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1. The cinematic Kaiser: a non-threatening German
2. The ordeals of Kaiser Bill: denied power and masculinity

The Ger man em pe ror Wil helm II (1859-1941) be longs no wa days to po‐ 
pu lar culture, not to say to in ter na tio nal folk lore. Chan ted on French
and Bel gian play grounds for se ve ral de cades, the nur se ry rhyme,
“Guillaume le mé chant homme qui a tué des mil lions d’hommes, sa
femme l’Im pé ra trice qui est la reine des sau cisses” (William the bad
man who killed mil lions of men, his wife the Em press who is the
queen of sau sages) illus trates the trans for ma tion of the im pe rial fi‐ 
gure into the butt of the joke, a ran dom man who does not ins pire
awe and fear 1. With all the ce le bra tions and re search ac ti vi ties re la‐ 
ted to the cen ten nial, the his to ri cal ac cu ra cy of the Ger man Kai ser
has been rees ta bli shed, yet we have to consi der that his gran diose
image was shat te red as early as the years of the Great War. Be cause
of his obs ti na cy and final de feat, Wil helm II is not often re mem be red
as a res pec ted regal au tho ri ty. This de se cra tion is exem pli fied by the
va rious ni ck names he re cei ved from his child hood to the end of his
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reign, some of them still being used today: Reise- Kaiser (travelling- 
Emperor) or Gon do la–Billy be cause of the time he spent on boats,
Wilhelm- der-Plotzliche (William- the-Sudden) be cause he was very
im pul sive (Fi scher 1909� 95), Alarm Fritz among sol diers (e.g. Aspen
Tri bune 1898), and Kai ser Bill in English- speaking coun tries. The Kai‐ 
ser was also the re cur rent sub ject of dra wings and ca ri ca tures cir cu‐ 
la ting in news pa pers and post cards pu bli shed by the Al lied po wers,
and his co mi cal down fall was ac ce le ra ted as well by mo tion pic tures,
es pe cial ly Ame ri can pic tures, which vi vid ly par took in anti- German
pro pa gan da dis tri bu ted on both sides of the At lan tic.

Today, be cause of the pro li fe ra tion of the ima ge ry of the Kai ser, we
tend to see Wil helm II more as a vi sual cha rac ter than as a real par ti‐ 
ci pant in world his to ry. People for get about his per so nal story as a
mo narch torn bet ween Bri tish and Prus sian he ri tages and who grew
up over co ming an in fe rio ri ty com plex lin ked to the han di cap he suf‐ 
fe red as a child and the way he was chal len ged to fit into the aris to‐ 
cra tic world des pite that di sa bi li ty (Die trich 1981� 466-467). To un‐ 
ders tand how ci ne ma of fe red its own vi sion of the Em pe ror, this ar‐ 
ticle will study the de vices used by Ame ri can mo tion pic tures to build
the ci ne ma tic per so na of “Kai ser Bill”. While pro pa gan da films pro du‐ 
ced in the 1910s over lap ped dif ferent genres (his to ri cal films, me lo‐ 
dra mas, slaps tick co me dies), it is im por tant to note that the Kai ser
main ly ap pea red on screen after the Uni ted States en te red the
conflict in April 1917 and see med to be long pri ma ri ly to war- related
co me dies. Our study will the re fore use comic ma te rial: two short
liberty- bond com mer cials shot du ring the fourth li ber ty loan drive,
One Hun dred Percent Ame ri can (1918) and The Bond (1918) and two
fea tures fil med and pro du ced at the end of war, Shoul der Arms (1918)
and Yan kee Doo dle in Ber lin (1919). To mea sure to what extent Wil‐ 
helm II was tur ned into a far ci cal ci ne ma tic ar che type, we will first
focus on his clow nish looks and at tire which de bunk the myth of the
fe ro cious Ger man and then we will ana lyze the way he was de nied
power and au tho ri ty in Ame ri can films.
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1. The ci ne ma tic Kai ser: a non- 
threatening Ger man
The ci ne ma tic image of Kai ser Bill rein ves ted the tra di tio nal im pe rial
pa ra pher na lia lam poo ned in dra wings and ca ri ca tures: the Pi ckel‐ 
haube or spi ked hel met (or a hel met with the im pe rial eagle), the up‐ 
tur ned mus tache with stiff waxed tips, the im mense cum ber some
cape, the array of me dals and the ir ri table frown. The em pe ror’s ap‐ 
pea rance and be ha vior make him ea si ly iden ti fiable like a sort of
clown, a cha rac ter vi sual ly “mar ked out from eve ry day mem bers of
so cie ty” thanks to his clo thing and the ac ces so ries he uses (At tar do:
2014� 132).

3

Be cause of his so phis ti ca ted cos tume dis playing the signs of im pe rial
power, Wil helm II, who en joyed being cal led “The Only”, is an outs‐ 
tan ding fi gure em bo dying fan ta si zed German- ness for Ame ri can and
Eu ro pean ci ne ma au diences. Dres sing up as the Kai ser was ac tual ly
part of Wil helm II’s ri tuals. In deed, he was no to rious for his pas sion
for mi li ta ry uni forms and ce re mo nies, as he loved their look but also
their mea ning. For him, they conveyed a sense of his to ry and illus tra‐ 
ted his res pect of dis ci pline and royal eti quette (Rohl 2005� 122-123).

4

He pos ses sed a very large col lec tion of uni forms from every Prus sian
re gi ment, naval forces and also fo rei gn ar mies, along with the co or di‐ 
na ted ac ces so ries. Some of his re la tives re por ted that he chan ged
into dif ferent uni forms se ve ral times a day (Van der Kiste 2013� 67;
Tu cker 2014� 1665). We may won der if he was playing the role of the
Great Au to crat or if he real ly or sin ce re ly be lie ved in this dis play of
cos tumes sup po sed ly re pre sen ting power. His love of uni forms and
pa rades was well- known among the Ger man po pu la tion who took a
fancy to royal events and galas that be came po pu lar mass en ter tain‐ 
ments and Ger man sub jects even star ted col lec ting pic tures of the
Em pe ror which were consu med like ce le bri ty col lec tibles. The la vi sh‐ 
ness and spec tacle as so cia ted with the glit te ring pa rades and the
Kai ser’s out fits re min ded people of the actor’s cos tumes and a form
of thea tri ca li ty (Gilio 2012� 422-423). It seems that loo king at the Em‐ 
pe ror was like en joying an ela bo rate show ra ther than ad mi ring an al‐ 
migh ty so ve rei gn. Wil helm II was not so much a mo narch but a per‐ 
for mer. Early Hol ly wood plays on this pas sion for the dis play of gran ‐
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deur and at tacks his ar ti fi cia li ty and in com pe tence. The Kai ser’s cos‐ 
tume ap pears pa ra doxi cal ly as an as ser tion of the power Wil helm II
would like to re present and as a real hin drance to per for ming his du‐ 
ties as a po li ti cal lea der. For example, the im po sing cape which pre‐ 
vents him from mo ving free ly and the hel met he can not keep straight
on his head dis cre dit him. His clothes and hat are ill- fitting and make
him look clum sy and in ap pro priate. But the Kai ser’s so phis ti ca ted
uni form can also be in ter pre ted as a means to conceal his own state
of in se cu ri ty re la ted the va rious roles he had to per form and his lack
of un ders tan ding of mo dern Ger ma ny, which was evol ving from a
feu dal so cie ty to an in dus trial coun try (Die trich 1981� 475).

The Kai ser’s face it self is a cru cial ele ment of his cos tume, re min ding
the vie wer of a kind of mask with a com pli ca ted mustache- do and an
em pha si zed ex pres sion of dis content. Re mi nis cent of the tra di tion of
thea tri cal masks which dis tor ted cer tain phy si cal fea tures, it is a form
of aes the tic dis guise pre ven ting ac cess to the man’s iden ti ty, fee lings
and dis course (At tar do 2014� 484). Masks are sup po sed to illus trate a
man’s se cond na ture or can be used to cause fright or shock to es ta‐ 
blish a sense of dis tance. They may re veal the true- self of some cha‐ 
rac ters, sho wing what lies be hind the fa çade of so- called nor ma li ty
(Görner 2007� 57).

6

Conse quent ly, The Kai ser’s mask with its dis tor ted mus tache and
exag ge ra ted scowl aims at de bun king the royal res pec ta bi li ty and ex‐ 
po sing the ty ran ni cal and shady na ture of the man. It is a scary re pre‐ 
sen ta tion of the em pe ror as the epi tome of the Ger man vil lain with
the most des pi cable ins tincts, the blood- thirsty Hun who rapes
women and kills ba bies. Ho we ver, Kai ser Bill is less frigh te ning than
he is sup po sed to be be cause his fa cial ex pres sion and fea tures bor‐ 
row from vi sual ele ments that are fa mi liar to ci ne ma au diences. In‐ 
deed, the threa te ning whis kers and an angry glare are very si mi lar to
those of slaps tick rogues, played by Eric Camp bell 2 for ins tance, or
un friend ly “keys tone kops/cops” known to be in com petent tor men‐ 
ters of poor ci ti zens. Ford Ster ling, who played the Kai ser in Mack
Sen nett’s Yan kee Doo dle in Ber lin, was fa mous for his re pea ted roles
as a stu pid po lice of fi cer and he used the same ac ting style to por tray
the Kai ser as a “gri ma cing and ges ti cu la ting” cha rac ter (Erick son
2012� 22).
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The Kai ser is gra dual ly trans for med into a cus to ma ry in ade quate re‐ 
pre sen ta tive of power.

8

For ins tance, in the epi logue of One Hun dred Percent Ame ri can star‐ 
ring Mary Pick ford as Mayme, a young Ame ri can sa ving money to
sup port the war ef fort, the Kai ser (un cre di ted) is re pre sen ted as a
car ni va lesque cha rac ter be lon ging to a fair ground at trac tion. He ap‐ 
pears as a clum sy tightrope- walker trying to re treat to wards Ger ma‐ 
ny on a beam re pre sen ting the Hi den burg Line, the in ter title “The
Grand March – ba ck wards” stres sing the de feat and the co war dice of
Ger man forces after Ame ri can in ter ven tion. Wil helm II is laden with
pa ckages re pre sen ting his many bur dens: Atro ci ties, Mi li ta rism, Kul‐ 
tur, Brute Force, Au to cra cy and Clown Prince (writ ten on a lit tle cof‐ 
fin). The sa ti ri cal al lu sion to the in ade qua cy of the Ger man Crown
Prince is a com mon trope found in other films. Mayme aims at the
Kai ser with a ba se ball re pre sen ting the li ber ty bonds and knocks him
over. The scene evokes the Aunt Sally game in which people throw a
stick at a far off fi gure. Here the fi gure is not the tra di tio nal old maid
with a pipe but the pa the tic em pe ror who is ag gres si ve ly at ta cked by
vir gi nal Mayme who tries to de feat ei ther other ness or a form of au‐ 
tho ri ty consi de red ille gi ti mate. As the film ope ned on a scene in
Coney Is land where the he roine lis tens to a pa trio tic speech given by
a four- minute man 3, the final scene can be read as a re min der of the
fun fair and bea ting the awk ward Kai ser seems as easy and ex ci ting as
a game of skill. When he rolls his eyes des pe ra te ly be fore fal ling in the
soup, Wil helm II does not re semble an ho no rable em pe ror but a gri‐ 
ma cing buf foon over thrown by an in no cent young Ame ri can whose
power lies in her convic tions and pa trio tism.

9

Ame ri can silent war co me dies ma na ged to create a new en ga ging and
un threa te ning Kai ser fi gure, very dif ferent from the image of the em‐ 
pe ror as a beast or a bar ba rian. World War One pro pa gan da re lied
main ly on the idea that Ger mans were of ano ther kind: cri mi nals, in‐ 
va ders, sa vages, can ni bals, sa dists, ty rants, ra pists, and/or men tal ly
dis tur bed (Oeh ling (https://muse.jhu.edu/results?section1=author&search1=Richa

rd%20A.%20Oehling)1973� 5). And all these in fa mous traits were sum med
up by the term “Hun” which also coded the Ger mans as Asians ra ther
than whites to as sert their di ver gence (La tham 2003� 17).

10
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Ac tual ly, Wil helm II him self in tro du ced the idea of the Ger mans as
“Huns” in a speech given at Bre me rha ven in July 1900 when the Ger‐ 
man troops were em bar king for China to help sup press the Boxer Re‐ 
bel lion (1899-1901) which op po sed Eu ro pean ex pan sion and Chris tian
mis sio na ry ac ti vi ties in Asia. The Em pe ror ex hor ted his troops to be
ins pi red by At ti la by sho wing no mercy and ta king no pri so ners
(Coupe 1980� 18):

11

Should you en coun ter the enemy, he will be de fea ted! No quar ter will
be given! Pri so ners will not be taken! Whoe ver falls into your hands
is for fei ted. Just as a thou sand years ago the Huns under their King
At ti la made a name for them selves, one that even today makes them
seem migh ty in his to ry and le gend, may the name Ger man be af fir ‐
med by you in such a way in China that no Chi nese will ever again
dare to look cross- eyed at a Ger man. 4

This speech illus trates Wil helm II’s self- assertion of bru ta li ty and
blood thirs ti ness he tried to look ter ri fying for his the ene mies and to
jus ti fy the buil ding and pre ser va tion of an em pire through vio lence.
The image of the Hun in tro du ced in 1900 was reac ti va ted in World
War One pro pa gan da pos ters and cer tain films, es pe cial ly in the Uni‐ 
ted States, and the em pha sis on the dan ge rous ani ma li ty ap plied not
only to the Kai ser but to all Ger man sol diers. Ani ma li zing the Kai ser
and Ger man sol diers was clear ly a stra te gy of be lit tle ment, and they
were com pa red to un di gni fied ani mals such as pigs, rats, snakes, apes
and spi ders to un ders core their me dio cri ty. They were also pre sen ted
as mons ters, beasts or brutes (La tham 2003, 17).

12

A fa mous Ame ri can army en list ment pos ter en tit led Des troy this Mad
Brute: En list, crea ted by Harry Ryle Hopps in 1917, de mo ni zed Ger‐ 
mans and in par ti cu lar the Kai ser by re pre sen ting him as a go rilla
with a poin ted hel met la be led “Mi li ta rism”, a turned- up mus tache,
and a blood- stained stick on which was writ ten “Kul tur”. The lust ful
beast car ried the limp half- naked body of a woman who may be seen
to re present im pe ri led Ame ri can li ber ty or even re fer ring to the rape
of Bel gium and Ger man war crimes. The Kai ser’s hu ma ni ty was ne ga‐ 
ted and he was por trayed as a vile crea ture, only ca pable of killing
and sexual ly as saul ting in no cents. Si mi lar views on the vio lence of the
em pe ror were conveyed in other illus tra tions such as Charles Dana
Gib son’s “Ci vi li za tion Tries to Re move Ger ma ny from the World

13
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Stage” pu bli shed in Life ma ga zine on March 8, 1917. 5 The car toon
shows Wil helm II fu rious ly stran gling a young woman stan ding for
Bel gium, his eyes loo king like ter ri fying black holes and ex pres sing
so me how a me cha ni cal killing ins tinct. He is so ab sor bed in his
dread ful task that he re mains una ware of Ci vi li za tion, em bo died by an
an cient god dess, trying to stop him with a crook. Re pre sen ting in ter‐ 
na tio nal af fairs as a play house, this pic ture em pha sizes the thea tri cal
di men sion of the war and pre sents the Kai ser as an actor in the cos‐ 
tume of mer ci less cruel ty while Uncle Sam and Li ber ty are just hel‐ 
pless spec ta tors, loo king on from their box seats.

De nun cia tions of the Kai ser’s ma le vo lence, greed and vi cious ness are
also to be found in such Ame ri can mo tion pic tures as Ju lian Ru pert’s
me lo dra ma The Beast of Ber lin (1918) or George Ir ving’s farce To Hell
with the Kai ser (1918) in which the Kai ser of fers his soul to the devil to
be gran ted the power to rule the world 6. The Bond, a li ber ty loan
short com mer cial, di rec ted by Cha plin, plays with the myth of the
nasty Ger man at ta cking vul ne rable women when the Kai ser (Syd
Cha plin) 7 is ready to hit Li ber ty from be hind with his sword while she
can not see him. He does not confront his enemy and makes co ward ly
plots be hind her back, but she is re scued by a fear less young Ame ri‐ 
can. The co mi ca li ty is based on Wil helm’s de fi cient mi li ta ry skills as
the Dough boy very ea si ly di sarms him, ex po sing the gau che rie and
in com pe tence of the pseudo- warlord. In the fol lo wing shot, Cha plin
ac cen tuates this lack of ta lent for bat tle when he shows the Kai ser
alone on screen, stan ding im mo bile with his sword, grun ting and yel‐ 
ling at an in vi sible enemy. He does not no tice The Tramp and his “Li‐ 
ber ty Loan- hammer” co ming to knock him down. After The Tramp
hits him four times, the Kai ser lies mo tion less on the floor, com ple te‐ 
ly de fea ted. The scene with the gi gan tic mal let re minds the au dience
of the tra di tio nal wea pon used by clowns du ring their acts to chal‐ 
lenge their part ners and reas serts the Kai ser’s far ci cal di men sion.

14

Ac tual ly, the co me dies we are ana ly zing par ted from the un for gi ving
vi sion of the Kai ser as a brute be cause they adop ted a more mo de rate
sa ti ri cal vi sion, tes ti fying to Ame ri can mixed fee lings to wards Ger‐ 
mans be fore the coun try en te red the war. It is ne ces sa ry to re mem‐ 
ber that if Eu ro pean al lies were dee ply es tran ged from their Ger man
foes, the Uni ted States coun ted many German- born im mi grants or
ci ti zens with Ger man pa ren tage in the ci ties of the Mid west like Chi‐
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ca go or Mil wau kee where they re pre sen ted a si gni fi cant pro por tion
of the po pu la tion. They for med a ra ther weal thy and well- assimilated
com mu ni ty, suf fe ring far less from the at tacks of Na ti vists than Sou‐ 
thern and Eastern- European im mi grants (Ellis 1997� 183-185).
German- Americans sha red a strong anti- British sen ti ment, along
with Irish im mi grants 8; they did not want their new coun try to side
with Great Bri tain and cal led for US neu tra li ty. Mo reo ver, Ger man
Jews who had come to the Uni ted States were in fluen ced by the Wil‐ 
he mine culture that they had re cei ved and their dis trust to wards
Rus sia be cause of the nu me rous po groms. As a re sult, the Ger man
cause ap pea led to cer tain Ame ri cans and some re gions de ve lo ped
pro- German sen ti ments (Gra ham 2010� 25).

Al though German- Americans were consi de red a threat due to their
sus pec ted di vi ded loyal ties 9 and were tar ge ted by harsh mob vio‐ 
lence and oc ca sio nal ly in dic ted under the 1917 Es pio nage Act and 1918
Se di tion Act, they still en joyed a form of res pect in a world do mi na ted
by Anglo- Saxon culture. We can consi der that they in ha bi ted the
same mind set as Anglo- Americans be cause they all sup por ted the
same Eu ro cen tric ideo lo gies based on the su pre ma cy of whi te ness.
Du ring the war, they may have been la bel led as de viant ene mies in
Ame ri ca, but never as in fe rior beings, contra ry to other eth nic
groups. Conse quent ly, re pre sen ting Ger mans to the Ame ri can po pu‐ 
la tion which was pre do mi nant ly white and in clu ded a si gni fi cant pro‐ 
por tion of people of Ger man des cent was pro ble ma tic (La tham 2003�
16).

16

The Uni ted States see med to be torn bet ween a strong re jec tion of
any thing Ger man due to the war and the rem nants of cultu ral
connec tions bet ween the two coun tries as Ame ri cans ad mi red Ger‐
man edu ca tion, in dus trial and tech no lo gi cal ad van ce ment as much as
they cri ti ci zed teu to nic ag gres si ve ness and mi li ta rism (Oeh ling (http

s://muse.jhu.edu/results?section1=author&search1=Richard%20A.%20Oehling) 1973�
2). As a re sult of this strange form of de fe rence, Ger man sol diers and
the Kai ser be ne fi ted from a ca ri ca tu ral and cheer ful to le rance in
silent war co me dies which sho wed them to be sausage- eating fools
ra ther than cruel ra pists and mur de rers. In deed, war co me dies ra ther
lam poo ned the “rigid au tho ri ta ria nism and the im pe rial ar ro gance”
as so cia ted with the Kai ser and his mi nions than evo ked them as real
dan gers (In sen berg 1975� 10).

17
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We can go as far as com pa ring the fic ti tious cha rac ter named “Kai ser
Bill” to his pic to rial rival, Uncle Sam. Just like Uncle Sam, who stands
for the Uni ted States and was re vi ved by James Mont go me ry Flagg in
a 1916 illus tra tion 10, Kai ser Bill is an al le go ry of his coun try. Re pla cing
the ro man tic Ger ma nia with her chi val ric at tire and noble at ti tude,
he is dis tan ced from a true- to-life re pre sen ta tion of the geo po li ti cal
si tua tion, even if he looks si mi lar to the Ger man so ve rei gn. We can
see him as the non- realistic double of Wil helm II who, des pite his un‐ 
plea sant cha rac te ris tics, be comes quite fa mi liar and even en dea ring
to the au dience be cause he does not convey any sense of me nace.
Ac cor ding to John Mul len, the in for mal ap pel la tion Kai ser Bill is nei‐ 
ther quite friend ly not quite ha te ful, it sounds si mi lar to the name
“Fritz” given to Ger man sol diers while the re fe rence to the “Hun” is
much more of an in sult (Mul len 2015� 170). We are thus temp ted to say
that the mo ni ker “Kai ser Bill” could be in ter pre ted as a kind of de ro‐ 
ga to ry pet name for the screen du pli cate of the em pe ror, a cha rac ter
Ame ri cans loved to hate and mock. Just as in the Uni ted King dom, he
is pre sen ted in many Ame ri can po pu lar songs as an old pi ti ful op‐ 
ponent, stan ding alone and aban do ned against the hordes of vi go rous
young men ser ving Uncle Sam and Miss Li ber ty with all their heart. In
these pa trio tic songs which fre quent ly pre fer to praise the bra ve ry of
the Uni ted States and its al lies or la ment the loss of sons, the fight
against Ger ma ny is por trayed by Yan kee boys who are co ming to kick
the Kai ser’s back side, crys ta li zing all anti- German sen ti ments on the
em pe ror ins tead of fus ti ga ting the en tire po pu la tion. 11 If we look at
the ly rics of Gale M. Bar ton’s “Kai ser Bill”, we can see that he is the
sole tar get of the Ame ri can at tacks, and also that he is not por trayed
as an ap pal ling enemy but as a friend ly foe:

18

Kai ser Bill is a merry old soul who lives in Ger ma ny,  
He thinks Ame ri ca is sound as leep way across the sea.  
But Uncle Sam is wide awake and now we’re over there, 
We’re going to lick him on land and sea, and also in the air 
Cho rus:  
When Kai ser Bill goes mar ching ho me ward 
Your Uncle Sammy’s boys will be there too 
We’re going to chase him clear thru to Ber lin 
And when we get him there this is what we will do 
We’re going to put Bro ther Wil helm where he ought to be 
And make this good old world safe for de mo cra cy.
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Li ke wise, in Ame ri can co me dies, even if Kai ser Bill ap pears as the
arch- enemy of Ame ri ca, he does not re present the cold, cal cu la ting,
sa dis tic Ger man but a new sa ti ri cal ar che type who em bo dies stu pi di‐ 
ty, clum sy tri cke ry and the illu sion of hol ding some power.

19

2. The or deals of Kai ser Bill: de ‐
nied power and mas cu li ni ty
In order to dis pa rage Wil helm II, comic films dis cre dit his de sire to
ap pear as a great em pe ror who wishes to be com pa red to the grea‐ 
test his to ri cal lea ders. Ac tual ly, he was a very proud and pom pous
cha rac ter who wan ted to po lish his image of a god- chosen Kai ser. He
was one of the very last of the Old di vine right mo narchs, firm ly be‐ 
lie ving that his crown came to him from God him self. On Au gust 25,
1910, Wil helm II de cla red in Königsberg “I look on my self as an ins tru‐ 
ment of the Al migh ty and go on my way re gard less of tran sient opi‐ 
nions and views” (quo ted in Bal four 1975� 157). He consi de red that the
au tho ri ty gran ted by his sta tus could exempt him from ru ling with
po pu lar consent and his sub jects re sen ted him for sho wing such dis‐ 
res pect. As a re sult, many ca ri ca tures com pa red him to the French
ab so lu tist king Louis XVI and un ders co red their com mon lack of
judg ment (Coupe 1981� 21). If the Kai ser thought of him self as a su per‐ 
ior being, he still wor ried about pu bli ci ty in the same way as his Bri‐ 
tish re la tives, and in par ti cu lar Queen Vic to ria, who paid close at ten‐ 
tion to how she ad ver ti sed her image. The re fore, the Ger man mo‐ 
narch was ob ses sed with his por trayals in news pa per head lines, but
pa ra doxi cal ly not with his pu blic speeches which often scan da li zed
the Ger man pu blic (Gilio 2012� 407). His life was or ches tra ted with an
in tense es prit de mise en scène as he wi shed to stage him self os ten ta‐ 
tious ly as a very po wer ful man and was very cau tious about the
content of his por traits, by de ci ding on many ele ments such as the
uni forms, the props, the poses which mi mi cked Louis XIV’s pos ture
(Gilio 2012� 417). Wil helm II wan ted to create a cer tain image of Ger‐ 
man power in he ri ted from for mer Em pires; ho we ver, it seems that he
was never truly consi de red an “ob ject of ve ne ra tion” by his Ger man
sub jects (Gilio 2012� 439). The Ger man po pu la tion did not per ceive
the Kai ser the way he wan ted to be seen and they even consi de red
him with a great fa mi lia ri ty. They felt close to the mo narch due to his
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vi sual om ni pre sence de ri ving from the huge cir cu la tion of pho to‐ 
graphs and images of Wil helm II in the coun try but they ex pe rien ced
no real ad mi ra tion for him. Ger man people did not wor ship the Kai ser
but re gar ded him as a kind re la tive or a fi gure form of en ter tain ment
(Gilio 2012� 444-445). If he was not re ve red by his own people, how
could Wil helm II be res pec ted by coun tries at odds with Ger ma ny?
Ame ri can po pu lar culture seems to have adop ted the same ca sual vi‐ 
sion of the Kai ser as an amu sing mo narch strug gling to look po wer ful
but unable to achieve his dreams of great ness.

The ci ne ma tic Kai ser Bill is the per so ni fi ca tion of mi li ta ry in ef fi cien cy
and co war dice. In Shoul der Arms, Cha plin’s war fea ture pro du ced at
the very end of the conflict, the Kai ser only ap pears in the last part of
the film. The em pe ror (Syd Cha plin) vi sits the Ger man back- lines sta‐ 
tio ned by an aban do ned house. While the Ger man sol diers form a
guard of honor to wel come their chief, the Kai ser does not even look
at them or sa lute them be cause he rushes to wards the buil ding for
sa fe ty. This illus trates his lack of consi de ra tion for his men and his
ego tism. In side the house, ac com pa nied by two of fi cers, he meets
with a young lady pri so ner (Edna Pur viance) and won ders why she is
kept there. He starts as king the girl ques tions and ac cuses her of
lying, be fore ope ning the door of the clo set to find The Tramp dres‐ 
sed as a Ger man of fi cer (Charles Cha plin). Of course, the dis co ve ry of
a man in a clo set is re mi nis cent of the trope of the hid den lover ex po‐ 
sed by the de cei ved hus band fre quent ly found in slaps tick co me dies.
In this scene, the Kai ser does not ap pear as a fi gure of au tho ri ty but
as a cha rac ter at a loss be cause he does not un ders tand what is going
on. Later on, thanks to the in ter title, the spec ta tor is pre sen ted a mo‐ 
ment of “Prompt Ac tion” du ring which the Kai ser is not ac tive on the
bat tle field but sit ting and stu dying a map. His mo ment of glory is the
confis ca tion of a bot tle of cham pagne from an of fi cer and tel ling him
off: “Pay at ten tion to the war!” Yet, paying at ten tion to the war means
com for ta bly loo king at it from a dis tance and doing no thing. The Kai‐ 
ser thus ap pears as a pas sive ob ser ver of the conflict and not a man
of de ci sive ac tion or cou rage. As the em pe ror is to tal ly dis con nec ted
from his mi li ta ry func tions, it is very easy for The Tramp and his si de‐ 
kick – the young pea sant girl – to ab duct him. He does not even no‐ 
tice he has been taken pri so ner be fore he reaches the near by Ame ri‐ 
can camp. With the in ter title “Brin ging home the bacon”, the Kai ser is

21



Spoofing the Kaiser in silent war comedies: The cinematic downfall of Wilhelm II

Le texte seul, hors citations, est utilisable sous Licence CC BY 4.0. Les autres éléments (illustrations,
fichiers annexes importés) sont susceptibles d’être soumis à des autorisations d’usage spécifiques.

com mo di fied and de gra ded be cause he is not more than a piece of
meat. The term bacon also re fers to the de ro ga to ry ap pel la tion given
to Ger man du ring the war: pigs. The em pe ror is not even gran ted the
right to be a pres ti gious war pri so ner. When brought among cheer ful
Ame ri can sol diers, he re mains stiff and mo tion less. The Tramp takes
away the me dals of the em pe ror to pin them on the Dough boys, thus
de pri ving the Kai ser of the tra di tio nal signs of mi li ta ry dis tinc tions.
He be comes a no bo dy and the only pre fe ren tial treat ment he re ceives
is a kick up the back side; it is the ul ti mate hu mi lia tion as the bot tom
is the least noble part of the body. This in glo rious as sault echoes the
ges tures of clowns’ per for mances as well as the ly rics of pa trio tic
songs in which sol diers dream of tea ching the Kai ser a les son with a
well- placed kick.

In Mack Sen nett’s Yan kee Doo dle in Ber lin, the spec ta tor is also pre‐ 
sen ted with the Kai ser (Ford Ster ling) as a dys func tio nal mi li ta ry lea‐ 
der. The se cond in ter title “Ger man head quar ters – The Kai ser, the
Crown Prince and Von Hin den burg – rem nants of au to cra cy” states
right away the abuse of power per pe tra ted by the im pe rial fa mi ly and
its court. Apart from being de noun ced as a des pot, the Kai ser is once
again iro ni cal ly ac cu sed of being a co ward in the next in ter title “Bra‐
ving the hor rors of the bat tle one thou sand miles away from the fi ring
line”. He may look concer ned and som ber, as if he was get ting ready
for a stra te gic of fen sive, but he stands in the gar den of his la vish
castle, only busy trying to teach his ri di cu lous Prus sian guard how to
goose- step. Un for tu na te ly, des pite “forty years of trai ning”, Ger man
sol diers are still unable to march pro per ly and move non sen si cal ly
like bro ken au to ma tons to the grea test des pair of the Kai ser who
claims in dis be lief, “If they are sol diers, I am an acro bat”. Once again,
the re fe rence to the cir cus ri di cules the per for mance of the Prus sian
army which trig gers the fury of the em pe ror as the in ter title shows
“You’re rui ning my re pu ta tion! PIGS!” In deed, the sol diers prove to be
com plete ama teurs with wea pons, the sound of the fi rearms scares
them to death and they start run ning around like mad men be fore
shoo ting Wil helm in the bot tom. The Kai ser al most loses his hel met
and to tal ly loses his di gni ty. Unable to train his men, he has to deal
with in com petent troops who can not wage a war but he blames them
while he is the one unable to per form his duty as chief of the armed
forces. In fact, the movie sug gests that like Kai ser, like sol diers be ‐
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cause the em pe ror is some kind of aloof arm chair com man der. Mo‐ 
reo ver, when pre sen ting his war plans to his ge ne rals, he imi tates the
sound of bombs with his mouth and ges ti cu lates wild ly to illus trate
the im pact of the bombs, like a child playing war games with his
friends. And if his men don’t agree with him, he sulks. Be cause he ap‐ 
pears as an im ma ture and ca pri cious child with no know ledge of mi li‐ 
ta ry stra te gies, he can not earn the res pect of Von Hin der burg, who
re fuses to obey his order un less he is bri bed with money and com pli‐ 
ments. Chil di sh ly lea ding an army of cor rupt, in so lent and in com‐ 
petent sol diers, Wil helm II seems doo med to fail. Re tros pec ti ve ly, the
ge ne ral’s in su bor di na tion can also be un ders tood as an illus tra tion of
the many cri ti cisms against the em pe ror, ad dres sed by the Ger man
mi li ta ry elite and the de pu ties of the Reichs tag be cause of his mi li ta ry
pre ten sions and de lu sions of being a great stra te gist (Die trich 1981�
466). Mo reo ver, the Kai ser crys tal li zed dis content wi thin his own
coun try be cause the po pu la tion was di sap poin ted by the va rious pro‐ 
mises he made re gar ding es ta bli shing so cial re forms and trans for‐ 
ming Ger man di plo ma cy and that he was unable to keep. He ap pea‐ 
red as the image of “di sap poin ted hopes”as he had claimed Germany was

destined to great things and never managed to accomplish them. As a result, he was often

attacked for his lack of efficiency and his anachronistic vision of power (Coupe 1981� 21-22).

The se cond major ble mish of the ons creen em pe ror is his lack of
mas cu line might. Yan kee Doo dle in Ber lin por trays the Kai ser as an
emas cu la ted king or a po ten tial ho mo sexual, thus de nying his man li‐ 
ness and power. It is a way to chal lenge Wil helm II’s obe dience to the
ri go rous Prus sian code of mas cu line conduct culti va ted by Ger man
so cie ty (Die trich 1981� 472). The film pre sents the em press (Eva That‐ 
cher) as the one wea ring the pants and she re pea ted ly beats her hus‐ 
band up when he does not be have the way she wants. She first ap‐ 
pears as a heavy beer- drinker and a co arse sausage- eater, swal lo wing
food hun gri ly and bur ping like an ill- mannered man and not a lady of
high rank. When she rea lizes her hus band is trying to se duce ano ther
woman – who is in rea li ty an Ame ri can spy dres sed as a woman –, the
in fu ria ted Kai se rine tries to strangle the Kai ser, vio lent ly throws the
en tire cro cke ry at him and breaks a bot tle on his head. Later in the
movie, when she catches him in an in ti mate si tua tion with the same
al le ged woman, she threa tens to kill him “I’ll knock his royal block off”
and starts cha sing him through the be drooms of the castle, bea ting
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him up once again. At some point, the Kai ser re bels and punches his
wife in the face while their son holds her quiet. Wil helm de fiant ly de‐ 
clares “I’ll show her who is the boss” but his mu ti ny falls flat be cause
the em press re ta liates and gets the upper hand over him. These
scenes of do mes tic vio lence present the em pe ror as a bat te red man
who dodges the blows and is sca red of his bru tal spouse who ap pears
as the real man of the house. He is de ni gra ted for being a feeble man
of no au tho ri ty in his home and be comes the vic tim of a vi rile woman
who looks more frigh te ning than the Al lies and their bombs. In the
final scene, Kai ser Bill is cha sed by a gi gan tic US shell the same way
he was cha sed by his sto cky wife. The com pa ri son bet ween the em‐ 
press and the shell can re mind us of the as so cia tion of fe male names
with dan ge rous pieces of ord nance, in par ti cu lar Big Ber tha (Dicke
Ber tha), the heavy canon used to bomb Paris and named after the
daugh ter of the ma nu fac tu rer Krupp (Huyon 2008). The Kai se rine
pro ba bly proves more dan ge rous to her hus band than his Ame ri can
ene mies and, in the film, the bloo diest war takes place at home.

Do mi na ted by his wife, the Kai ser in Sen nett’s co me dy is also sa ti ri‐ 
zed as an un man ly cha rac ter be cause of his ho mo sexual in cli na tions,
illus tra ting a form of in fe rio ri ty and de ge ne ra cy in the so cie ty of the
1910s and 1920s. It is cru cial to keep in mind that a non- conformist
sexual orien ta tion was seen as a threat to tra di tio nal male iden ti ty
and pa triar chal do mi na tion, es pe cial ly in the context of the war
(Cham bers 1999� 288). After, the Harden- Eulenberg scan dal in 1907,
which un vei led the ho mo sexua li ty of Prince Phi lipp Eu len burg, one of
the clo sest confi dants of Wil helm II, the Al lies des cri bed ho mo sexua‐ 
li ty as a “Ger man vice” (Ta magne 2001� 158). It is then no sur prise that
Kai ser Bill falls for an Ame ri can avia tor, dres sed as a so phis ti ca ted
Mata- Hari-like femme fa tale to go un no ti ced be hind Ger man lines.
The cha rac ter of Bob is played by Bo th well Browne, a Danish- born
en ter tai ner, ex tre me ly fa mous for his fe male im per so na tions. He uses
his “faux fe mi nine wiles” to se duce not only the Kai ser but also the
Crown Prince and Ge ne ral Von Hin den burg (Erick son 2012� 22). If Bob
puts on the cos tume of a se duc tive fe male spy, Marie, a Bel gian pri so‐ 
ner, has to dress as a Ger man sol dier in order to es cape. It is worth
men tio ning that cross- dressing and gen der confu sion is also present
in Shoul der Arms when the young pea sant steals the out fit of the Kai‐ 
ser’s dri ver in order to save her life but also to cap ture the em pe ror.
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In Yan kee Doo dle in Ber lin, Bob’s mys ti fi ca tion proves ex tre me ly ef fi‐ 
cient as no Ger man man ever sus pects the stra ta gem and all fall for
the char ming lady. After be gui ling the sol diers, the of fi cers and the
Kai ser at the beer gar den by ma king eyes at them and sho wing his
ankles, “Lady Bob” is in vi ted as a guest of honor to join the smit ten
Wil helm for a cro quet game in the castle gar dens. The em pe ror
meets a major rival in the per son of his son who very in sis tent ly dis‐ 
plays his in ter est in Bob and the quest for the af fec tion of the Ame ri‐ 
can pilot dis rupts the hie rar chy of the im pe rial fa mi ly and the au tho‐ 
ri ty of the Kai ser. The Crown Prince’s com ment “Every girl I get, Papa
takes” also im plies that the Kai ser has a his to ry of extra- marital af‐ 
fairs. The co mi cal cli max of the film oc curs du ring the ty pi cal slaps‐ 
tick chase, after the em pe ror is dis co ve red in a com pro mi sing si tua‐ 
tion with Bob. The pur suit in volves the jea lous Von Hi nen burg and
the em press who team up against the un fai th ful Kai ser. When they
try to get into the room, Wil helm tries to hide in the clo set where he
dresses as a woman wrap ped in a shawl and co ve red with a hat in
order to es cape his as sai lants. But the ge ne ral re co gnizes the em pe‐ 
ror and the chase in ten si fies around the bed. The only place to hide is
under the blan kets with Bob which makes the si tua tion even more
awk ward. Then, to make sure the Kai se rine won’t smack him, the Kai‐ 
ser climbs on top of the ca no py. With her hus band per ched on the
bed, the em press fi nal ly de cides to run after Bob and vio lent ly
snatches his fancy hat: the new swee theart is ex po sed for the man he
truly is. The Kai ser is only re scued from the wrath of his wife and the
hu mi lia tion of ha ving been foo led when Ame ri can bombs fall on the
castle.

25

The film scoffs at the Ger mans who are hyp no ti zed by the fe mi nine
al lure of a man in drag whom they should find nor mal ly ab surd and
unat trac tive, ac cor ding to the thea tri cal and screen tra di tion of drag
humor, which de prives men of their male at tri butes in order to make
them non- erotic and lau ghable (Russo 1981� 10). Here, the weak ness
and stu pi di ty of the Kai ser and his Ger man com pa triots are re vea led
by their in abi li ty to re co gnize a trans ves tite be cause they are blin ded
by lust. The evo ca tion of the Kai ser’s la tent ho mo sexua li ty is very si‐ 
gni fi cant be cause Ame ri cans pre sen ted ho mo sexuals du ring war time
as trai tors, guil ty of col lu sion with the enemy (Spen cer 1995� 371). In
the film, Kai ser Bill is por trayed as the ul ti mate conspi ra tor against
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Ger ma ny when he de cides to show his new fe mi nine conquest – Bob
– his se cret mi li ta ry plans in order to se duce her. As the au dience
knows the lady is a man in dis guise, the irony is bit ter when Wil helm
boasts “If the Al lies knew these plans”. Bill does not rea lize he is
wooing an Ame ri can sol dier and han ding him on a plate the in for ma‐ 
tion nee ded to de feat Lu den dorff’s troops and make the US win the
war. The male iden ti ty of the Kai ser and his po li ti cal au tho ri ty are de‐ 
pre cia ted be cause he ap pears dis loyal to his wife, to the norms of he‐ 
te ro sexual mas cu li ni ty, and above all, dis loyal to his coun try. We can
com pare the lure or ches tra ted by the pilot pre ten ding to be a co‐ 
quette with Gib son’s car toon And the fool, he cal led her his lady fair
(also known as Har lot of War) in which Wil helm II is de pic ted as a
man who can ea si ly be duped be cause of his sexual drives and sight‐ 
less ness. 12 This time, he is not se du ced by a man dres sed as a woman
but by an old ema cia ted pros ti tute re pre sen ting the war. Just as he
does not ma nage to ex pose Bob as a man, the em pe ror is unable to
see that the hust ler is not a com pa nion in ter es ted in the plea sure of
the flesh, but Death her self. The Kai ser, see min gly ready to sell his
coun try and his soul for fa vors, is the maker of his own down fall be‐ 
cause of his lower ins tincts and lack of judg ment. Yan kee Doo dlein
Ber lin ends on the ab di ca tion of the use less em pe ror whose last ges‐ 
ture is not one of re pen tance but the illus tra tion of his un wa ve ring
va ni ty when he proud ly smooths his ico nic mus tache. As Mi chael T.
In sen berg points out, quo ting Mack Sen nett, the func tion of co me‐ 
dies was “the dis com bu la tion of au tho ri ty” (In sen berg 1975� 9).

The Ame ri can short films and fea tures pre sen ted in this ar ticle exem‐ 
pli fy the ons creen de bacle of Kai ser Wil helm II who ap pea red to in‐ 
ter na tio nal au diences as a joke of an em pe ror. This fi gure of au tho ri ty
re cei ved many blows to his pride and di gni ty for he was por trayed as
a gro tesque actor in a pa ro dy of power, an ego tis tic and self- 
conceited king, an in com petent mi li ta ry and po li ti cal lea der and an
un suc cess ful wo ma ni zer. Ins tead of com man ding res pect, Kai ser Bill
em bo died fai lure at the pro fes sio nal and the per so nal level, brin ging
down with him not only the people of Ger ma ny but also the rest of
the World in a non sen si cal war. Par ting from more ag gres sive pro pa‐ 
gan da trends, ci ne ma gent ly sho wed him as a foo lish and ra ther in of‐ 
fen sive vil lain, ser ving as a co mi cal sca pe goat for people’s re jec tion of
au tho ri ta ria nism and of the mur de rous conflict. Let’s keep in mind
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1  For de tai led dis cus sion, see Mo rel li (n.d.). The full ly rics of the nur se ry
rhyme are: “Guillaume Le mé chant homme, Qui a tué des mil lions
d'hommes. Sa femme, l’im pé ra trice, est la reine des sau cisses. Elle mange,
Des peaux d'orange, Et des na vets à la sauce blanche, Et le di manche, En
robe blanche, Et le sa me di, En bi gou dis !”

2  Bri tish Actor Eric Camp bell played the bully in the Cha plin Mu tual films
shot bet ween 1915 and 1917.

3  The four- minute men were vo lun teers de li ve ring four- minute long
speeches in pu blic places in order to ex plain the goals of the war and to
raise funds to sup port the war ef fort.

4  See Die Reden Kai ser Wil helms II. [The Speeches of Kai ser Wil helm II]: htt
p://ger man his to ry docs.ghi- dc.org/sub_do cu ment.cfm?do cu ment_id=755
(ac ces sed Fe brua ry 25 2016)

5  The illus tra tion is avai lable on the web site of the Lucas Mu seum of Nar ra‐ 
tive Art http://lu cas mu seum.org/works/gal le ry/as set cat_id/390 (ac ces‐ 
sed 7 June 2016).

that these films were, for the most part, made as swift ly pro du ced
pro pa gan da ra ther than his to ri cal do cu ments. These pa trio tic war
co me dies illus tra ted the power of mo tion pic tures as wea pons using
en ter tain ment and de ri sion to dis cuss po li ti cal is sues and ex plain the
in con grui ties of mo dern so cie ty. They exag ge ra ted and condem ned
the ar ti fi cia li ty and in ef fi cien cy of the Kai ser’s power by tur ning him
into a pa the tic clown – a cha rac te ri za tion which conti nues to cloud
our cur rent un ders tan ding of the his to ri cal em pe ror. Be cause he was
de mo ted and de pri ved of his dan ge rous iden ti ty, Ame ri can people
had no rea son to fear Kai ser Bill and were en cou ra ged to think they
could ea si ly de feat him. The slaps tick co me dies were for gi ving and
ge ne rous, tur ning vil lains into fools and clods ra ther than ra pists or
mur de rers, thus ma king the ty rant a fai led man and anes the ti zing the
hor rors of the war with laugh ter. These films boos ted the mo rale of
the sol diers and the US po pu la tion and, just like pa trio tic songs, they
tried to convince them that win ning the war against this far ci cal in‐ 
car na tion of po li ti cal de cline was going to be child’s play.

http://germanhistorydocs.ghi-dc.org/sub_document.cfm?document_id=755
http://lucasmuseum.org/works/gallery/assetcat_id/390
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6  Both films are lost. The Beast of Ber lin was pa ro died in 1919 with the two- 
reeler The Gee zer of Ber lin (lost as well). De tails can be found on the Ame ri‐ 
can Film ins ti tute ca ta logue. http://www.afi.com/mem bers/ca ta log/Ab br Vi
ew.aspx?s=&Movie=15216 and http://www.afi.com/mem bers/ca ta log/De ta
il View.aspx?s=&Movie=15105 (ac ces sed 31 May 2016).

7  Syd Cha plin plays the Kai ser in The Bond and in Shoul der Arms. These
films were the first im por tant ons creen col la bo ra tions of the Cha plin bro‐ 
thers.

8  The ten sions bet ween the Irish and the En glish were ex tre me ly in tense
after the 1916 Eas ter Ri sing for In de pen dence be cause World War One cau‐ 
sed Irish Home Rule to be post po ned. Ne ver the less, Irish troops ser ved in
the Bri tish army.

9  German- Americans were pre sen ted as Hy phe na ted Ame ri cans who
conti nued to iden ti fy with their coun try of ori gin and were stron gly
condem ned by for mer Pre sident Theo dore Roo se velt in his speech on Oc to‐ 
ber 12, 1915, be fore the Knights of Co lum bus, known today as the “Ame ri ca‐ 
nism speech”.

10  Uncle Sam, whose ini tials are US was crea ted du ring the war of 1812, po‐ 
pu la ri zed by car too nist Tho mas Nast in the 1860s and 1870s at the same
time as ano ther al le go ri cal fi gure of the US, Bro ther Jo na than. On the illus‐ 
tra tion by James Mont go me ry Flagg, he uses the same ico nic ges ture as Ge‐ 
ne ral Kit che ner used three years ear lier for Bri tish pro pa gan da and de clares
“I want you for the US Army”. Be fore Uncle Sam, the US was per so ni fied by
Co lum bia, a cha rac ter whose style was in he ri ted from an ti qui ty. Sur pri sin‐ 
gly, du ring World War One, the UK re tai ned the an tique cha rac ter of Bri tan‐ 
nia whose traits are re mi nis cent of Co lum bia’s.

11  See mu si cal titles such as “Und yah, der Kai ser too (https://www.loc.gov/ite

m/2009371774/)” (Co pe land/Guiott, 1917), “Kai ser Bill a real- war-song with the
punch” (Har ring ton, 1918), On ward to Ber lin (John son, 1918), “There was a
Ho hen zol lern kid Wil helm by name was he” (Shep pard / Po well, 1918), “Kai‐ 
ser Blues” (Co oper/Frank, 1918), “Kai ser William” (Sal ter/Fried man, 1918),
“Mar ching to Ber lin” (Niess/Ri ch dars, 1920), in the Col lec tion of World War I
Sheet Music of the Li bra ry of Congress https://www.loc.gov/col lec tions/w
orld- war-i-sheet-music/?sp=3 (ac ces sed 6 June, 2016).

12  Charles Gib son Dana, And the Fool cal led her his Fair Lady, 1917. Car toon
avai lable at https://www.loc.gov/item/2015651628/ (ac ces sed 8 June 2016).

http://www.afi.com/members/catalog/AbbrView.aspx?s=&Movie=15216
http://www.afi.com/members/catalog/DetailView.aspx?s=&Movie=15105
https://www.loc.gov/item/2009371774/
https://www.loc.gov/collections/world-war-i-sheet-music/?sp=3
https://www.loc.gov/item/2015651628/
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English
Never was an em peror and a war chief more dis paraged and ri diculed than
Wil helm II. World War I mul ti plied the ca ri ca tural im ages of the Kaiser,
more spe cific ally on screen, in films pro duced dur ing and after the con flict.
They presen ted a weak, clown ish em peror, whose polit ical and sexual
power was be littled. Kaiser Bill was the com ical double of the em peror and
laughter makes the down fall of the char ac ter less bleak.

Français
Ja mais em pe reur et chef de guerre n’a été aussi dé crié et ri di cu li sé que
Guillaume II. La Pre mière Guerre mon diale a dé mul ti plié des images ca ri ca‐ 
tu rales du Kai ser, no tam ment à l’écran, dans les films pro duits lors du
conflit ou juste après. On y dé couvre un em pe reur faible, clow nesque, dont
le pou voir po li tique et sexuel est dé ni gré. Kai ser Bill est le double co mique
de l’em pe reur et le rire rend la chute du per son nage moins sor dide.

Mots-clés
empereur, comédie, propagande cinématographique, burlesque,
démystification, rejet de l’autorité
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