
 
The simplicity of I am a camera has led to multifarious interpretations both in terms of the 
book’s form and content.  
 
Discuss this statement through exploring how Cabaret appropriates social, political and 
cultural concerns explored in "Goodbye to Berlin" and Weimar Germany during the 1930’s.  
 

 
Isherwood’s novel Goodbye to Berlin is a roughly continuous narrative that explores traditional 
values of Berlin and Weimar Germany during the 20th century. By blending fact and fiction, he 
sought to achieve a naive, honest style of writing that encapsulates the social political and cultural 
concerns of his 1930’s context. The popular film Cabaret directed by Bob Fosse effectively 
appropriates these concerns through a musical form. Both composers work to address Hitler's rise 
to power in the 1930s and the decadence of Berlin in the years before World War II. During this 
period, there was a definite emphasis on strict social and moral codes. One way Isherwood 
challenges these perceptions is through exploring the homosexual character of Christopher 
Isherwood. Secondly, Sally Bowles is an elite example of how a character can represent political 
and cultural values of Berlin society. I will explore how Bob Fosse interprets and reflects 
Isherwood’s ability to cleverly weave together and dramatizes his observations of life in nineteen-
thirties Berlin, capturing the spirit of the city with great liveliness and wit. 
 
Goodbye To Berlin was set in one of the most ‘tumultuous periods of the twentieth century’. In the 
context of Weimar Germany, there were strict moral and social codes. Isherwood took this as an 
opportunity to test these fixated perceptions that existed through introducing a homosexual 
character. Isherwood has a very confessional tone, seen from his hostile viewpoint in presenting the 
political truths of Berlin society.  Without judgement, in the opening paragraphs, the narrator tellingly 
compares himself to a camera passively and without thought recording everything around him “I am 
a camera with its shutter open, quite passive, recording, not thinking”. In 1930s Berlin, Isherwood 
couldn't write openly about his own homosexuality, so the original stories are linked by a narrator 
who is always slightly out of focus; leaving readers to draw their own conclusions. There is no 
denying that throughout time, new ideas and perceptions of Isherwood’s homosexuality emerged, 
“he is one of the first writers to come out of the closet”. One way Isherwood captures this idea is 
through the alluring and theatrical character of Sally Bowles. When she is commenting on the figure 
of a woman, she states, “Of course Chris I don’t suppose you really understand…it’s awfully hard to 
explain”. Although Sally has a very flirtatious tone, we recognise the key ideas being communicated 
surrounding Isherwood’s character. The use of ellipsis emphasises this idea and allows the reader 
to reflect on these social concerns. Despite homosexuality being illegal throughout Europe, Berlin 
was recognised as the homosexual capital and thus gave Isherwood inspiration to represent his 
own values. Similarly, in the film production of Cabaret, although Brian is still a heterosexual, the 
homosexuality is recognized in the decadence of the Cabaret culture, with the Emcee in drag with 
several other cabaret boys. This is in fact an approach very similar to Christopher Isherwood himself 
who, instead of stating his true sexual orientation, acts as an observer and invents characters to 
represent his values. In Fosse’s Cabaret, the 1972 audience was ready to recognise homosexuality 
in a character. The sexuality and gender ambiguity of the cabaret dancers portrayed in the nightclub 
involves deviance that is consistently played out as grotesquely female, homosexual and, 
consequently fascist. The non-diegetic music works to encapsulate the viewer by creating a very fun 
and raunchy environment that allows them to question the values associated with the cabaret 
culture. Evidently, Cabaret interprets Isherwood’s personal reflections by exploring the social, 
political and cultural aspects of Weimar Germany during the 1930’s.  
 
Moreover, in Goodbye to Berlin, Isherwood perceives his characters to be ‘archetypes’ that 
effectively represent the social, political and cultural concerns of Weimar Germany in the 1930’s. It 
is important to recognise that political commitment was such a fundamental component of the 
aesthetics of 1930’s Berlin. Isherwood realistically portrays the political and cultural climate of  
  



Germany at the time by introducing the character of Sally Bowles. Sally Bowles is sympathetically 
portrayed character, and just like the narrator, lives on the margins of society. Isherwood cleverly 
depicts Sally Bowles through a variety of forms, including language. Sally is a beautiful, alluring but 
also heavily constructed. Through Sally, Isherwood shows certain transgressions and constant 
sense of people testing boundaries. When Sally states ‘that’s the man I slept with last night’, a 
strong sense of dismay and upheaval for the Weimar German audience of the 1930’s is created. It 
is empowering for post-modern readers like myself to see Sally challenge the expectations of her 
patriarchal society. It is through different ideas of performance that the novel suggests ways in 
which aestheticism may work to undermine both the strictures of bourgeois life and the totalitarian 
disappearance of the real. Sally is dedicated not to the artificial in itself but to the natural elemental, 
the authentic, and the passionate. Similarly in the film Cabaret, Liza Minnelli’s performance of Sally 
Bowles creates a dynamic, over the top character. The role she plays which once intimidated 
Christopher Isherwood is much more exaggerated in the film where she is more of a 'comic 
character' as Isherwood puts it, then a real woman. It is evident that during Sally’s performances, 
the theatrics and hunger captured in the eyes of the audience, seen through cross cutting and close 
up camera shots, suggest that the theories of grotesque are an inference to the social and political 
paradigms of the time. When Sally states “Does it really matter, as long as you’re having fun”, it is 
clear that the political, social and cultural concerns of Berlin in the 1930’s completely surpass Sally. 
She is very ignorant to the state of Berlin, so we begin to feel empathetic towards Sally, because 
she is a naïve and sympathetically portrayed character. It is evident that Cabaret effectively 
appropriates characteristics of Weimar Germany, including the cultural and political state through 
the alluring Sally Bowles.  
 
In conclusion, it is evident that Isherwood draws from his own experiences of life in 1930s Berlin to 
form a narrative that captures the dread and prejudice lurking beneath the outward show of glitz and 
glamour. The fractured stories of Goodbye to Berlin depict a cross-section of Berlin society 
witnessed through the eyes of a narrator. Isherwood’s subtly challenges certain social stoicism by 
introducing the idea of homosexuality, a very contentious issue of the time. Furthermore, Sally 
Bowles’ naivety and eccentric character helps highlight some of the social, cultural and political 
concerns of the time. Finally, Isherwood’s simplistic approach to his novel has led to multifarious 
interpretations, such as the film version of Cabaret that effectively represent the social, political and 
cultural concerns inherent in Weimar Germany.  
 


