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Abstract
The salon of Austrian-Polish actress and screenwriter Salka Viertel (1889–1978) at 165 Mabery
Road in Los Angeles was from the 1930s to the 1950s a central place for networking, an artistic
experimental laboratory and catalyst for creative processes, a “haven for the homeless” (“Hafen
der Heimatlosen,” according to Berthold Viertel), and a space for informal conviviality for both
artists and intellectuals who had ﬂed Europe during the 1930s/40s and leading ﬁgures in the
Hollywood ﬁlm industry. It was a place where Max Reinhardt and Else Heim, Charlie and Oona
Chaplin, Arnold and Gertrud Schoenberg, Maria and Aldous Huxley, Louise and Hanns Eisler,
Helene Weigel, Ruth Berlau and Bertolt Brecht, Thomas and Katia Mann, Heinrich and Nelly Mann,
and Gretel and Theodor W. Adorno met with actors and directors like Johnny Weissmüller, Greta
Garbo, Irving Thalberg, George Cukor, Tallulah Bankhead, and Ernst Lubitsch.
This article will analyze Salka Viertel’s salon as a space of (music-)cultural translation. The
analysis will present her role as a cultural broker between two supposedly foreign cultural
circles—the ﬁlm world of Hollywood and the artists and intellectuals who ﬂed Europe—and give
examples of successful cultural translation as well as examples which point to “the fragilities and
diﬀerences in translational dynamics” (Doris Bachmann-Medick).

Prologue
Salka Viertel is, as you know, the sister of Eduard Steuermann and in a very big position here in the ﬁlm industry,
script writer for Garbo at MGM, very famous and inﬂuential and something of a social focal point for Hollywood
intellectuals.[1]

[1] This quote is from a letter by Theodor W. Adorno to his parents living in New York in 1942. He
and his wife Gretel had arrived in Los Angeles shortly before, where they met numerous old
acquaintances and companions who, like them, had to ﬂee their European homeland for political,
ethnic, or religious reasons during the Nazi dictatorship and Second World War. Private
correspondence from the so-called émigré community like this letter by Adorno,[2] semi-public
archival sources, and secret intelligence ﬁles testify to the central position of Austrian-Polish
actress and screenplay writer Salka Viertel (1889–1978) as well as the importance and
prominence of her Sunday salon gatherings. Salon and salonnière acted as a kind of anchor as
well as a connector within various networks, for example between the émigré community and the
Hollywood ﬁlm industry: “Every well known individual arriving in Hollywood eventually ﬁnds
himself or herself in the living room of SALKA VIERTEL.”[3] All the same, Viertel’s position as well
as her work is usually marginalized in the numerous popular exile publications or autobiographies
(both accessible to the broader public) of her famous guests. For example, the close contact the
Brecht and Viertel families maintained with each other, including almost daily visits, only
becomes clear when one looks at FBI ﬁles.[4] Notably, in his Arbeitsjournal (work journal), which
was seemingly kept like a diary and was later published, Bertolt Brecht never mentions his
collaboration with Salka Viertel on the (unrealized) ﬁlm script Silent Witness, which probably took
place around 1944 to early 1945.[5] Since Brecht documented his collaboration with Salka Viertel’s
son Hans as well as with her husband Berthold in his work journal, the marginalization of Salka is
possibly gender-related. However, the omission of her salon in the (self-)historiographies of the
émigré community seems to be related more to the non- or pre-institutional status of this
creative laboratory. Salons were protected spaces where informal artistic as well as political and
[6]
personal exchange could take place. The lack of any mention of this space in popular
publications hence does not diminish its actual importance but rather shows that these inbetween spaces have long been marginalized in oﬃcial historiography.[7]

Methodological Approach and Source Material
Following a brief review on Salka Viertel’s European upbringing and socialization, I will analyze
her salon at 165 Mabery Road in Los Angeles as a space of (music-)cultural translation that,
according to Indian-American critical theorist Homi K. Bhabha, invited its participants to enter
into “Third Spaces” of cultural communication.[8] Cultural practices, institutions, and actors move
to new places through migration, causing them to undergo processes of transformation as well as
intermingling. As a result of these movements, culture is constantly being renegotiated, and that
is precisely why translation is necessary, as are places in which this translation can occur. The
analysis of translational processes calls attention to negotiations between cultures, and thereby
questions of essentialist and separatist concepts of culture.[9] In this way, it makes tangible those
cultural in-between spaces that dynamize identities and allow migration as well as exile to be
grasped as processes. However, it is not only the migrants but also the persons in the area of

arrival who experience changes, leading to the emergence of a hybrid space of action in which
mediation can take place. Ultimately, the practice of cultural translation enables people to
balance their own multiple cultural aﬃliations and to make diﬀerences fruitful, not least at all
artistically.[10]
In this context, I furthermore will discuss Salka Viertel’s role as a “cultural broker”[11] between two
supposedly foreign cultural circles—the ﬁlm world of Hollywood and the artists and intellectuals
who ﬂed Europe—presenting examples of both successful and failed cultural translation, the
latter pointing to “the fragilities and diﬀerences in translational dynamics.”[12] The diﬃculties of
adapting to a new cultural environment are also evident in a composition by Viertel’s salon guest
Hanns Eisler that was written in American exile: the Hollywood Songbook. It was created in
collaboration with Bertolt Brecht and also contains a poem by Viertel’s husband Berthold Viertel.
Considered an artistic trace of the experience of alienation in relation to the living and working
conditions in Californian exile, it may give additional insight into the evocation of the émigré
conditions. Moreover, as will be further discussed in the relevant section, both practices—running
or visiting a salon gathering and working on a song cycle—seem to have served similar functions,
which connected the protagonists to their European cultural homeland and formed a sense of
homely “havens” (Berthold Viertel)[13] in American exile.
As has already become evident from the brief introduction, the source material on Salka Viertel’s
salon consists to a large extent of both published and unpublished egodocuments—autobiographies, letters, diaries[14]—which, according to the historian Johann Gustav
Droysen’s typology, belong to the category of Traditionsquellen (traditional sources). In contrast
to the so-called Überrestquellen (remnant sources), these sources are usually created with a
speciﬁc intention and in awareness of their historicity.[15] Especially in the case of
autobiographies, the information given must therefore be critically examined, because whereas
letters and diaries often only recount isolated experiences or disjointed reﬂections on certain
topics with selective references to the life of the author, an autobiography usually presents a
coherent life narrative.[16] The author’s own life is described in retrospect and from a certain state
of consciousness and is placed in a structural context in which present and past experiences are
perceived as part of a process and placed in an interrelation based on continuity. Moreover,
autobiographies follow a narrative model and are thus narrative constructions, which leads to a
selection, arrangement, and direction of what is presented. This is abundantly clear, for example,
in Salka Viertel’s autobiography The Kindness of Strangers, in which the author divides her life
story into three periods (childhood, adulthood, old age) on the very ﬁrst page and connects them
to three places that, in retrospect, seem most signiﬁcant to her life (Sambor, Santa Monica,
Klosters). She ﬁnally proposes the special proximity to water (river, sea, stream) as a link
between these places of life.[17] Memories, in written or oral form, are thus “not ‘copies’ of the
events, but rather capture how an individual experienced a particular event.”[18]
[2] Even if letters and diaries do not construct an encompassing narrative of a life story, the
writers are aware of their concrete and potential addressees, especially in the case of letters,
particularly if, as in the case of Salka Viertel and her salon guests, they have a certain degree of
prominence and the publication of the material cannot be ruled out. While in the case of diaries,
self-reﬂection is a central element, which may well contain potential stylizations, or, as in the
case of Bertolt Brecht’s Arbeitsjournal, omissions, it must be kept in mind when evaluating letters
that, on the one hand, they have a communicative character and address a concrete person with
often very mundane matters of life, but on the other hand, they contain conceptions of the self
and of others which can well be “comparable to the invention of literary characters”

(“vergleichbar mit der Erﬁndung literarischer Figuren”).[19] For this reason, I will attempt to
compare the statements of the various ego-documents with each other and thus to verify their
historicity.
In addition to the aforementioned source material, most of which has been published, I made
archival visits to the Deutsches Literaturarchiv Marbach as well as the Akademie der Künste
Berlin to evaluate collections of source material of both members of the Viertel family and
various members of the émigré community.[20] The fact that these published and unpublished
sources sometimes reveal diﬀerent (and at times contradictory) information was already
demonstrated by the above-mentioned example of the collaboration between Salka Viertel and
Bertolt Brecht.
A third type of source material used in this study, which needs to be treated with special care as
well as sensitivity, is secret intelligence ﬁles. Due to accusations of communist sentiment and
activities, a large part of the émigré community was spied on by the FBI in the 1940s and early
1950s.[21] FBI ﬁles on most members, including Salka and Berthold Viertel, are available for
examination on request. The fact that these accusations were rarely substantiated and, as is
clearly evident in the case of the Viertels, that surveillance continued despite a lack of proof,
makes this source a result of an unjust violation of privacy and thus a delicate document.
Furthermore, the interest of the FBI is directed in such a way that the information contained in
the material can only be valid on the basis of this knowledge interest. For this reason, I have
decided not to ignore the content of the ﬁles, as it does reveal information relevant to some
topics that cannot be found in other types of sources, for example the close connection between
the Viertel and Brecht families, as mentioned above. Nevertheless, besides information on the
visitors of the house and contact persons of the family, this source material is in large parts
rather suspect and problematic for ethical reasons as well as in regard to its trustworthiness. For
instance, in March 1942 a conﬁdential informant claims in a ﬁle that Viertel could be the wife of
the late illegitimate son of the last German Emperor and a friend of the Jewish gangster and
maﬁoso Willie Bioﬀ.[22]

Salka Viertel—Biographical Sketches
Before presenting her salon, I will now give a brief overview of Salka Viertel’s life up to her
migration to the United States. The focus will be primarily on the biographical fragments that
shed light on Viertel’s acquired salon practices and skills, but also on her social background, and
thus indirectly on her sociocultural values and beliefs.[23]
Salka Viertel was born as Salomea Sara Steuermann in 1889 in the small town of Sambor in
Galicia, which at that time still belonged to the Habsburg Monarchy. She was born into an
educated upper-middle-class Jewish family, whose family estate “Wychylowka” has a strong
presence in Viertel’s memoirs as well as in her letters. She later tried to re-establish the comfort
and, apparently despite the Galician province, cosmopolitan openness of her family in her own
homes. Her father Joseph Steuermann was a lawyer and mayor of the city, and her mother
Auguste had studied singing in Vienna before her marriage, making the children’s pronounced
artistic-musical interests and ambitions understandable. As the wife of the mayor, Auguste
Steuermann took on various social responsibilities in Sambor, such as organizing charity events
or running regular Sunday salons, the latter probably being the decisive model for Salka Viertel’s

own social gatherings in Los Angeles. In her unpublished memoirs, Auguste Steuermann
describes the social gatherings in her house in the following way:
As my husband played an important role in the political life of the city, the most respected people of the city and
the nobility of the surrounding districts, as well as many eminent personalities, university professors, etc., from
the neighboring capital Lemberg often and gladly came to our house, and as immodest as it sounds, the social
[24]
life of the city was centered in our house.

In his foreword to Salka Viertel’s autobiography, the writer Carl Zuckmayer (a friend of the Viertel
couple) emphasizes precisely these cultural practices of the educated upper middle classes that
were cultivated in the Steuermann house:
Wychylowka was the center of the world. … Her [Salka Viertel’s] father was a great lord in the country and was
also recognized as such by the non-Jews; this was due less to his wealth than to the culture that had been
established and cultivated in the Wychylowka house. It was not the hybrid culture of the upstarts or the “upper
class,” but that of inspired life, genuine education, which is always musically inclined, liberal and open to the
world.[25]

In particular the family’s eldest son, Eduard Steuermann, fulﬁlled all his parents’ expectations
with his piano and composition studies, including lessons with Arnold Schoenberg. The fact that
Salka and her sister Ruzia were striving for an acting career, however, was only accepted after
intensive family conﬂicts and twists of fate, such as the death of Salka Viertel’s ﬁrst ﬁancé.[26]
Accordingly, growing up in an open, upper-middle-class, artistic, and intellectual household
presumably laid the foundation for Viertel’s social activities in Los Angeles. However, the
impressions she gathered during her time as an actress in various European cities, such as
Vienna, Dresden, Düsseldorf, and Berlin, should not be underestimated either. In all these cities,
a vivid salon culture still existed in the 1910s and 1920s, which was also experienced and/or
shaped by Viertel’s later salon guests. In the 1910s, for example, she lived with her brother
Eduard in Berlin, where both were regularly invited to the Sunday gatherings of the composer
Ferruccio Busoni and his wife Gerda. Relating to this, Viertel notes in her autobiography:
In their large salon international celebrities, members of high ﬁnance and young musicians gathered. Busoni
went from group to group, followed by three small, hunchbacked ladies who were hopelessly in love with him and
[27]
incessantly jealous of one another.

It was through Busoni’s network that the Steuermann siblings also got to know Eduard’s later
teacher and Salka’s later salon guest Arnold Schoenberg in Berlin.

Viertel’s Migration to the United States
[3] Migrating to the US in 1928 was at various levels a far-reaching change in the lives of Salka
Viertel, her husband, the Viennese writer and director Berthold, and their three sons Hans, Peter,
and Thomas. Originally mainly due to ﬁnancial diﬃculties, Berthold Viertel accepted the invitation
of the Fox Film Corporation to work for the company as a screenwriter and ﬁlm director.
Europeans were in demand in the Hollywood of the silent ﬁlm era, and there was the opportunity

to earn a lot of money in a short time. Therefore, emigration to America was initially planned as a
stay of at most three years in order to improve their economic situation.[28] In contrast to her
husband, however, Salka Viertel lacked career opportunities for the ﬁrst time. Her attempts to
work as a ﬁlm actress failed because of both the advent of the sound ﬁlm and the accompanying
language barriers, as well as because of her age (she was in her early forties) and her
appearance, which did not match the classic Hollywood screen standards of the time. She felt
degraded to being merely a “ﬁlm-wife.”[29] After it became clear at the beginning of the 1930s
that the Viertels’ stay in the US would turn out to be a more lasting episode, Salka Viertel
developed various, and, as time went by, highly successful strategies to cope with her lack of
professional prospects as an actress, but also with the social life of a Hollywood “ﬁlm-wife”: she
became a screenplay-writer and salonnière and thus a networker and cultural broker par
excellence.
She had been able to use her personal friendship with Metro Goldwyn Mayer’s (MGM) best-paid
star Greta Garbo to get involved in the ﬁlm business, and after a short time she proved that she
was not only up to the challenges of screenplay-writing but also knew how to secure an
inﬂuential position as a representative of Garbo’s interests. The ﬁrst ﬁlm collaboration between
the two in 1933, Queen Christina, became a commercial as well as a critical success in the US
and worldwide. It belongs to the so-called pre-Code Hollywood movies which were not yet subject
to the increased censorship of the ﬁlm industry after 1934. The well-known scene, for example, in
which Queen Christina, played by Garbo, gives her lady-in-waiting Ebba, played by Elizabeth
Young, a kiss on the mouth, would not have been allowed under the restrictions of the Motion
Picture Production Code.[30]

“Sundays at Salka’s”: Characteristics of the Salon at
165 Mabery Road
With her then considerable salary, Salka Viertel supported the entire family, including her
husband, who from 1936 on was unemployed most of the time, as well as her relatives still living
in Europe. In the year of the release of Queen Christina (1933), she also bought the house at 165
Mabery Road in which the family had already lived on rent since 1929 in order “to have a corner
… where you can swallow your own spinach” when the world took a turn for the worse (“wenn
alles schief geht eine Ecke zu haben wo man seinen eigenen Spinat fressen kann”).[31] Similar to
Viertel’s parental home, the “Wychylowka,” this house in the following two decades became the
center of the family and at the same time a social hub and meeting place for Hollywood artists
and German-speaking exiles.
In contemporary sources as well as in later memoirs, this meeting place has often been perceived
and described as a salon. The designations range from the concrete term “salon,” as used for
example by Marta Feuchtwanger or Christopher Isherwood, to the hybrid descriptions typical of
salon culture, as used by Viertel’s son Peter, such as “my mother’s Sunday tea parties at Mabery
Road,”[32] but also “Sunday afternoons” or “Sundays at Salka’s.”[33]

Figure 1: 165 Mabery Road (1930s); by courtesy of Wienbibliothek im Rathaus,
Sammlung Franz Glück, ZPH 1443
What kind of place was 165 Mabery Road, which over time became a synonym for European
hospitality, even for people who never visited it? In her autobiography Salka Viertel describes her
ﬁrst impression of the house with strong naturalistic, almost paradisiacal references and draws
parallels to the omnipresent “Wychylowka”:
We drove down a short, winding road overlooking the ocean, and stopped in front of a large, fenced-in house in
the so-called English style. Two pine trees grew on each side of the entrance; next to them a magnolia spread its
glossy leaves and enormous white blossoms. The fence was overgrown with honeysuckle, entangled with pink
Portugal roses. The air was suﬀused with fragrances. … Mr. Guericio [the real estate agent] opened the front door
and we went in. The ﬁrst ﬂoor consisted of a very vast living room with a ﬁreplace and a dining area. It had eight
windows and a glass door which opened into the garden. A staircase between the dining area and living room led
to the bedrooms; they also were spacious and had a view of the ocean. … In the garden grew a pittosporum tree
and the inevitable hibiscus bushes, also an apricot and ﬁg tree. At the far end an old incinerator tried to hide
behind a lonely, bedraggled lilac bush. … From the windows one could see the ocean and the sharp proﬁle of the
[34]
hills on the other side of the canyon, and I could hear the waves pounding the shore.

Figure 2: The garden of 165 Mabery Road (1930/40s); by courtesy of Wienbibliothek
im Rathaus, Sammlung Franz Glück, ZPH 1443
The spatial foundation for Salka Viertel’s Sunday salon was on the one hand the spacious living
room, for which she bought a piano after her brother Eduard Steuermann emigrated to the US in
1938, and on the other hand the garden, in which the guests also engaged in sports and played
ping pong or, like Peter Viertel and John Huston, met to box.[35] Although a certain playful aspect,
for example in the form of conversation games or theatrical performances, was generally a
common constitutive element in salon gatherings, this sportive element seems rather unusual
and is possibly one reason why Viertel’s gathering was described as unconventional in
contemporary testimonies, as Marta Feuchtwanger’s remark shows:
She had something which you would call a salon, only it was without any pretension. Everybody liked to be there;
[36]
everybody felt immediately at home. It was not very elegant, but very well—the house was with much taste.

In Peter Viertel’s autobiography, it even becomes evident that his concept of a salon does not
match the experiences he gathered at his mother’s “tea parties” at all. For, although he
discusses the Sunday gatherings at various points, he refuses to call them salons: “It wasn’t
really a ‘salon’ … . She liked to cook for the people she admired and gave tea parties on Sundays,
and that was about all there was to it.”[37]
[4] Another characteristic feature of Viertel’s social gatherings was the encounter between two
sociocultural circles that were considered to be divergent, although in fact there was a great deal
of overlap between these two groups. Initially, the guests, such as Johnny Weissmüller, Ben and
Ad Schulberg, Ernst Lubitsch, Tallulah Bankhead, Wilhelm Dieterle, and Greta Garbo, came
predominantly from Hollywood’s ﬁlm industry, where the Viertel couple—at ﬁrst mainly Berthold
Viertel—began to establish themselves professionally. From the mid-1930s onwards, European

émigrés followed, most of them intellectuals and artists who were looking for political safety as
well as ﬁnancial security in the ﬁlm industry. These émigrés came mainly from (Central)
European cities such as Vienna, Berlin, Munich, London, and Paris. They had been born in the
nineteenth century, had lived in various forms of government, both monarchies and democracies,
and had personally experienced and shaped European salon culture; among them were Maria
and Aldous Huxley, Hanns and Louise Eisler, Helene Weigel, Ruth Berlau and Bertolt Brecht,
Charlie Chaplin, Katja and Thomas Mann, Billy Wilder, Nelly and Heinrich Mann, Lion and Marta
Feuchtwanger, Christopher Isherwood, Arnold and Gertrud Schoenberg, Liesl and Bruno Frank,
Theodor W. and Gretel Adorno, and Helene Thimig and Max Reinhardt.
For the European emigrants, the special kind of sociability generated in Salka Viertel’s salon was
not least a reminiscence of their geographical and sociocultural home. For example, in a letter
Berthold Viertel called his wife’s salon “a haven for the homeless” (“ein Hafen für die
Heimatlosen”).[38] The émigré community experienced a familiar cultural practice and the values
associated with it in the new and unfamiliar environment of California, where values and
practices were a challenge for many. Isherwood summarizes the atmosphere of the gatherings as
well as his impression of the hostess from a European perspective:
All sorts of celebrities came to the house, not because Salka made the least eﬀort to catch them but because
they wanted to see her and to be with their own friends, who were also her guests. Actually, Salka was a
somewhat self-eﬀacing hostess. She greeted newcomers warmly and got them involved in conversation with
earlier arrivals, then she disappeared into the kitchen to see how things were going. I remember her most vividly
at this moment of greeting; she was strikingly aristocratic and unaﬀected. Her posture, the line of her spine and
neck, was still beautiful; you could believe that she had been a great actress. I think most of her [Salka Viertel’s]
visitors were sincerely fond of her but perhaps they tended to take her for granted.[39]

Figure 3: From left to right: Dita Parlo, Berthold Viertel, Arnold Schönberg, Thomas

Viertel, Heinrich George, and Salka Viertel in the garden of 165 Mabery Road (early
1930s); by courtesy of Wienbibliothek im Rathaus, Sammlung Franz Glück, ZPH 1443
For the American guests, on the other hand, the concept of salon gatherings as well as Viertel
herself had something exotic and special about them that caught attention. Even though there is
evidence of salon gatherings as a cultural practice of the upper middle classes in the US since the
mid-nineteenth century, they were limited, as in Europe, predominantly to the metropolitan
regions, especially the East Coast, but also the southern states.[40] Los Angeles and its environs,
by contrast, was a largely rural region until the establishment of the ﬁlm industry in the 1920s
and 1930s. Bourgeois visiting and socializing practices were rarely established in this
sociocultural milieu, which is why there seems to have been no genuine salon culture in Los
Angeles that Salka Viertel could have connected to with her gatherings. Also, Viertel as a person,
who cultivated to some extent a quite liberal and independent artistic lifestyle[41] and furthermore
apparently embodied the European educated bourgeoisie,[42] seemed to have aroused an
impression in Hollywood society, which was noticed by the Viertel couple and reﬂected in their
letters. For example, during his more than four-year stay in London between 1934 and 1938,
Berthold Viertel reported to his wife on several occasions that he was approached by Americans
who had just visited London with remarks about her and her salon on Mabery Road:
They say you’re big and strong, that you’re beyond the scope, beyond the scope of Hollywood. They all say
you’re “ﬁne” and “a peach”—and “grand.” But with all of them, through this coarseness, which with Americans
means or is supposed to mean shamefulness of heart, rings through a great warmth that they have for you, and
respect, high respect, that’s universal.[43]

Likewise, Salka Viertel herself noticed an interested reaction from the Americans towards her
person; for example: “The impression I have on people here is really surprising.”[44] Film scholar
Gertraud Steiner summarizes these impressions and at the same time searches for their origin,
when she writes: “Her ‘old world’ charm, which came from a sunken world, the bourgeoisie of
Galicia, which at that time belonged to the Austro-Hungarian monarchy, undoubtedly gave her a
special ﬂair, which could not be found elsewhere in Hollywood.”[45] This “special ﬂair” was
certainly on the one hand the magnet that attracted guests of diﬀerent cultural backgrounds to
the Sunday gatherings. On the other hand, it marked the salon as an interstitial space of cultural
translation,[46] which, in the case of the Viertels, brought with it a constant and apparently tedious
self-explanation, as Salka Viertel reﬂected:
I became aware that we were constantly explaining ourselves to our American friends, trying to convey our
identity and what really possessed us, who we were. Berthold’s futile eﬀorts to communicate made me unhappy
and I hated when he touched upon matters which I knew his new associates would not understand.[47]

Bachmann-Medick comments: “In these ‘transit zones’ of transformation, translation is a practice
embedded in a critical engagement with the tug of war between antagonistic cultural aﬃliations,
meanings and requirements. ‘Translated men,’ as [Salman] Rushdie calls them, are human
beings translated from one culture to another; however, in the process they also develop forms of
self-translation themselves.”[48]

Salka Viertel’s Eﬀorts as a Cultural Broker
[5] As Salka Viertel and her family had been living in Los Angeles since 1928 and had developed
close professional as well as personal ties to key players in the Hollywood ﬁlm industry during the
1930s, many artists and intellectuals who ﬂed Europe during the Nazi dictatorship turned to
Viertel for support on diﬀerent concerns. Still in her papers at the Deutsches Literaturarchiv
Marbach are, for example, plenty of letters of request in which mostly Jewish petitioners ask for
help with the issue of an aﬃdavit so their relatives or friends would be able to emigrate from
Europe to the US.[49] Also because of Viertel’s professional success, many sought connections and
contacts to the ﬁlm industry. Furthermore, her inside knowledge enabled her to mediate cultural
practices and strategies—such as negotiation tactics, but also the development of artistic
subjects and projects that potentially could be of interest for the ﬁlm industry—for (successful)
work in Hollywood.[50] Indeed, there is evidence in Berthold Viertel’s letters that European exiles
who wanted to gain a professional foothold in Hollywood in the 1930–50s were intentionally sent
to Salka Viertel and her social gatherings. During his time in London, but also in New York, he
repeatedly announces to his wife new arrivals in Los Angeles, asking that she advise them and
introduce them at her gatherings to the appropriate circles.[51] In this way, she became a “cultural
broker”[52] who used her salon to build up networks.[53] For example, it was at one of her
gatherings that Bertolt Brecht was introduced to Charles Laughton, which led to their
collaboration on the English version of Brecht’s play Leben des Galilei and ﬁnally to its
performance at the Los Angeles Coronet Theater in 1947. Also, Billy Wilder’s ﬁrst Hollywood
contacts were established at Viertel’s salon, and for the young writer and family friend
Christopher Isherwood she arranged a job at her own employer MGM.[54]
However, although it seems to be obvious that many of those who emigrated from Europe were
potentially very useful for the young and still developing Hollywood ﬁlm industry and vice versa,
there were at times considerable communication problems, which were not only due to language
diﬃculties but also concerned matters of culture. Viertel’s salon was a place where these cultural
diﬀerences might potentially be negotiated and translated. Nevertheless, it is important to
underline that “translation is … not a simple transfer process, but a negotiation of resistance and
an ongoing transformation process that results from the superimpositions characteristic of
migration.”[55] In fact, various comments by contemporary witnesses conﬁrm that these
encounters did not always proceed without conﬂict and that resistance actually did have to be
negotiated. Therefore, the gatherings were without doubt in some ways perceived as challenging.
Christopher Isherwood, who lived as a subtenant on Mabery Road for a time, wrote in a diary
entry from December 1939 that he wished Salka Viertel would invite fewer people and select
them in a “less ill-assorted” manner.[56] What exactly Isherwood wanted to express with this
formulation and what speciﬁcally bothered him about the composition of the guests cannot be
deﬁnitively retraced anymore. In any case, for the social conditions of Hollywood, it was not only
the refuge-related internationality that was unusual but also the mingling of the various degrees
of leverage and celebrity. Literary scholar Helga Schreckenberger remarks on this: “With this
practice of mixing the powerful with the unknown, Viertel deﬁed Hollywood’s hierarchy, which
was deﬁned by income and inﬂuence.”[57]
Moreover, in his autobiography, Peter Viertel, who was born in Dresden but migrated to the US at
the age of eight and whose cultural socialization can be considered strongly US-American to the
discontent of his parents,[58] also gives a pointed anecdotal version of the cultural, and most likely
also generational, challenges of understanding and translation.[59] He himself, his ﬁrst wife

Virginia Schulberg, his friend the writer Irwin Shaw, and his wife Marian were among the regulars
of the Sunday afternoons during the mid-1940s. He sketches the following scene as characteristic
of the communication between the guests:
The four of us were united in a common front against the European regular guests, who, no matter what
innovative American play, or even ﬁlm, was mentioned, would dismiss it with the words “Oh, that was done in
Berlin in the twenties” or “We’ve seen that done before.” Jigee [Virginia Schulberg] said: “I suppose if fascism
ever comes to America, they’ll say, ‘oh, we had that in Germany long ago,’” a ﬂippant remark that provoked only
polite laughter at the tea table.[60]

It is evident at this point that there was a need for intermediation at diﬀerent levels in any case.
And even if Peter Viertel describes himself and his friends as a “common front,” thus
emphasizing confrontation and the lack of understanding between two supposedly homogenous
groups, the exchange in the protected space of the salon ensures that people have to face and
deal with each other:
Cross-cultural translation is a continuous process, which serves as much as constitutes the cohabitation of people
who can aﬀord neither occupying the same space nor mapping that common space in their own, separate ways.
No act of translation leaves either of the partners intact. Both emerge from their encounter changed, diﬀerent at
the end of the act from they were at its beginning.[61]

Nevertheless, it is important to state that these encounters at Viertel’s salon were by no means
on common ground, as there was a considerable imbalance of power between the two parties.
There was “the migrant culture of the ‘in-between,’ the minority position,”[62] which consisted of
people who had been mostly successful in their European home countries before their migration,
and the majority position, which consisted of people already working in or leading the ﬁlm
industry.
[6] One remarkable example that points to the fragilities of the translational processes as well as
to the power gap within Salka Viertel’s networks is the canceled collaboration between the
composer Arnold Schoenberg and the ﬁlm producer Irving Thalberg. This episode is now
considered to be paradigmatic of the diﬃcult relationship between Schoenberg and the
Hollywood ﬁlm industry.[63] Nevertheless, author Donna Rifkind stresses in her recent Viertel
biography The Sun and Her Stars: Salka Viertel and Hitler’s Exiles in the Golden Age of Hollywood
that the prominent Thalberg-Schoenberg chapter was a story not just of two creative persons but
actually of a cultural network and its agents, in which Salka Viertel played a central role:
Salka’s position as a cultural broker between the two men shows that Thalberg and Schoenberg, each often
portrayed as a stubbornly independent genius, operated as everyone does within a network of connections,
without which they could not function. No one understood this network better, or maneuvered through it more
eﬀectively, than Salka.[64]

For this incident we have to rely mainly on Viertel’s report in her autobiography. The challenges
of this type of source material, especially with regard to the aspect of “self-fashioning,” have
already been discussed at the beginning of this article.[65] And even if the inner details of the
meeting cannot be veriﬁed, it can be reasonably assumed that the meeting took place, since
contemporary witnesses, who could have contradicted this account, were still alive at the time of
the publication. On the contrary, Marta Feuchtwanger, for instance, emphasized in her memoirs

that Viertel would have generally reported very cautiously: “Because her discreetness was so
great; the most interesting things she didn’t write, although it would have been a great sensation
here.”[66]
In the previously mentioned passage of her autobiography, Viertel reports that she was
commissioned by her supervisor at MGM, Irving Thalberg, to arrange a meeting with Arnold
Schoenberg in order to persuade him to write the music for the ﬁlm The Good Earth. Thalberg,
who had heard a New York Philharmonic radio concert featuring Schoenberg’s early string sextet
Verklärte Nacht, op. 4, and considered the style to ﬁt the ﬁlm perfectly, also requested her to
participate in the meeting as a translator. Viertel agreed and instructed both parties
diplomatically in advance. She explained to Thalberg that meanwhile Schoenberg had given up
the late romantic style of Verklärte Nacht and had started to compose in the twelve-tone
technique, which might be challenging for some people. Also, she warned Schoenberg that
although Thalberg was eager to engage an established composer for the ﬁlm, he most likely
would interfere with diﬀerent aspects of the composition.[67] During the meeting, she not only
assisted with language problems but actually also supported cultural understanding, for example
by reciting at Schoenberg’s request parts of his Pierrot Lunaire in order to give Thalberg an idea
of how the sound of the The Good Earth’s ﬁlm music might turn out and how Schoenberg was
planning to work with the actors. Schoenberg also conveyed to Thalberg that in his opinion all
music in ﬁlms is terrible, so he would not agree to the collaboration unless he was given
complete control over the sound, including the spoken words of the actors. Viertel reports that
after the conference Thalberg confessed to her his fascination with Schoenberg: “This is a
remarkable man.”[68] Still he was convinced that the composer would write the music on the
studio’s terms. The next morning Viertel got a phone call from Gertrud Schoenberg, who declared
that her husband would only participate in the project if he had complete control over the sound
of the ﬁlm, including the dialogue, and that he would charge twice the salary. Although Thalberg
seems to have been impressed by Schoenberg as a person and an artist, he could not agree to
the composer’s demands and commissioned Herbert Strothart, the composer of, among other
things, Queen Christina, with the composition of the ﬁlm score.[69] What becomes evident in this
example is the already mentioned imbalance of power within Salka Viertel’s networks. Despite
her eﬀorts as a cultural broker in creating Third Spaces of cultural translation where cultural
diﬀerences could be negotiated, the culture of the US-American majority clearly dominated. The
better the European immigrants adapted to that system, the better they succeeded, as shown by
the careers of Salka Viertel, Billy Wilder, or Hanns Eisler (before his accusations of communistic
engagements).
Berthold Viertel’s transition to life within US culture was apparently much harder than his wife’s,
for after only a few years he left California. In order to ﬁnd a professional livelihood as a director
and writer, and certainly also to escape Hollywood society, he lived between 1930 and 1950
mainly in New York or London. Only occasionally, mostly during summer, was he present in Los
Angeles. Retrospective accounts reveal that, like many European emigrants in California, he had
diﬃculties settling in and rejected the capitalist orientation of Hollywood’s ﬁlm industry. About
him, composer Hanns Eisler told musicologist Hans Bunge: “Berthold Viertel, the extraordinary
[70]
director and poet of distinction, was in a very miserable situation in Hollywood. It was terrible!”
In a letter to his wife, Viertel reﬂects quite objectively on his incompatibility with the Hollywood
system: “Obviously I’m not up to the brutality of this machine, the mentality of these machine
people. I’m not able to assert myself.”[71]
With this kind of cultural alienation regarding the market structures of the ﬁlm industry, Berthold

Viertel was by no means an exceptional case within the émigré community, as shown, for
example, by the anecdote of the failure of the collaboration between Arnold Schoenberg and
Irving Thalberg.

Music Cultural Translation Processes in Salka Viertel’s
Salon and Networks
[7] Within Salka Viertel’s salon network, practices of successful as well as failed (music-)cultural
translation can be traced not only in the form of composition commissions but also in forms of
performing and listening to music from diﬀerent cultures, in music-theoretical writings, such as
the book Composing for the Films by Hanns Eisler and Theodor W. Adorno,[72] or in the
compositions themselves. After all, when music and musicians migrate from one “language and
sound context” (“Sprach- und Klangkontext”)[73] to another, they inevitably enter into translation
processes. Music is presented diﬀerently depending on the interpreter and the place, and in
diﬀerent places there are diﬀerent instruments, so instrumentations have to be adapted or
special sound preferences incorporated into the compositions.[74] As the Schoenberg-Thalberg
example shows, these translation processes do not always have to lead to common
understanding or even appreciation, but in any case, the mere process of coming to terms with
one another leads, as the sociologist and philosopher Zygmunt Bauman puts it, to both emerging
“from their encounter changed, diﬀerent at the end of the act from they were at its beginning,”[75]
even if this change might just be being freed from illusions.
Listening to music, be it Sunday radio concerts, Beethoven recordings from the long player,[76] or
live performances, as well as making music were regular practices during the Viertel gatherings.
The styles and genres could be quite diverse and were not limited to the European-US exchange.
Once more, Christopher Isherwood’s diaries provide an idea of the activities that took place
during the salon gatherings. For example, in April 1950 he reports about a performance of a Latin
American music ensemble consisting of a Peruvian guitarist and two dancers: “As a group they
were incredibly beautiful. … The dances had an airy uncanny birdlike authority.”[77] Furthermore,
he mentions that guests also sang songs, for instance German Christmas carols in December
1939.[78]
In addition to traditional classical radio symphony concerts or records, song-singing, and Latin
American music, there were also American premieres of contemporary European composers, who
usually belonged to the salon network themselves. Salka Viertel reports, for instance, on the ﬁrst
performance of Schoenberg’s Pierrot Lunaire in Los Angeles at one of her Sunday gatherings in
1940:
Edward [Steuermann] used his summer vacations in Santa Monica to rehearse and prepare performances of
Schoenberg’s compositions, one of which, the Pierrot Lunaire, took place in our living room, with Schoenberg
conducting and the lovely Erika Wagner … speaking the text. All the literary and musical elite was present,
among others three famous conductors: Bruno Walter, Otto Klemperer and Fritz Striedy. The applause was not
unanimous, but it was led by Thomas Mann, clapping his hands heartily while Bruno Walter whispered into his
ear, obviously disapproving.[79]

Although the composition had been performed in New York three times before (1923, 1925, and
1933), in November 1940 Schoenberg presented the piece for the ﬁrst time in the city by

himself.[80] In this way, the private performance in Viertel’s salon in September that same year
served as a ﬁnal rehearsal. It would be interesting to ﬁnd a report of this performance by an
American guest, for whom the music, unless he or she had attended one of the New York
performances, was probably new and unknown. So far, however, I have only found a diary entry
by Thomas Mann, who actually praised the performance but called the composition “outdatedly
modern” (“veraltet modern”).[81]
In any case, both examples of musical performances during a salon gathering provide indications
of the function and signiﬁcance that Viertel’s salon, or salons in general, may have had for
musicians and composers: in the protected space of the salon, performances could be rehearsed
before they were presented in public in front of a larger audience. In this way, the response to
new compositions could be tested and an exchange between listeners and performers or
composers could take place prior to a piece or performance having to face public criticism.
Furthermore, newly arrived musicians and ensembles were able to promote themselves in a
smaller circle and hope to make use of the networks surrounding the salon circle. Since there was
a lot of overlap between audience and performers in salon gatherings, a central point was
certainly also the simple pleasure of making or listening to music. For the émigré community of
Salka Viertel’s salon, this was presumably accompanied by the memory of music they had heard
or performed in Europe. In the case of Pierrot Lunaire, at least three persons can be identiﬁed
who were present both at the Berlin premiere in 1912 and at the Los Angeles premiere in
Viertel’s living room in 1940: the salonnière herself, her brother Eduard Steuermann, and Arnold
Schoenberg.
A composition that again focuses more on the failed cultural translation and mediation is the
already mentioned song cycle Hollywood Songbook by Viertel’s salon guest Hanns Eisler. It is
considered an artistic trace of the experience of alienation in relation to the living and working
conditions in Californian exile and can be regarded as part of both European and US domestic
music practice.[82] Songs were composed, marketed, interpreted, and received by both men and
women in large quantities on both sides of the Atlantic, especially during the long nineteenth
century. For some composers, songs were even the genre with which they were able to secure
most of their income.[83] Hanns Eisler, on the contrary, seems to have approached the
composition of his Hollywood songs with contrary motivations. Financially secure, he had no need
and obviously no ambition to compose the pieces for a market. They rather seem to have
emerged from a kind of daily compositional exercise, as he and Bertolt Brecht emphasize in their
statements:
That was in that gloomy, eternal spring of Hollywood, when I told Brecht after we met again in America: “That’s
the classic place to write elegies!” There are the Roman Elegies by Goethe, which are one of my favorite works,
which Brecht also admired very much, and we have to create something there now; one is not unpunished in
Hollywood, one simply has to describe it. And Brecht promised to do that and then he brought me, I think, 8
Hollywood elegies ... . Well, there’s not much to say about it, I composed them and then often performed them at
home to the delight of Brecht and my friends. ... I wrote almost every day at least one song, sometimes more,
after a text by Brecht or someone else, e.g. Hölderlin or Pascal. And on a big folder I wrote “Hollywood Songbook”
or “Hollywood Journal,” I don’t remember it anymore, and said: That’s my pastime. That was what I did besides
work. Because I wrote quite diﬀerent things for work in Hollywood—orchestral works, mostly orchestral works.[84]

[8] In Eisler’s work on the songbook, the daily compositional practice and the collaboration with
Brecht seem to have had greater signiﬁcance than the resulting product in the form of a
consistent song cycle. This is further supported by the fact that the cycle is indeed unﬁnished and

it is not entirely certain which songs the composer ultimately had intended for it.[85] Thus the work
on the songs for Brecht and Eisler could have fulﬁlled a function very similar to that of Salka
Viertel’s Sunday salon for the émigré community in general: both were learned and familiar
cultural practices that corresponded to personal values and identities. They could be practiced
together with familiar people and in a known and ﬂuent (sound) language; or, in reference to
Berthold Viertel’s quotation about his wife’s salon: both practices functioned as havens. In his
Arbeitsjournal, especially in the years 1942/43, Brecht, too, repeatedly describes joint work on or
private performances of parts of the song cycle,[86] emphasizing the mutual beneﬁts:
For me his musical setting is what a performance is for dramatic plays: the test. He [Hanns Eisler] reads with
enormous precision. In the latter poem he polemicizes against the word “work” and is only satisﬁed when I
replace it with “poem” or “verse.” In the poem “In den Weiden am Sund” he cuts “over the rulers” because this
way the poem seems purer to him.[87]

Written evidence of a performance of excerpts from the Hollywood Songbook on one of Viertel’s
Sunday afternoons is still missing. However, since musical performances including song-singing
and listening to music during the gatherings were common, since both Brecht and Eisler were
regular salon guests, and since a poem by Berthold Viertel is part of the song cycle, it is likely
that some of the songs were also performed on Mabery Road.
Even though most of the poems of the Hollywood Songbook are by Bertolt Brecht and the genesis
can be understood as a joint exile work by the two artists, the collection also contains texts by
other (German) poets from the eighteenth and nineteenth century, for example by Friedrich
Hölderlin, Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, and Joseph von Eichendorﬀ. In addition to the Brecht
poems, however, Eisler included only two texts by contemporary poets: one by himself and, as
just mentioned, one by Berthold Viertel. The latter, in his poem “Kalifornischer Herbst” (1943),
sets a further memorial to the ﬁg tree, which already appeared in Salka Viertel’s description of
the house on Mabery Road:
Kalifornischer Herbst
Die Leiter blieb noch unterm Feigenbaume stehen,
Doch er ist gelb und längst schon leer gegessen
Von Schnäbeln und von Mündern, wem’s zuerst geglückt.
Wird ihn der nächste Sommer grün und reich beladen sehen,
Und kam der Friede unterdessen,
Mag es ein anderer sein, der hier die Feigen pﬂückt.
Wir wären dann in kältere Breiten heimgegangen:
Dort wächst kein Feigenbaum, und höchstens noch der Wein,
Ja, Äpfel, Birnen, Kirschen, wenn auch nicht Zitronen.
Trotzdem gedeihn die Kinder dort mit roten Wangen,
Und fällt der Schnee, wir werden um so frischer sein
[88]
Und gern im wieder frei gewordenen Winter wohnen.

Similar to the example of Berthold Viertel, the topics of the poems of the Hollywood Songbook
revolve primarily around the living situation in exile, the unreachable European homeland and
identity, and concerns about the war, as well as alienation from and a lack of understanding of
the American cultural environment, especially the capitalist culture industry. However, Brecht’s
poems are generally much more critical than the rather melancholically wistful lyrics of Berthold
Viertel. Especially in the so-called ﬁve Hollywood Elegies (“Unter den grünen Pfeﬀerbäumen,”

“Die Stadt ist nach den Engeln genannt,” “Jeden Morgen, mein Brot zu verdienen,” “Diese Stadt
hat mich belehrt,” and “In den Hügeln wird Gold gefunden”), Brecht critically examines the
creation of art under capitalist conditions and the experiences of the artists associated with it, for
example:
Jeden Morgen mein Brot zu verdienen
Gehe ich zum Markt, wo Lügen verkauft werden.
Hoﬀnungsvoll
Reihe ich mich ein zwischen die Verkäufer.[89]

The concise language of this poem can also be found in the other elegies. According to Eisler it
had a therapeutic function for Brecht:
It’s amazing how a whole thing gets torn up in four lines. The scarcity then took over Brecht in other things as
well. … The horrible idyll of this landscape, which in and of itself is the brainchild of land speculation, because the
landscape itself gives away nothing at all. … In this strange, whitewashed idyll, one must express oneself
concisely. One suﬀers from a lack of concentration in this monstrous oceanic climate. Brecht also complained
about his health, that everything was too lukewarm and too mild for him, that there were no diﬀerences between
the seasons, and that this eternal ﬂower blossoming already made him vomit. He was very bitter about it. That
led him to this very concise style as an antidote. “You can’t let yourself go when the air is so mild,” he said.[90]

Parts of Brecht’s poetic work in exile, but also the self-expressions of both artists, led to Los
Angeles gaining a complex and critical reputation as place of exile during World War II. The USAmerican literary scholar Ehrhard Bahr, for example, is quite explicit with the statement: “It was
Bertolt Brecht who gave Los Angeles a bad name in German literature.”[91] According to him,
however, this bad reputation is based on a one-sided interpretation of Brecht’s exile poetry as
purely mimetic, which it is not. The poems rather pointed to his need to transfer the utopian
images of Los Angeles and Hollywood into an allegory of a prototype of a modernist capitalistic
metropolis. This prototype fulﬁlled the function of a heterotopia within his exile work.[92] The
interpretation becomes more complex through Brecht’s concept of poetic realism, although this
is again less mimetic than critically oriented: “For Brecht, realism was obviously not a
photographic reﬂection of reality, but instead a creative projection that demonstrated a critical
attitude.”[93] Consequently, the songs do not so much oﬀer insight into a concrete place of exile
as show traces of life in exile itself.
[9] The fact that the alienation from the US-American culture (industry) in Brecht’s poetry and
Eisler’s setting may have been interpreted a little too much on the side of mimesis seems to be
an important objection. But nevertheless, it is equally undisputed that there actually was
alienation and non-understanding felt within the émigré community and that precisely for this
reason interstitial spaces of translation such as Salka Viertel’s salon and her role as a cultural
broker and mediator were of central importance. Characteristically, and in some respects also
tragically, Viertel herself beneﬁted little from her diverse social activities, networking, and
cultural translation work in the very end, after her initial professional success as a Hollywood
screenplay writer. Furthermore, it was particularly because of her social activities within the
émigré community and her friendship with and support of Bertolt Brecht and Hanns Eisler, who
were both accused of communism and ﬁnally interrogated by the House of Un-American Activities
Committee (HUAC) in 1948, that Salka Viertel and her house on Mabery Road were recognized as
a center of the émigré community and put under surveillance by the FBI, who called her a “Salon
Communist” from 1942 on.[94] This reveals the downside of her exotic nimbus and the “special
ﬂair”[95] of her salon: the alienation of US-American social circles that were not connected to the

Hollywood art and ﬁlm scene with regard to the lifestyles of some members of the émigré
community. These reservations are made explicit in the Viertels’ FBI ﬁles. Here, the immediate
neighbors in Santa Monica claim to have little contact with the family and describe the living
situation in the house as “a ‘mess.’”[96] This can be read as a reference both to the extramarital
partnerships of Salka and Berthold Viertel[97] and to their connections to Hollywood’s gay
community.[98] These alienations concerning the leftist and liberal political attitudes and life
concepts dominating the Viertel’s house led to accusations of communist sentiment and thus to
spying by the FBI. After the interrogations of Brecht and Eisler, Salka Viertel suspected that she
was on the Hollywood gray or even black list, because she was no longer able to get work as a
screenplay writer in Hollywood.[99] In the mid-1950s, her ﬁnancial diﬃculties were so severe that
she had to sell the house on Mabery Road to the director and producer John Housman. He
comments on this:
By the mid-ﬁfties the great era of Salka’s “salon” was over. So was her privileged position at MGM. … Most of her
celebrated émigrés who had used her house as their meeting place during and after the war had returned to
Europe. Many of her friends and neighbors … had been driven to Europe by the witch hunt.[100]

Viertel temporarily rented her former own house, then lived in smaller apartments in Los Angeles
or with friends. However, with the abandonment of the house, her salon lost its material
foundation and the Sunday gatherings came to an end. In addition, the remigration of prominent
members of the émigré community to Europe during the 1950s made the salon’s function as a
space of cultural translation obsolete. Yet, as the surveillance of the FBI shows, Salka Viertel
created as a salonnière a space of intercultural communication and exchange, a homely haven
for the émigré community as well as an artistic laboratory that mattered in Los Angeles during
Hollywood’s so-called Golden Age.[101]

Afterthoughts
This article presented and discussed the potentials and limitations of both Salka Viertel’s salon in
Los Angeles as a space of cultural translation and Viertel herself as a cultural broker. It became
evident that, on the one hand, encounters in the salon led to successful artistic cooperation (such
as the collaboration between Charles Laughton and Bertolt Brecht or the career of Gottfried
Reinhardt inside the Hollywood ﬁlm industry) and the experience of new but also familiar musiccultural impressions (such as the performances of the Latin American Music ensemble and of
Pierrot Lunaire, as well as the practice of listening to symphonic music on the radio or the long
player). Furthermore, Viertel was able to act as a cultural broker due to her professional and
personal connections as well as her inside knowledge of the ﬁlm industry. Because of these
capabilities, she was able to mediate cultural practices and strategies for (successful) work in
Hollywood to the European newcomers and likewise provide the ﬁlm industry with new material,
in terms of both personnel and new ideas or creative subjects.
On the other hand, the pronounced imbalance of power within Salka Viertel’s networks was
repeatedly evident. It is important to stress this aspect, as the encounters at Viertel’s salon were,
as already mentioned, apparently not on common ground. The émigré community, which
consisted of people who had been mostly successful in their European home countries before
their migration, were in the position of a minority in comparison to the people already working in

or leading the ﬁlm industry. The better the European immigrants adapted to that system, the
better they succeeded, as shown by the careers of, for example, Billy Wilder, Gottfried Reinhardt,
Hanns Eisler (before his accusations of communistic engagements), and Salka Viertel.
However, failed artistic projects (such as Salka Viertel and Bertolt Brecht’s unrealized screenplay
or the canceled collaboration between Arnold Schoenberg and Irving Thalberg) as well as
biographical ruptures caused by migration (such as the end of Salka Viertel’s career as an actress
and the break in Helene Weigel’s acting career) are at least as interesting to study in this context
as they in turn draw attention to untranslatabilities or to situations in which cultural practices
were not relatable in a certain space and at a certain time. In this regard, in her article “Perpetual
Transformation: Translating Music into New Spaces” Christina Richter-Ibáñez raises the question
of whether it is even important to evaluate whether cultural translation succeeds or fails. She
moreover asks about the criteria that could be applied in this context: “Is it the commercial
success on the present or the historical long-term eﬀect that decides, the emphasis on diﬀerence
or its leveling? Or is the focus on the description of processes?”[102] The reason why the study of
Viertel’s salon is so rewarding in terms of cultural translation as well as cultural history is that all
the listed cases can actually be found in this particular space of translation: great failure as well
as the immediate medium for signiﬁcant commercial success and also historical long-term eﬀects
in both positive and negative respects. This structural complexity, which has certainly always
been inherent to salon gatherings as such, is in this case once again potentiated by the particular
and likewise challenging situation of exile.
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