions proved to
be especially effective and also received much attention online:

“Did you know Auschwitz has 4.5 stars on TripAdvisor? | know... 4.5 stars is not bad, right? Look, our
McDonald’s at Alexanderplatz has only 3 stars. That means, technically, chicken nuggets are worse than
the Holocaust. Auschwitz, a concentration camp on Polish soil has 4.5 stars on TripAdvisor. But all the
concentration camps on German soil have 5 points. As you can see, franchising leads to quality loss. | was
wondering why Auschwitz has half a star less than the other concentration camps. So, | read the reviews.
Apparently, Auschwitz had some very unsatisfied customers. For example, this one guy complained that the
signs in Auschwitz were only in Polish and English and he wrote, | quote, ‘the German is clearly missing
here.” That’s dark!”

Video 1. Shahak Shapira, “4,5 Sterne fir Auschwitz” [4,5 Stars for Auschwitz], YouTube, March 21, 2019.

In another sketch, too, Shapira criticized the bad reviews of the Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum: “I never thought
| would say this but the critique towards Auschwitz is unjustified. This other guy complained that Auschwitz was not
disabled-friendly. That is correct. They are just trying to be historically accurate. Did you want them to build a ramp
to the gas chamber?”?* Even when addressing German-Israeli relations, Shapira could not help but make some
Holocaust jokes. In a sketch, Shapira responded to learning that Germany supplied Israel with gas masks during
the 1990-1991 Gulf War with saying that “I’'m sorry, but we Jews needed those masks earlier [...], 1991 is just way
too late.”

Besides the Holocaust jokes, making fun of Germany’s modern far right has been a core part of Shapira Shapira.
On his show, Shapira told real stories about Neo-Nazis he met while growing up in Laucha. He recalled how some
of these Neo-Nazis began to be afraid of his mother, a former Israeli soldier: “When this Neo-Nazi sees my mother
on the street, he crosses the street. Have you seen Inglourious Basterds [a 2009 Quentin Tarantino film]? You
remember Bear Jew [a fictional Jewish Nazi hunter from the film]? That’'s my mother.”?® Inglourious Basterds itself
offers humorous representations of the Holocaust; no wonder that the film serves as an inspiration for Shapira.?®
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In another sketch, Shapira portrayed Bernd Ross, a Neo-Nazi version of American painter and television host Bob
Ross. Shapira noticed that numerous Neo-Nazis are not capable of painting proper swastikas and in this sketch
showed them how to do it: “Now we are going to march our paintbrush from the bottom to the far-right section of our
canvas. Don'’t be afraid to really invade the space. That’s right, take that little brush all the way to Poland!” After a
series of failed attempts to paint a swastika, Shapira’s Bernd Ross character ends up painting an arrow, the symbol of
the far-right AfD party [Alternative fiir Deutschland, transl. Alternative for Germany].?”

4 Potential Benefits of Holocaust Comedy

The relationship between humour and trauma has intrigued theorists for centuries.?® The effects of humour

are particularly challenging to describe in relationship to such atrocities as the Holocaust. Jacqueline Garrick
shows how trauma survivors’ sense of humour helps them mitigate the intensity of their traumatic stress
reactions. Even though comedy does not minimize the significance of a traumatic event, it helps the survivor to
maintain emotional distance from the trauma and see how they can cope and even thrive in their environment.
Garrick suggests that humour can be a powerful healing tool in a therapy setting when both the therapist and the
client are willing to discuss it openly.?® Research indicates that laughter has not only psychological benefits but
also biological ones. Laughter might not be the ‘best medicine,’ but it boosts immunity, diminishes pain and
relieves stress.30

Humour has been identified as an effective tool for oppressed minorities to withstand attacks by their oppressors. In
the Jewish context, it constitutes the defence mechanism of an entire people.3' This genre of humour is often labelled
as ‘Galgenhumor’ (gallows humor). Shapira, too, identified his genre as Galgenhumor.3? These jokes are told by those
who are ‘hanged,” and not by the ‘hangmen.’ Telling jokes is a defence mechanism designed to articulate but also
confront real fears.?? To quote Sigmund Freud, who wrote on this subject in his 1905 book Jokes and Their Relation to
the Unconscious, “humour is a means of obtaining pleasure in spite of the distressing affects that interfere with it; it
acts as a substitute for the generation of these affects, it puts itself in their place.”* Freud associated this form of
humour primarily with Jews. Kurt Vonnegut, too, described Galgenhumor as a distinctly central European/Jewish
phenomenon:

This is middle European humor, a response to hopeless situations. It's what a man says faced with a
perfectly hopeless situation and he still manages to say something funny. Freud gives examples: A man
being led out to be hanged at dawn says, ‘Well, the day is certainly starting well.” It's generally called Jewish
humor in this country [in the US]. Actually it's humor from the peasants’ revolt, the forty years’ war, and from
the Napoleonic wars. It's small people being pushed this way and that way, enormous armies and plagues
and so forth, and still hanging on in the face of hopelessness. Jewish jokes are middle European jokes and
the black humorists are gallows humorists, as they try to be funny in the face of situations which they see
as just horrible.?®

Humour existed in the ghettos and continued to exist in the concentration and death camps. Most notably, the
concentration camp of Theresienstadt — a camp with many prominent imprisoned singers, composers, artists — was
known for cabaret performances.®® Lynn Rapaport describes various comedic acts performed in the camps. For
these persecuted Jews, Galgenhumor was a tool of resistance. After the liberation, humour did not cease to be
relevant. As Rapaport observes, many Holocaust memoirs approach the trauma with humour to embody the
absurdity of their experiences.?” Steir-Livny has shown that second and third-generation survivors, too, make use of
Holocaust comedy in order to distance themselves from official, formal Holocaust memory culture and find their own
way of “working through” the Holocaust.®® Carol A. Kidron’s anthropological study of children of Holocaust survivors
has also shown that humour concerning genocide allows for exploring ambiguities between mainstream
commemorative narratives.*®
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Shapira, too, has said that humour helps him cope with trauma. In the aftermath of the October 2019 synagogue
shooting in Halle, Saxony-Anhalt, when a far-right extremist murdered two people, Shapira turned to the audience of
his show the same evening, saying: “l was putting so much thought whether it's OK to do a comedy show on this
day... No, actually, | was not putting so much thought into this. | am pretty sure that it is OK. [...] Laughter is our tool to
deal with this. It's good that we are here.”® Shapira’s use of Galgenhumor as a sort of defence mechanism is also
evident in one of his stand-up routines in Shapira Shapira, where he remembers his grandfather, the coach murdered
by Palestinian terrorists: “He was a coach, could run very fast... but not fast enough.”’

Video 2. Shahak Shapira, “Friiher war Terror besser” [Terror Used to be Better], YouTube, April 8, 2019.

But defence mechanism is not the only sociological function of Galgenhumor. It also promotes social cohesion
for members of the ingroup. Groups under stress may develop a shared sense of humour that Gary Alan Fine
describes as “laughter of inclusion.” Fine explains that, “[iln a spirit of harmony, the group realizes that the fact
that they are able to laugh at each other’s foibles indicates that they have a trusting, communal relationship.
Likewise, the fact that there is shared laughter is a social marker that indicates that group members share a
common perspective.”? Humour implies a social relationship, a connection between self and other, between the
ingroup and the outgroup(s). Maurice Charney notes how African American comedians often position themselves
as an outgroup to white, middle-class society and ridicule the latter group’s societal norms, including racism.*3
Charney illustrates this tendency with reference to stand-up comedian Dave Chappelle, who happens to be
Shapira’s “main idol.”** Eva van Roekel looks at political humour in Argentina and how people affected by human
rights abuses employ comedy in speaking about these experiences.*> “By making our enemy small, inferior,
despicable or comic,” Freud wrote, “we achieve in a roundabout way the enjoyment of overcoming him.”46
Although such jokes may not end oppression, they are a form of resistance against the dominant group and
provide relief from its pressure.

The so-called Jewish humour also serves this purpose. Freud stated that Jewish humour was unique because

it is primarily derived from mocking the ingroup rather than the outgroups. However, instead of being merely
self-deprecating, Jewish jokes also contain a dialectical element of self-praise, which works in the opposite direction.
Freud explained that Jewish joke-makers “know their real faults as well as the connection between them and their
good qualities, and the share which the subject has in the person found fault with creates a subjective determinant
(usually so hard to arrive at) of the joke-work.”” For the same reason, when Shapira claims that his mother is like the
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Jew Bear from Inglourious Basterds and Laucha’s Neo-Nazis are terrified of her, it can be empowering for Jewish
audience members to hear about a ‘strong’ Jewish woman terrifying ‘weak’ neo-Nazis.

But jokes about antisemitism and the Shoah can offer more than ‘just’ empowering Jews. They can make the
general audience more aware of anti-dewish feelings and hate crimes and even be an alternative form of Holocaust
education. Antisemitism and the relativization of the Holocaust are major challenges in contemporary Germany. The
attack on the synagogue in Halle was just a culmination of this hostility, which non-extremist Germans also often
share. Germany might have far more Holocaust memorials and Jewish museums than other European countries.
Holocaust education may be part of the school curricula and academic centres might be researching the genocide
of the Jews. There may be official ceremonies on Holocaust Remembrance Day on January 27 and the Kristallnacht
Remembrance Day on November 9. Nevertheless, there is a tendency in Germany to idealize German society’s
behaviour during the Holocaust and even the perception of Germans as victims. The AfD is a relevant political force
in the Bundestag, The even more extreme NPD is still present in the political arena. Members of these parties and
other far-right figures distort Holocaust commemoration, for example, by calling the Allied bombing of Germany

the Bombenholocaust [Bomb Holocaust], which equates the systematic murder of the Jews with the bombing.*8
According to a 2019 survey by the World Jewish Congress, 41 percent of Germans think Jews talk too much

about the Holocaust.#®

The widely shared belief that German society came to terms with its past is questionable. Susanne Y. Urban points
out the deficiencies of classroom education in Germany on the Holocaust. Urban claims that instruction focuses on
statistics and that dry descriptions of deportations did not affect the students: “learning facts and statistics was not
connected to personal experience and did not lead them to see the Holocaust as part of their own history, identity,
and national consciousness.”®® While this might sound odd initially, | suggest that it might exactly be Shapira’s
Holocaust jokes that ‘teach’ about the Holocaust and make the predominantly non-Jewish audience face it.
Michalinos Zembylas, too, argued that humour could enrich Holocaust education. Such an approach could
encourage students to move beyond formal representations of the genocide and to situate it in the realm of human
action.5" Dundes and Hauschild have suggested that

[a]s long as such jokes are told, the evil of Auschwitz will remain in the consciousness of Germans. They may
seem a sorry and inadequate memorial for all the poor, wretched souls who perished at Auschwitz, but when
one realizes that comedy and tragedy are two sides of the same coin, we can perhaps understand why some
contemporary Germans might need to resort to the mechanism of humor, albeit sick humor, to try to come to
terms with the unimaginable and unthinkable horrors that did occur at Auschwitz.52

By using humour, the satirist attempts to repair society. As Henri Bergson stated in his 1900 essay Laughter, the
pleasure caused by laughter “is not an unadulterated enjoyment; it is not a pleasure that is exclusively esthetic [...].

It always implies a secret or unconscious intent, if not of each one of us, at all events of society as a whole.”® Bergson
discussed laughter as a social activity with a social meaning. He claimed that comedy highlights the absurd in a social
situation and attempts implicitly to influence people to change their attitudes.>*

Commenting on Yolocaust, Shapira explained that he heard “a lot of young people saying that they don’t feel guilty
and they don’t want to feel guilty, and they shouldn'’t, it's not their fault and it’s not their responsibility, but what is their
responsibility is what's going on right now in Germany.”®® Shapira launched Yolocaust following prominent AfD
politician Bjorn Hocke’s speech in which Hocke named the Berlin Holocaust Memorial a “monument of shame.”%®
Shapira’s show too addressed many Germans’ defensive position towards their own history. For instance, in the
sketch Bad Schindler, Shapira portrayed Oskar Schindler’s fictional brother, who only pretended to help Jews to hide
from the Nazis and, in the aftermath of the war, denied all responsibility for these Jews’ deportation.” In the sketch
Back to the Fiihrer, Shapira travels back in time to kill Hitler but decides to play his role instead and ends up enjoying
the Nazi leader’s popularity.®® | argue that such statements do not ridicule the Holocaust or condemn it but express
how integral Holocaust memory in Germany is, for Jews and non-Jews alike.
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5 The End?

In October 2019, the ZDF invited AfD spokesman Jérg Meuthen for an interview about the October 2019 far-right
terrorist attack on a synagogue in Halle. The AfD is known for tolerating far-right extremists within the party’s own
ranks. Many of their representatives have engaged in racist hate speech and antisemitic conspiracy theories: the very
ideologies that supported the motivation of the terrorist. For this reason, Meuthen’s invitation by ZDF to comment on a
far-right terrorist attack was met with criticism from many sides.>® Shapira was among those who saw the network’s
decision as problematic and addressed this on his show: In Shapira Shapira’s October 14, 2019 episode, Shapira
portrayed a journalist called Sandro Lanzberger, a reference to ZDF’s own star journalists Markus Lanz and Sandra
Maischberger. Shapira as Lanzberger interviewes fictional NPD chairperson Franz Ferson, AfD politician Bernd
Hoécke, and a Ku Klux Klansman named Whity McWhitepride as experts on political correctness. The discussion round
ends with McWhitepride shouting “Sieg Heil” and giving viewers the Hitler salute. The German penal code makes the
use of this salute illegal in modern Germany, and the use of any phrases associated with the salute is also forbidden.
However, usage for art, teaching and science is allowed.®°

lanzberger

Video 3. Shahak Shapira, “Lanzberger — Der Polittalk / Rassismus” [Lanzberger — The Political Debate / Racism], YouTube, October 14, 2019.

Shapira said that ZDF began exercising more scrutiny of his work after using the Hitler salute to mock the network.

A few months later, in February 2020, ZDF cancelled Shapira Shapira. According to network officials, the decision

had only to do with the show’s ratings, which “did not meet expectations.” ZDF spokeswoman Cordelia Gramm told
the Jewish Telegraphic Agency that “the target group’s acceptance did not develop as hoped in linear television as
well as online.”®' Gramm declined to address whether Shapira’s display posed legal issues for the network and did not
confirm whether Shapira had faced extra oversight following the October 14 sketch. Shapira was not convinced by the
network’s explanation and claimed that “the ratings were good, better than expected.”®? In 2018, Shapira gave up his
Israeli citizenship and became a German citizen.®3 But after Shapira Shapira got cancelled, he announced that he was
not sure if he saw his future in Germany.%

Even if Shapira might not have another show any time soon on German public television, | believe that his show
was a valuable contribution to the country’s televisual landscape. Television provides the audience with powerful
audio-visual narratives of history and thereby influences the narrative framework from which people draw their
historical and social identities.®® Through stand-up comedy and a late-night TV show, Shapira has satirized
Germany’s rising far-right movement and German society’s ambiguous relationship to the Holocaust. By addressing
the intersection of trauma, humour and memory, Shapira Shapira was a notable show that, hopefully, will inspire
further comedians to follow suit.


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HwO4yzVqESE
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