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      Introduction

      Jay Howard Geller and Leslie Morris

      The title of this collected volume of essays, Three-Way Street: Jews, Germans, and the Transnational, pays homage to Walter Benjamin, the emblematic German Jew “on the move.” Benjamin’s work, which throughout expresses the urgency of collecting the fragments and pieces of the past as they are about to recede and insists on the necessity of reading history as a collection of fragments, as part of a constellation rather than a chronology of events, underlies this volume of essays on Germans, Jews, and the transnational. In his collection of aphorisms, One-Way Street (published in 1928), Benjamin writes: “The power of a country road when one is walking along it is different from the power it has when one is flying over it by airplane. [ . . . ] Only he who walks the road on foot learns the power it commands, and of how, from the very scenery that for the flier is only the unfurled plain, it calls forth distances, belvederes, clearings, prospects at each of its turns like a commander deploying soldiers at a front.”1 Benjamin used the country road as metaphor for the task of reading history, enjoining the “walker,” like the reader of the text of historical and cultural experience, to notice the details “at each of its turns.” The volume that follows seeks to enact precisely Benjamin’s strategy for excavating the texts of history. By presenting the interaction of Jews and Germans not as a strictly bilateral relationship between German Jews and non-Jewish Germans but rather as a constellation of ties that complicate and transcend the concept of the nation, this volume aims to reinvigorate the debates about transnationalism and German-Jewish culture and history.

      To be sure, Jewish history has long acknowledged that Jews have always been a transnational group. As scholars have increasingly turned their attention to the ways in which migration and mobility are formative categories for understanding the emergence of national and ethnic identities, it would seem that German-Jewish culture presents a fascinating test case for thinking about the movement of Jews to, from, and through Germany. And it also must be acknowledged that there are different histories contained within the notion of German Jewish history: the immigration to Germany in the prewar period by Ostjuden and the complex set of relations among immigrants, established German Jewry, and non-Jewish Germans, and the more recent influx of former Russian Jews into the Jewish community in Germany. Although scholarship on German Jewish culture has certainly challenged the paradigm of the single state, there still persists, to a certain degree, a notion of the fixed place of Germany and Austria (pre- and post-1918). The debates about the utility of a transnational perspective have evolved over the past decade among German historians, with established scholars of German National Socialism such as Konrad Jarausch, on the one hand, deeply dismissive of what he sees as a “trendy” approach; conversely, the German historians Michael Geyer and Young-Sun Hong have contributed important insights into the usefulness of thinking of German history in a transnational context.2 In her piece entitled “The Challenge of Transnational History,” Young-Sun Hong articulates a clear set of questions that elucidates the scope and importance of transnational history: “. . . transnational history involves deconstructing—from a potentially infinite number of perspectives—the nation-state as one of the fundamental categories through which Western modernity is narrated and doing so by showing how the national intersects with or is imbricated in sub- and supra-national phenomena whose repression or forgetting first makes possible the political and cultural construction of the nation.”3 While the very question of the place of Germany within German historiography is central to the debates about the transnational among German historians, the primacy of the Jewish “homeland” is at the center of debates about the meaning of the transnational within Jewish history.4 Rebecca Kobrin has made an important contribution in the field of transnational Jewish history in her insistence on displacing the very homeland/diaspora model in which diasporic Jewish history has been understood, to think instead of the multiple displacements of Jews from the lived places of multiple diasporic “homelands” and not as a dispersal from the Jewish “homeland.” Kobrin’s model of transnational Jewish history thus depends on a transnational network of multiple dispersals and migrations, forever displacing the notion of a fixed place of origin; it also exemplifies the so-called regional turn in historical studies, a complement to the transnational in that the focus of inquiry are the multiple migrations of cultures in cities and towns and not only among nations.5

      This volume continues these debates, yet it attempts to focus on the complex encounters between Jewish non-Germans in Germany and German Jews outside of Germany. The “transnational turn” that made its first mark in the discipline of history and, subsequently, migrated to literary and cultural studies has produced, over the past decade, readings of culture and history that have expanded our notions of nation, ethnicity, and the interplay between place and migration. And yet much work remains to be done in the field of German-Jewish studies to integrate these models of transnational history. To be sure, there is a slipperiness to the term “transnational” as it currently is used in the humanities and social sciences. The essays in this volume take a range of approaches to the term, suggesting in the end that the very discourse about the relationship between nation, migration, and the transnational is in flux and evolving. It is precisely the multivalence of the term “transnational” that we have sought to present by drawing on scholarship from a range of disciplines and methodologies.

      The questions that guide this volume of essays are the questions at the very center of work on migration, immigration, and identity central to so many fields of inquiry in the humanities and social sciences. Indeed, Three Way Street: Jews, Germans, and the Transnational is itself positioned at various crossroads, as it brings together work in a variety of fields and disciplines. Most significantly, however, is the central aim of this book: to demonstrate that German-Jewish culture was not simply extinguished in 1933, but rather was transplanted and fostered outside of Germany—even by eastern European Jews. In this way, this volume presents a challenge to many conventional assumptions about modern Jewish life, including Jewish life in America, where eastern European traditions predominate. It also enables new explorations of the impact that German Jews, in their encounters with Jews and “other Others” in the United States, England, and Israel, had on the cultures outside of Germany.

      German Jews6—both within Germany and as migrants or visitors abroad—have critically influenced the religious, social, cultural, and political patterns of modern Jewish life. In Europe, the Americas, the Yishuv (the pre-1948 Jewish settlement in Palestine), and later Israel, Jews emulated, borrowed from, or consciously rejected German-Jewish culture. Considering the role German Jews had in the Jewish world beyond the borders of their own country, it is possible to speak of German-Jewish transnationalism, as Tobias Brinkmann has done in his short but wide-ranging study of the topic.7 Transnationalism is a multivalent topic, and, indeed, there is a significant body of research that addresses many different aspects of transnational German-Jewish history. Additionally, scholars have devoted considerable attention to many specific aspects of this multivalent topic, such as Jewish emigration from Germany, the lives of German-born and culturally German Jews outside of Europe, and relations between native German and non-German Jews within Germany.

      As early as the late eighteenth century and early nineteenth century, German Jews migrated to the New World, and by the 1880s their descendants were the leaders of American Jewry. Scholars have focused on their success in establishing themselves and their version of Judaism in America as well as their later conflict with eastern European Jewish immigrants to the United States. Both Naomi W. Cohen and Avraham Barkai have examined the variegated German-Jewish immigrants to America and their encounter with American social values and politics. They eagerly embraced the values of their new home. Increasing Americanization led to alienation from non-Jewish German-Americans, yet German-American Jews also had a troubled relationship with Jewish migrants from eastern Europe who came to the United States in the final quarter of the nineteenth century. The German Jews withdrew into their own society as newcomers from eastern Europe became the vast majority of the American Jewish community. Nonetheless, German Jews also created the basis for Jewish civic engagement and Jewish institutional life in the United States.8 Scholars such as Michael Meyer and Stefan Rohrbacher have considered the German origins of nineteenth-century American Jewish religious practice, a topic insufficiently studied.9 Even though German-born Reform rabbis failed to create a unitary American Judaism in the nineteenth century, many of them had an outsized impact on religious life and Jewish civic life in the United States in the nineteenth century. Among them were Isaac Mayer Wise, David Einhorn, and Max Lillienthal, who are the subject of several studies.10

      Emigration of German Jews to America subsided in the late nineteenth century; however, in the twentieth century—particularly after the Nazis took power in 1933—there was a significant German-Jewish migration to Palestine. Most of these immigrants did not select Palestine because of preexisting Zionist commitment, but rather simply because it was a place that many Jewish refugees could go. Their struggle to find a place in the Yishuv has become legendary, and many scholars have elucidated the situation of German-Jewish immigrants—colloquially known as Yekkes—in Palestinian, and later Israeli, society. Yoav Gelber has argued that although German-Jewish immigrants contributed tremendously to urban and commercial culture of the Yishuv, they faced discrimination from the Zionist Establishment, which disapproved of their moderate politics and their enduring loyalty to their Diaspora culture (namely German culture). In the end, even the immigrants from Germany, or their children, merged into the prevailing culture of Israel. In a richly illustrated volume that is evocative of nostalgia, Joachim Schlör presents many of the experiences and travails that the German immigrants faced in Palestine. They inhabited a world that was both liminal and limited: a mixture of Jewish-German culture and Yishuv culture that was rapidly giving way as its exponents assimilated or died off.11 Complementing the monographs by Gelber and Schlör are several edited volumes of essays, including at least one derived from an international conference on the topic. Moshe Zimermann and Yotam Hotam edited one such volume that includes many essays on German-Jewish identity, particularly in pre-1933 Germany; brief examinations of singular aspects of the identity of German Jews in migration; and a collection of memories of Israelis from central Europe.12 In addition to broad surveys of the German Jews’ situation in Mandate-era Palestine and Israel, there has also been a focus on individual professional groups, such as lawyers, engineers, and architects. These German-speaking immigrants provided many of the technical experts in the Yishuv and early Israel. Fania Oz-Salzberger and Eli Salzberger have shown how many members of Israel’s Supreme Court were born in German-speaking lands or studied law there and elucidate their conflict with British/American-trained jurists over the nature of jurisprudence in Israel’s early decades. Similarly, Rakefet Sela-Sheffy has argued that both the German-Jewish immigrants and Yishuv Zionist leaders labeled the German Jews as “bourgeois,” but their identification with middle-class civic culture facilitated their achieving prominence in the emerging legal community. German-trained engineers and architects brought with them modern(ist) ideas on design and construction, as shown by Myra Warhaftig, Barbara Mann, Anat Helman, Yoav Gelber, and Walter Goldstern. However, Alona Nitzan-Shiftan and others have demonstrated that the ideology behind the Germans’ modernist architecture—which is so admired today in Israel—often clashed with the ideology of Yishuv Zionism or there were internecine conflicts between European-trained modernists.13

      At a less specific, but more basic level, German Jews were long associated with mobility and modernity. Indeed, as Todd Presner has theorized, constructions of Germanness and Jewishness collide and even find a confluence with the emergence of the modern, above all when people are in motion. Modern mobility—including mobility across national borders—finds its apotheosis in the railroad system, which facilitates migration, national identity formation and integration, and deportations of those outside the national community. While this certainly applies to Germany in the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries, it also applies to early Zionists who wished to use or imitate Germany’s technology, including its transportation systems, for the process of Jewish nation building.14 Additionally, railroads brought Jews and their ideas to Germany, from Germany, and through Germany. Interestingly, Alfred Ballin, one of imperial Germany’s leading shipping magnates and a facilitator of Jewish migration through Germany to the New World, was Jewish. He is the subject of a considerable body of scholarship.15 Aside from issues of transportation, Jews in Germany were often associated with modernity, including modern forms of commerce and science, which are inherently transnational phenomena, and there is an immense body of scholarship on transnational German-Jewish banking and commercial dynasties, such as the Rothschilds, the Warburgs, and the Schockens.16

      Germany was a magnet for Jewish migration from eastern Europe; however, as shown by Steven Aschheim, Trude Maurer, and Jack Wertheimer, the position of eastern European Jews in Germany was always complex and their presence was the source of considerable anxiety among German Jews.17 Many Jews who considered themselves “German,” or whom others considered as German, were only a generation or two removed from eastern Europe. Nonetheless, their views of eastern European migrants to Berlin and other German cities were frequently hostile or ambivalent. For many German Jews, the presence of observant Orthodox, Yiddish-speaking Jews was both an uncomfortable reminder of their own familial pasts and a potential obstacle in their efforts to prove the unqualified Germanness of Jews in Germany. Even well-meaning German Jews, including Zionists, treated their eastern coreligionists with a condescending attitude. Later, many German Jews adopted a romantic view of eastern European Jewry and engaged in a transnational voyage of Jewish self-discovery. This was particularly true during the First World War, which brought German Jews to eastern Europe as soldiers and brought Jews from Russian Poland to Berlin as refugees. (Galician Jews also fled to Vienna, the capital of their empire.) Immediately after the war, two Jewish veterans of the German army who had been stationed in Vilna and Bialystok, the author Arnold Zweig and the artist Hermann Struck, published a collection of illustrated essays on the Jews of eastern Europe.18 Among recent scholarship, Maurer adds additional texture to this subject by focusing on the attitudes of eastern European Jews toward German Jews, whom the easterners found insufficiently religious or culturally Jewish. Founding their own cultural and religious institutions, marked by practices more common beyond Germany’s eastern borders, they contributed to a renaissance of Jewish life in Weimar Germany, as Michael Brenner, among others, has amply demonstrated.19

      Additionally, even without considering issues of migration, one can speak of a German-Jewish transnationalism that involves German culture, language, and politics outside the borders of the German Reich and the lands of post-1918 Austria.20 German culture, both Jewish and nonsectarian, had a hold on many Jews throughout eastern and central Europe. In places as far flung as Prague and Bohemia,21 Budapest,22 Lemberg (today Lviv),23 and Czernowitz (today Chernivtsi)24—all under Habsburg rule—a great many Jews adopted aspects of German culture or a variation of Germanophone culture, in imitation of the leading class of Austrian Empire before 1848 or 1867. As Gary Cohen, Hillel Kieval, and others have shown, the Jews of Bohemia were often caught between the cultural demands of the ethnic Germans and the Czechs, and over time Bohemian Jewry did become more “Czech.” Meanwhile, as noted by John Lukacs and Michael Silber, Budapest Jewry—or more accurately Pest Jewry—was primarily Germanophone in the first half of the nineteenth century; however, by 1880 the Jews of Budapest were primarily Magyarophone. Even so, in the late nineteenth century and early twentieth century they managed to support a number of German-language newspapers, including the liberal-democratic daily Pester Lloyd and the business-oriented Neues Pester Journal.

      This volume of essays explores the experience of German Jews outside of their homeland as well as the culture produced by eastern European Jews within Germany. It posits that Germany was an essential crossroads and incubator for modern Jewish culture, including religious practice, philosophy, literature, and art beyond Germany. As emigrants in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and as exiles from Nazi Germany, German Jews took with them the traditions, culture, and particular prejudices of their home to places as disparate as the United States, Palestine (later Israel), Great Britain, and Australia. At the same time, Germany—which Joseph Roth ironically termed “the land of unlimited opportunity” for eastern Jews—drew both secular and religious Jewish scholars from eastern Europe.25 Though their cultural and religious practices differed greatly from those of the German Jews in whose midst they lived, they engaged in vital intellectual exchange with German Jewry and absorbed many cultural practices in Germany, which they brought back to Warsaw or took with them to New York and Tel Aviv. Later, after the Holocaust, German Jews and non-German Jews educated in Germany were forced to reevaluate their essential relationship with Germany and Germanness as well as their notions of Jewish life outside Germany.

      The essays in this volume demonstrate the range of scholarship from the fields of history, literature, film, visual studies, theater, architecture, philosophy, musicology, and theology. Yet beyond the integration of scholarship from a wide range of fields, the volume also suggests that the project of investigating the complex movements of German Jews to and from Germany necessitates an equally complex navigation of a range of critical fields and voices and a complex reassessment of the very nature of narrative and historiography—indeed, of knowledge production overall. Among the better known German (or Austrian) Jews whose stories are reevaluated are Ernst Lubitsch, Joseph Roth, and Gershom Scholem, while lesser-known figures such as the architect Alfred Jacoby, filmmaker/photographer Helmar Lerski, and photographers Walter and Helmut Gernsheim broaden the scope of the analysis. In constructing both Jewish culture outside Germany and elements of modernity in the twentieth century, these artists transplanted and reinterpreted traditions born of the Jewish experience in pre-Nazi Germany. For eastern European Jews, including Dovid Bergelson, Der Nister, Jacob Katz, Joseph Soloveitchik, Rosa Luxemburg, and Abraham Joshua Heschel—leaders in their fields and figures not normally associated with Germany—German scholastic, literary, and theological traditions left an imprint as they expanded upon Jewish culture and thought in eastern Europe and America.

      At the very core of the volume is, as well, an interrogation of the disciplinary assumptions that guide both German studies and Jewish studies, and, indeed, the emergent field of German-Jewish studies—namely an interrogation of the very terms “German” and “Jewish.” As Todd Presner has remarked so aptly in his book Mobile Modernity: Germans, Jews, Trains, in which he maps out a “cultural geography” of German and Jewish relations: “There is no such thing as German modernity pure and simple; instead, ‘German’ is always mixed together, for better and for worse, in splendor and in horror, with ‘Jewish.’”26 It is our contention, with the essays in this volume, to claim that German culture, even when not directly addressing questions of Jewish culture, is very Jewish; the abrasions, marks, and echoes of “the Jewish” are always present as trace within German history and culture. Similarly, Jewish studies, by virtue of the formative role of the Wissenschaft des Judentums in the nineteenth century, is very German; yet even here, the early marks of the transnational become evident when one considers the vital contribution of post-Wissenschaft historians such as Salo Baron in the United States and Simon Dubnow in eastern Europe. This volume testifies to the porousness and entanglement of the textual, philosophical, and cultural encounter between German and Jew. By exploring precisely these cultural and historical encounters and entanglements of German and Jew in locations both within and outside Germany, we also hope, with this volume, to signal an approach to German-Jewish culture that is in dialogue with other national and ethnic spaces and cultures. The figure of the German Jew must be looked at not only in the flourishing of a particular German-Jewish culture in modernity but even more importantly as coming into being in the complex interplay of mobility, migration, immigration, and the transnational.

      In the chapters that follow, scholars from a range of fields and disciplines—history, German studies, Yiddish, film and visual studies—present new ways of approaching the question of German Jews and the transnational. The first section of the volume, “To Germany, from Germany: The Promise of an Unpromised Land?,” gives a sense of the richness of Jewish life in Germany and German-Jewish life in other locations as part of multiple migrations and multiples sites of migration in the early twentieth century. It thus shifts the discussion about Jews and Germans from one of a static, one-way street of emigration and exile to a fuller discussion of the complex and ongoing entanglements of Jews and Germans. America was the “golden land” (the Goldene Medina) and the Land of Israel the “promised land.” Yet Germany was a magnet for non-German Jews. Its promise was religious freedom and economic opportunity in a land governed by rule of law. With its political economic stability, cultural familiarity, and geographic proximity to eastern Europe, Germany was a haven, an immigration land, or an ideal for Jews from Riga to Odessa, from Warsaw and Lemberg. For some Jews, it was merely a physical or cultural way station as they moved westward. For others, it was their final destination. It was a place where they could try out artistic or even political ideas, and it was a place where they were imbued with the spirit of Wissenschaft.

      As Deborah Hertz shows in her essay on the personal life of Rosa Luxemburg, this daughter of a Jewish timber merchant from Zamość in Russian-controlled Poland, who received her higher education in Switzerland, came to Germany to join Europe’s most important socialist movement. Hertz reexamines the inherently transnational Jewish socialist and feminist Rosa Luxemburg, whose lifestyle did not necessarily match her radical career. As she crossed borders and entered into romantic and sexual relationships, her political ambitions took precedence over her personal desires, and the private life that she presented to the public took a different form than she may have wished. Moreover, it was in Germany that she would not only attain prominence among socialists but also have a real impact on national politics. Immediately after World War I, she helped found the Communist Party of Germany, and in January 1919 she co-led a revolution against the government of the new German republic. Interestingly, despite Luxemburg’s political and economic radicalism, she gave the public impression of having a less-than-fully-radical romantic life. Indeed, she attempted to maintain the public fiction that she and her Polish-Jewish socialist lover were married, which Hertz ascribes to the socially conventional nature of the socialist subculture in Germany and Switzerland. Even if Russian radicals openly flouted bourgeois conventions, Luxemburg adopted—or seemed to adopt—the ethos of the German socialists. To have done otherwise would have led to marginalization among the German socialists, even German socialist feminists.

      Rosa Luxemburg was not the only prominent eastern European Jew who went to Germany because of its political or economic centrality, who engaged in its life, and who absorbed, adapted, or reacted to its values. Alan Levenson’s essay seeks to shift the discourse of immigration and exile from the binary notions of moving from one place to another to instead take into account the “triple immersion” of Joseph Soloveitchik, Jacob Katz, Nehama Leibowitz, and Abraham Joshua Heschel, four prominent Jewish intellectuals from traditional eastern European Jewish backgrounds whose migration from eastern Europe to Germany to Israel and the United States constitutes an intriguing and complex intellectual encounter. They each studied in Germany and adapted or adopted German models of scholarship for the study of Jewish religion. At the same time, their deep rootedness in Yiddishkeit and tremendous traditional learning differentiated them from many similarly educated Western peers, and their meaningful engagement with German (or German-Jewish) models differentiated them from other eastern European Jews—especially Zionists—who spent time in Germany without absorbing anything from its culture or traditions. Far more than generally assumed, German experiences had an impact on and shaped traditional and neotraditional Jewish intellectual life in Israel and the United States in the latter half of the twentieth century, reaching beyond the scope of German Jews in emigration and Reform Judaism.

      The other essays in this section similarly grapple with the encounter of German Jews with other Others. In his article on Yiddish writers in Weimar Berlin, Jeffrey Grossman seeks to reverse the optic and to consider the impact of German and German-Jewish culture on Sholem Aleichem, Dovid Bergelson, Anna Margolin, and Der Nister, going beyond the cursory and sometimes dismissive treatment that previous literary scholarship has given this transcultural exchange. Berlin may seem to be an unlikely locus of Yiddish literature, particular as acculturated German Jews looked askance on Yiddish as shtetl patois, but as Grossman shows, not only did eastern European Yiddish emulate German literary models, but during the era of World War I and the Russian Revolution they also found a home in Berlin. Moreover, despite German-Jewish ambivalence or hostility toward eastern European Jewish culture, German culture, such as Expressionism, continued to have an impact on Yiddish writers, and German literature served as a model for avant-garde Yiddish literature in the 1920s.

      Outside the borders of Germany, the Zionist propaganda film Avodah (Work), made in Palestine in 1935, interwove the culture of labor Zionists in the Yishuv with that of the Jewish bourgeoisie from interwar Germany. Lerski was, according to Ofer Ashkenazi in his essay “The Symphony of a Great Heimat: Zionism as a Cure for Weimar Crisis in Lerski’s Avodah,” the very embodiment of the transnational artist—born to Polish-Jewish immigrants in Strasbourg (then a part of Germany), Lerski lived in Zurich, immigrated to the United States until 1915, when he relocated to Berlin; he stayed in Berlin until his first trip to Palestine in 1931 but soon returned to Switzerland, then returned to Palestine until his final departure for Zurich in 1948, where he died in 1956. Yet it is not only the dizzyingly nomadic quality of Lerski’s life that makes him the paramount transnational artist but rather, as Ashkenazi demonstrates, the complex inter-cultural encounters seen in his work. As Ashkenazi demonstrates in his essay, Lerski drew on two important Weimar German films, Berlin. Die Sinfonie der Grosstadt (Berlin, Symphony of a Great City) and Metropolis, to present Zionism as the remedy for the ills of life in a modern world where machines displaced or oppressed people. Not only was the theme of problematic modernization present in Weimar-era cinema, but German films also served as a site for meditations on German-Jewish identity, Ashkenazi argues. Thus, Avodah, an important early Zionist film, created outside of Germany yet dependent on the stylization and themes of 1920s German cinema, reveals Lerski’s negotiation of two “cultural paradigms”—that of labor Zionism in Mandate-era Palestine and of liberal bourgeois culture in Weimar Germany—in light of his multiple emigrations.

      The second section, “Germany, the Portable Homeland,” draws on the canonical notion of Jewish culture formulated by German-Jewish poet Heinrich Heine, who famously declared not Germany but rather the Hebrew Bible the “portable Homeland,” to consider the various textual reimaginings of Germany. Jay Geller’s contribution on Gershom Scholem and his three brothers, for instance, provides a much thicker description of Scholem and his family than most accounts to date. By unraveling the Scholems’ own rhetoric and probing their cultural and political experiences, Geller elucidates the limits and durability of Germanness among German Jews outside the Heimat. However, German-Jewish immigrants to other lands did not just passively absorb new cultures and allow their Germanness to dissipate. They were also active generators of culture in their new homes and drew on their German training and German sensibilities as they contributed to society. Moreover, their position on the margins of society encouraged creative reconsiderations of culture. Michael Berkowitz’s essay, through an exploration of the photography of German-Jewish émigrés to Britain, Walter and Helmut Gernsheim, reconsiders the history of visual culture, and in particular photography, through a transnational lens. The contribution by Rick McCormick explores the impact of German Jewish émigré director Ernst Lubitsch’s films, both those made in Germany and those made in Hollywood after his emigration in 1922, and argues for the distinctively transnational nature of German-Jewish comedic film, with an emphasis on migration and identities—mistaken, altered, or reformed. Kerry Wallach’s essay forges a new way of writing transnational literary history, as it considers the multiple strands of social relations between these writers’ places of origin and emigration. Wallach examines the negative, pessimistic vision of America in serialized novels by Joseph Roth, Sholem Asch, and American-Jewish author Michael Gold, whose work was translated into German and serialized in the German-Jewish press, thus creating a network of textuality about Germany and Jews both inside and outside Germany. The contribution by Joachim Schlör recasts even further the notion of “Germany as Portable Homeland,” as he reflects on the creation of a “thirdspace” (Edward Soja) between Israel and Germany. In examining the liminality of the act of emigrating from Germany, as well as later return to Germany as visitors, Schlör makes a strong case for the specificity of German-Jewish transnational history, arguing for the necessity of shedding “more light on the intermediate, the transnational, the moving elements in travel and migration as cultural practices and on their representation in memory.” The final essay in this section, Atina Grossmann’s “Transnational Jewish Refugee Stories: Displacement, Loss, and (Non)Restitution,” enacts a new kind of transnational historiography by taking into account the history of emotion as it incorporates the narrative of her own family into the history of German-Jewish refugee writing. Grossmann’s essay explores, drawing on her own family history, the history of the refugees and the complex process of “Wiedergutmachung” (reparations) and insists on the dual processes that shape both the transnational history and the history of emotions that, as Grossmann states at the end of her essay, “considers especially questions of intergenerational transmission across time and place, and the fraught, mostly invisible, ways in which objects, tangible and remembered, still link the heirs of the looted and the looters.”

      The final section of the volume, “A Masterable Past? German-Jewish Transnationalism in a Post-Holocaust Era,” extends the discussion about a transnational German-Jewish culture into the post-1945 period. While much scholarship has focused attention on the complex mechanisms of memory, trauma, atrocity, and art in post-Holocaust Germany, there has to date been little work done that brings this discussion beyond the borders of Germany to consider the ways in which both trauma and the discourse about traumatic history migrate, moving across national and ethnic borders. The four essays in this section all attempt to grapple with the legacy of the loss of Jewish culture and Jewish sites in Germany by turning to the complex mediation of the culture of memory between Germany and the United States.

      Although German-born, Germany-based German Jewry largely ceased after 1945, the phenomenon of German-Jewish transnationalism did not.27 In many ways, it grew more complex. Prewar German Jewry lived on in emigration in Tel Aviv, New York, San Francisco, London, Sydney, and São Paulo. There, German-Jewish émigrés wrestled with the dilemmas faced by emigrant communities everywhere, including assimilation to a new culture and diminution of one’s native culture as well as the question of one’s relationship to the former homeland. Of course, in the case of the German-Jewish émigrés, this issue was immensely more complex because of the legacy of the Nazi regime. As shown in the essays in Part 2 by Joachim Schlör and Jay Geller, émigrés related to Germany in differing ways. Even those émigrés who returned to Germany for visits differed in their view of contemporary Germans and the past, while retaining their own private relationship with Germanness.

      Concurrently, Jewish life did continue in Germany, though the size and character of the postwar Jewish community differed considerably from that before the Holocaust. Rather than five hundred thousand mainly German-born Jews, the community numbered twenty thousand to forty thousand Jews born in eastern Europe or born in Germany to eastern European parents. This diminished community could not satisfy all its religious, cultural, and social needs. Foreign-born or foreign-trained rabbis led congregations.28 Karen Remmler frames this final section of the volume by problematizing the use of the term “normalization” in post-Holocaust Germany, examining the complex mechanisms of how the “work of memory in the affective realm continues” into the second and third generations of victims and perpetrators. In her essay, “Normalization and Its Discontents: The Transnational Legacy of the Holocaust in Contemporary Germany,” Remmler seeks to understand the mechanisms of reconciliation and “normalization” in the descendants of Nazi perpetrators. Putting the term “normalization” under a critical lens, Remmler elucidates the complexity and slipperiness of the term “normalization” by exploring Christina von Braun’s 2007 family memoir Stille Post, Malte Ludin’s film “2 oder 3 Dinge, die ich von ihm weiss” (2005), and Nerburg Rohde-Dahls’s film “Ein weites Feld. Das Holocaust Mahnmal in Berlin” (2007).

      Gavriel Rosenfeld picks up on Remmler’s question about “normalcy” as he examines synagogue architecture in Germany from 1945 to the present. Not only does the reinscription of synagogues in the German cityscape mark a desire for a return to “normalcy,” but the design of such Jewish sites of worship indicates both an evolving relationship with the past and a transnationalization of Jewish identity in Germany as unobtrusive synagogues by German architects gave way to overtly Jewish structures, often designed by American Jews. Without a large number of architects among its own ranks, the Jewish community in Germany looked to foreign architects—mainly Jewish—to design synagogues and communal institutions.

      Thus, some aspects of German-Jewish transnationalism have reversed course in comparison to the prewar years. Rather than Germany supplying Jewish leaders and Jewish ideas to the world, the world supplied Jews in Germany with religious and cultural leaders to some degree. As both Gavriel Rosenfeld and Michael Meng note in their contributions to the volume, this cultural interchange gave institutions of the Jewish community in Germany a transnational character. Similarly, as Raysh Weiss shows in her essay, “Klezmer in the New Germany: History, Identity, and Memory,” non-German Jewish musicians (as well as non-Jewish German musicians) cater to musical tastes that differ greatly from those that existed among Jews in Germany before the war. In addition, interest in eastern European Jewish folk music among non-Jewish Germans is quite strong—a phenomenon virtually unknown before 1933. Raysh Weiss argues that non-German Jews provide a Jewish cultural experience to non-Jewish Germans that may or may not correspond to the cultural offerings of the official Jewish community. She explores the ways in which klezmer, as the sound of a fabricated Jewishness that is no longer present in contemporary Germany and, for the most part, not even performed by or for Jews, offers a case study of the spatial and temporal relocation of a cultural practice.

      The last essay in the volume, by historian Michael Meng, suggests that the process of mediating the memory of Jewish sites in Germany after the Holocaust must be understood, in his words, as “at one and the same time the national and the transnational contexts of Germany’s recollection of the past and recovery of Jewish sites.” By turning to post-1945 Jewish sites in Berlin and Essen, Meng untangles both transnational and national memories in both cities; Meng’s insistence on the imbrication between the national and the transnational offers a nuanced way of approaching the very question of Jewish life in contemporary Germany.

      Our hope with this volume is to spark dialogue not only in the fields of German Studies and Jewish Studies, but more importantly to allow the scholarship that is being done in German-Jewish studies to seep across and out of the disciplinary confines of German studies and Jewish studies and to be part of a larger discussion in the humanities. For it is precisely in the fertile, contested, and open space of the hyphen linking “German” and “Jew” and the movement of Jews to and from Germany that new readings and newly generative work in our respective fields can take place.
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      Chapter 1

      Love, Money, and Career in the Life of Rosa Luxemburg

      Deborah Hertz

      Rosa Luxemburg between Peoples and Nations

      The legacy of Rosa Luxemburg is very much alive in our time, almost a century after her murder in 1919, during the German Revolution after World War I. Rosa Luxemburg was a well-known socialist intellectual, active in Polish and German affairs, whose personality has achieved cult status. Indeed, few of her admirers today are likely to entirely comprehend or endorse the political stance for which she gave her life. To account for her posthumous fame we can point to her dramatic life and tragic end, as well as to her notable intellectual achievements. Her dissertation, The Industrial Development of Poland, originally published in 1897 in Leipzig, remains a classic text in several languages.1 Her second major book, Reform or Revolution, summarized her polemic against the gradualist politics that were becoming the dominant stance of the German socialist party. Another notable contribution was her book The Mass Strike, which articulated her syndicalist strategy, so different from the elitist path to power of the Bolshevik Revolution in Russia in 1918.2

      Whereas other female radicals of her day, such as Anna Kuliscioff, Gesia Gelfman, or Clara Zetkin, are known mainly to specialists, Luxemburg is celebrated around the world in many genres. Her admirers have named web sites, stamps, salons, foundations, schools, street signs, and even a subway station in her memory. A play by Armand Gatti called The Rosa Collective was performed in Germany in 1970, and a feature film by Margarethe von Trotta, Die Geduld der Rosa Luxemburg, was released in 1986. In France, a rock music group is named for her; a musical about her life was recently performed; and a large painting by Jean-Paul Riopelle from 1992 is entitled L’hommage à Rosa Luxemburg. Two new novels, one in German and one in English, are based on her life.3

      Then too she is publicly memorialized every January 15, the anniversary of her murder, at the spot on the Landwehr Canal where her corpse was thrown that night.4 Another commemoration of her murder takes place at her grave at the Friedrichsfeldt Central Cemetery in Berlin, where she was buried after having been dragged from the canal. Alas, we actually cannot be sure that the corpse that was buried in her casket was the authentic Rosa Luxemburg. A forensic firestorm erupted in 2009 after experts discovered a cadaver in the basement of the Charité Hospital in Berlin that they claimed was the correct skeleton.5

      Scholars, too, are keeping her legacy alive. In 1990, a fourteen-volume edition of her books and articles appeared in German, and an English-language translation of that edition is currently in preparation. To grasp how her various intimate relationships influenced her public career, letters are a crucial primary source, and a one-volume selection of letters has recently been released in English.6 In the last decade alone, three new biographies have been published in Germany, and numerous editions of her essays continue to be published and republished in various languages.7

      In order to understand why she chose to make her career in the leading left party in Europe, the SPD, the German Social Democrats, we must dig beneath the vague labels of internationalist and cosmopolitan so often used by Luxemburg herself and by her admirers in posterity. Like so many other intellectuals then and there, her command of languages and cultures meant she could choose from a crowded field of possible identities, each with its own politics. So many values, ideals, family relationships, and social aspirations could influence the political choices of a particular individual. Rosa Luxemburg was born into a modern, reasonably prosperous Jewish family, so assimilated that they spoke Polish at home.8 In her elite high school in Warsaw she learned Russian, necessary since Poland then belonged to the Russian empire. Her favorite authors and composers tended to be German, and all of her adult years were spent in German-speaking milieus, in Zurich and Berlin. Lurking behind her public Polish, Russian, and German identities was her Jewish heritage, a burden for her at the time. In this essay, we explore what a recent observer calls Luxemburg’s “fanatic anti-nationalism.”9 The consequence, so goes the argument, is that “the unnatural living that began with her vague wish not to be a Jew inevitably led to secretiveness.” Her behavior was “Chameleon-like,” and “admired by some, condemned by others, and undetected by most.”10

      For so many reasons, Luxemburg deserves her posthumous fame around the world. But being an icon today does not presume that she was totally unique in her own lifetime. Here we challenge the pat notion recently put forward, that “Rosa Luxemburg was always an anomaly.”11 To be sure, she certainly did take a different path, as compared to the vast majority of her Jewish female peers in Russia then, who tended to remain loyal to faith and family. But memoirs and statistics teach us that she was, nevertheless, typical of a strong trend among Jewish teen girls, who fled their Jewish families and hometowns beginning in the 1870s. The runaway “Hebrew maidens” who caused so much dismay to their families may well have been inspired by the extraordinary martyrdom of the most dedicated Christian women activists of the day.12 These were years when female activists in Russia were notorious and much-discussed.13 The rebel girls, who were often born to extremely privileged noble families, often became midwives, teachers, nurses, journalists, translators, and full-time activists. Back in the 1870s in Russia, an intense commitment to the cause required constant travel, false identities, and very high-risk actions. Trust between activists was crucial. Radicals sometimes lived communally, and romances were rarely formalized in conventional marriages.

      In this setting, their political ideology was still vaguely anarchist or socialist, without much attention to how these labels differed. The most divisive issue was whether assassination of leading Czarist officials, including the Czar himself, would stimulate widespread social rebellion.14 Except a tiny handful of early Jewish socialists, Jewish activists rarely attended to the social distress of their own people. It would take another generation, until the late nineties, for Zionism and Yiddish socialism to rival the mainstream left movements. The point is that as a teen activist in Warsaw, Luxemburg was not as anomalous as she became later.

      It was only after she moved to Berlin, when she was twenty-eight, that Rosa Luxemburg’s speeches, her journalism, her books, and her party leadership roles made her much more idiosyncratic. In that highly argumentative milieu, success required the skills to debate theories, tactics, and strategies. By this time, German socialists had rejected the emancipated romances of the 1870s Russian activists or even of their own leaders from the previous epoch, such as the free-spirited bohemian Ferdinand Lassalle. The leading figures in the Social Democratic Party were expected to marry and lead calm domestic lives. Moreover, unlike the previous era in the radical movement, leadership now required more than fervor and the passion for martyrdom. In 1898, few women had the education, the discipline, and the ambition to achieve authentic political leadership in a major national party. In the pages to come we shall learn that the many branches of the women’s movement also offered a platform for political engagement, but Luxemburg was not attracted to the organized feminist cause.

      Previous biographers and historians have familiarized us with how her intellect, her training, her passionate convictions, and her network of mentors all contributed to her very successful career in the SPD. In this essay, we learn that the large fortune of her lover and political partner, Leo Jogiches, also was crucial in Luxemburg’s political success. Love, money, and career were connected to each other for her, in immensely complex ways. Precisely for this reason, Luxemburg’s personal life is of burning interest to contemporary women, who can easily empathize with her dilemmas about how to reconcile love, domesticity, intellectual accomplishment, and political activism.

      Leo Jogiches’s money played a complex role in their tempestuous love affair from the very beginning.15 From the time they first met in 1890, until their relationship went seriously awry in 1905, Luxemburg and Jogiches were a committed couple, but their relationship was kept a secret from both family and many of her political comrades. Sometimes Luxemburg pretended to be married to Jogiches, and in other situations she pretended to be single. That she felt compelled to adjust her public image in order to further her political career tells us much about the sexual codes of German socialism in her day. In order to understand how her ethnic identity informed her political choices, and to judge whether and how she was unique, we revisit two junctures in Luxemburg’s life. We first explore her life at the age of eighteen, when she left Warsaw to study in Zurich. Our second episode took place a decade later, when she had earned her doctorate, and at twenty-eight moved alone to Berlin. We now enter her life in 1889, when she departed Warsaw for Zurich, soon to meet her life companion and stormy lover, the Vilna radical Leo Jogiches.

      Departing Warsaw in 1889

      When Rosa Luxemburg was born in 1870, she was the fifth and adored child of her family, who hailed from Zamosc, a town in the southeast corner of historic Poland. Her father was a timber merchant, and her mother, descended from a long line of rabbis, was well-educated for a woman of the time. When Luxemburg was three, the family moved to Warsaw. It was in these years that she was improperly treated for a congenital hip dislocation, and she limped for the rest of her life. At ten, Luxemburg was accepted into the very prestigious Second Russian Gymnasium for Girls. Beginning in the 1850s, when the first all-girls elite secondary schools, called gymnasia, were founded, girls from well-to-do families were able to obtain a rigorous training that might qualify them to work as teachers or governesses, or study for a doctorate at a Swiss university or train to be physicians.16

      While in high school, Rosa Luxemburg joined an underground program of study groups called the Fliegende Universität (the flying university), taught by professors sympathetic to the radical cause.17 She was also active in the Second Proletariat circle, who were inspired by the propaganda of the deed politics of the Russian organization the People’s Will. By the time that Luxemburg joined the Second Proletariat in the middle years of the 1880s, terrorist tactics were being vigorously debated among radicals across Europe. After the assassination of Czar Alexander II a few years before, in 1881, which definitely did not precipitate a general uprising, support for terrorist tactics had begun to wane. It was in the early 1880s that Marxist perspectives were becoming more popular among Russian activists. Several former supporters of terrorism changed their views and formed the Emancipation of Labor circle in Geneva. They argued that organizing urban workers was a better way to end czarist rule than assassinating rulers.18 Besides the debates about the use of violent tactics, Polish radicals also argued about whether and how to achieve Polish national autonomy.19 The latest rebellion against Russian rule, in 1863, had been brutally suppressed, and for many radicals national autonomy and social change were deeply linked.

      Luxemburg the teen firebrand was following in the footsteps of a remarkable generation of women leaders in the Russian radical movements. The deeds of Sophia Perovskaya, Vera Zasulich, Anna Rozenstein Kuliscioff, Gesia Gelfman, Vera Figner, Sophia Bardina, and sisters Olga and Vera Liubatovich were celebrated in biographies, posters, and widely read memoirs.20 These activists were not involved in the organized feminist movements but definitely rebelled against conventional female behavior when they made bombs, used false names, lived in secret communes, and declined to enter conventional marriages. In the 1870s, when back-to-the-people organizing and propaganda of the deed terrorism were the modes of activism, women often volunteered for very risky and consuming roles.

      During Luxemburg’s Warsaw years, she definitely would have been aware of the daring deeds and often tragic deaths of several notable female activists. When she was thirteen, the romantic couple Aleksandra Jentys and Ludwik Waryński, leaders in the First Proletariat circle, were imprisoned in the Warsaw Citadel. In 1887, when Rosa Luxemburg was seventeen, the two intimate friends Rosalie Felsenhard and Maria Bohuszewicz died on their way to exile in Siberia. Felsenhard was Jewish, and her comrade was from a distinguished noble family.21 This intimacy of the two Polish activists was definitely typical for the social ambience of radical movements at the time, a topic outside the scope of this essay.22

      Recent research has illuminated the surprisingly large number of Jewish women who were deeply involved in the dangerous politics of the People’s Will in Russia during the 1870s and 1880s. Yet when we look for good explanations for this trend, we find that the Jewish women have been altogether ignored by most historians. The reason is that the focus has been on Christian women and Jewish men, not Jewish women. The privileged gentry women were supposedly motivated by buried Orthodox Catholic values, transmitted by mothers and sisters who frequently joined the movements alongside their daughters.23 As for the Jewish boys, some argue that the messianic streams of Judaism subconsciously influenced their left politics, even if they themselves were hostile to Judaism of all kinds. Others argue that the Haskalah, the Jewish Enlightenment, was a bridge between yeshiva Judaism and the radical left.

      The appeal to lost religion as a way to explain radical commitments is problematic altogether when the historical subjects we investigate were explicitly hostile to God and ritual. But religious explanations are particularly weak in accounting for why so many Jewish women affiliated with the dangerous left politics of this era. Many of the Jewish women activists, including Rosa Luxemburg, were actively rebelling against both family and Jewish identity, even its modern forms. Girls and women had always been excluded altogether from sacred languages and learning as well as from synagogue rituals. Even the reformers, the maskilim, failed to significantly change these practices in the nineteenth century. A better direction for explaining Jewish women’s activism is to look at their practices, values, and habits. Many of them read contemporary novels, not only in Yiddish but also in Russian. Moreover, the gender role reversal in many Jewish families may well have made the hardscrabble life of a roving, secretive radical quite normative. For centuries, wives who managed inns, mills, taverns, and small shops were frequent in Jewish society. They needed to speak the vernacular languages, handle finances, and possibly travel to fairs and around their locales. The teen girl recruits seem to have channeled the business wife roles when they volunteered for political ventures that required mastery of Russian or Polish, street smarts, and the confidence to travel incognito and alone.24

      After graduating from the gymnasium in 1887, Luxemburg remained in the Warsaw area working as a governess. In February of 1889, she left Warsaw to pursue a doctorate at the University of Zurich. Here again, as with her Second Proletariat party activism, Luxemburg was following in a well-known path. Beginning in 1866, the University of Zurich had become an important location for young women determined to gain a real university education. Although all-female secondary schools and special university courses for women were flourishing by the 1890s, Switzerland was the only European country where women could gain authentic medical, legal, and other graduate degrees. Russian women in general and Jewish women in particular were very robustly represented among the women studying in Swiss universities in these decades.25

      We have several versions of the circumstances of Rosa Luxemburg’s journey from Warsaw to Zurich. For reasons that remain cloudy, Luxemburg herself seems to have created her own myth about this turning point in her biography. She claimed that she left Warsaw to avoid imminent arrest, requiring her to be smuggled across a well-travelled route on the border between Russia and Germany. In her own telling of the episode, the “organized means of transport had broken down,” and so she turned to the leader of the Second Proletariat group, Marcin Kasprzak. It was he, she claimed, who then “persuaded the local Catholic priest that a Jewish girl wished to be baptized in order to marry her lover, but owing to the violent opposition of her family, could only do so abroad.”26

      Thanks to some careful digging in the archives, we now know that none of the claims in this story were actually true. She had a valid visa for study in Switzerland. Moreover, she was not defying her parents when she left to study in Zurich. Indeed, her parents helped pay for her studies there.27 The threat of imminent arrest is not substantiated either. Historians who have searched the list of radicals wanted by the police have found no record of her name at the time she left Warsaw. Nor is there any evidence that Luxemburg was one of the radicals chosen by the Second Proletariat party to use a university education to better serve the people.28 And so it seems that Luxemburg constructed two falsehoods, one buried inside the other. She cited herself telling Kasprzak that the police were on her tail, which was not true. She then created a false account of what Kasprzak told the imaginary priest. Her myth about her departure for Zurich echoed a common trope in the biographies and autobiographies of the era. Beginning in the late 1860s, memoirs frequently note young Jewish women who fled their homes, often to avoid an arranged marriage.29 After leaving home, these young women often became seamstresses or midwifes, two popular vocations, in order to serve the people.30 And if they joined a political movement, love with a radical male comrade, not always Jewish, could ensue. Sometimes the Jewish woman converted and married a Christian radical. Sometimes they entered a “fictitious marriage” designed to regularize their residential status. And sometimes they lived in a “free union” without a marriage certificate.

      When she arrived in Zurich, Luxemburg moved into the home of a politically active German-Polish family, the Lübecks. Olympia Lübeck became a mother figure to Luxemburg, and her husband Karl Lübeck helped Luxemburg publish in the German socialist press.31 In the summer of 1890, Luxemburg met a twenty-three-year-old radical on the run from Vilna who had just arrived in Zurich. He went by the name of Leon Grosovski, but his real name was Leo Jogiches. He was four years older than Luxemburg and hailed from a prominent Jewish family in Vilna. Jogiches’s grandfather Jakub Jogiches had bequeathed a synagogue in Vilna, still functioning in Leo’s youth in the 1870s. Jogiches’s father Samuel, Jakub’s son, was sympathetic to the Haskalah and continued the businesses that made the family so wealthy. Jogiches’s grandfather and his father both died at young ages, and although Leo was one of four brothers, he was especially adored by his mother.32

      As a teen, Leo Jogiches had been a leader among the local Jewish radicals, and his little sect was called the Vilna Central Organization.33 Like Rosa Luxemburg in her own teen years in Warsaw, Jogiches had identified with the terrorist politics of the People’s Will. Since the late 1860s, the People’s Will politics had been very popular indeed among the young Jewish radicals in Vilna. That northern Pale of Settlement city was the hub for Jewish smuggling rings, which operated in the open along the western border of Russia. The traditional Jews involved in clandestine trade seem to have been willing to help out with the smuggling of radical publications as well as activists.34 For years after he left Vilna, Jogiches would connect various left groups to the Jewish smuggling rings.

      When he was sixteen, Leo Jogiches quit his studies at the prestigious Russian State Gymnasium without graduating. He apprenticed to a locksmith and studied printing, supporting himself as a manual laborer. He was committed to organizing workers, and in Vilna the vast majority of urban laborers were Jews, usually employed in workshops owned by other Jews. They made stockings, clothing, matches, cigarettes, or leather goods, or they printed books and newspapers. While still a teen in Vilna, Jogiches decided to learn Yiddish so as to organize the local Jewish workers. This choice is so revealing of the odd shifts among his generation of Jewish radicals. He was returning to a language undoubtedly rejected by his wealthy family. But his rationale for learning Yiddish was to revolt against the economic system that had made his family rich in the first place. Throughout his life his privilege and his protests were tightly intertwined, sometimes in disturbing ways. After he departed Vilna in the late 1880s, Jogiches more or less abandoned Jewish socialism. But for years he remained in contact with the activists who ultimately founded the socialist General Jewish Labor Federation of Lithuania, Poland, and Russia (commonly known as “the Bund”—the Yiddish word for “Federation”), and from time to time he worked on joint projects with Bund activists back in Russia.35

      Vilna was the center of Jewish worker organizing, for a variety of reasons.36 Vilna was home to many Jewish half-intellectuals, who had drifted away from both traditional and modernist Judaism, but were too poor to attend elite secondary schools, which usually limited their chances for higher education. Instead of that stony pathway, many migrated into careers in left movements, which provided an intellectual, social, and political platform. The half-intellectuals in Vilna had plenty of workers to organize, since thousands of impoverished rural Jews migrated to the larger cities in the Pale of Settlement in these decades.

      In September 1888, Leo Jogiches was taken into custody for organizing a strike in a print shop. After his release, he was arrested again the following year and spent four months in prison. In September 1889, he was freed, but he immediately received a call to be drafted into the Russian army. To avoid this onerous assignment, he fled Vilna, and in the summer of 1890 he was smuggled out of Russia, supposedly in a wagon under a clay covering.37 How ironic that his real escape from Russia to Switzerland resembled Luxemburg’s imagined version of her own departure from Warsaw to Zurich. As for Jogiches’s personality, even sympathetic friends from this era spoke harshly. Charles Rappoport, his comrade from his Vilna years, was a keen observer of Jogiches’s strengths and weaknesses.38 Rappoport noted that Jogiches was “witty, but sarcastic and stinging” in his political and personal critiques.39 His friends frequently quipped that he was so secretive that he hid his identity “behind a monstrous regiment of pseudonyms.” They joked about whether he even knew his own name and address.40 All in all, Jogiches was known for his tendency to “arrogance and obstinacy,” qualities that intensified after he departed Vilna and the conspiratorial subculture of the Russian radicals.

      Among his resources when he arrived in Switzerland was the yearly interest on his huge personal fortune of fifteen thousand rubles.41 He did, to be sure, reserve some funds for his high-quality clothing. Still, Jogiches was ready to devote colossal sums to radical projects, but only if his funds brought him a position of influence and power. This observation seems to have been true not only for his political actions but also for his attitude toward Luxemburg. One historian argued that in his relationship with Rosa Luxemburg, he adopted “an absurd stinginess as part of his role as controller” of the funds.42

      Jogiches’s fortune and his attempt to use it for internal power in the movement badly backfired when he and Luxemburg travelled to Geneva in 1892 to meet with Georg Plekhanov to propose a project to translate, publish, and distribute the works of Marx and Engels in Russia.43 Plekhanov was a distinguished veteran of the Russian left scene, one of those who had turned against terrorism back in 1879, when the Propagandist populist movement had split over this issue. Together with Pavel Akselrod, Lev Deutsch, and Vera Zasulich, Plekhanov had settled in Geneva, where the four of them founded the Emancipation of Labor circle. All four had taken up modest jobs so that they could devote their energies to publishing and organizing for the cause.44 Jogiches proposed to Plekhanov that he would only donate to the translating project if his single vote would be as weighty as all of the other comrades involved. Plekhanov was shocked at the arrogance of this plan, especially considering how he and his close associates were supporting themselves. He utterly rejected Jogiches’s reliance on his family fortune to smooth his path to political influence and went so far as to denounce him as a “miniature Nechayev.” This was a very serious accusation, because Sergei Nechayev had been an immoral conspiratorial figure in the 1860s, who had betrayed scores of radicals to the Russian police.45

      Plekhanov’s fury at Jogiches would come to haunt Jogiches, and the repercussions for Rosa Luxemburg were also very serious indeed. Contemporary observers and historians agree that if the rift with Plekhanov had been healed, Luxemburg and Jogiches might have become activists in the emerging Russian social democratic movement.46 Friendship was important for radicals, as so many of them had become estranged from their families and from established society. It was Lev Deutsch from the Geneva group, who later fondly recalled how the radicals in this era formed “one large family.”47 Yet the relationships among Jogiches and Luxemburg’s peers could also be fragile, vulnerable to what seem from a distance to have been minor political disagreements.48

      We see precisely this practice of small-scale leftist intrigue in another episode from 1892, when Rosa Luxemburg and Leo Jogiches joined the Polish Socialist Party, the PPS, the umbrella socialist party of the Polish radicals, which was committed to the fight for Polish independence. This organization was definitely welcoming to Jewish radicals, who formed a full 10 percent of the membership.49 But after only a year in the Zurich branch of the PPS, Luxemburg and Jogiches, alongside several of their close friends, founded a new Polish socialist party, much smaller than the PPS, at first called SDKP, the Social Democracy of the Kingdom of Poland. The controversy between the two parties was about Polish independence, a debate that had haunted the Warsaw radicals in the previous decade. Luxemburg and Jogiches and their SKDP friends argued that autonomy for Poland was best achieved in a wider regional context.

      Meanwhile, Luxemburg and Jogiches had become a romantic couple, and from the outset the terms of their relationship were complex. They certainly agreed about many political disputes. They both rejected terrorism, they both rejected the fight for Polish independence, and neither was interested in organizing Jewish workers. Both were personally ambitious and simultaneously highly idealistic. Indeed, Jogiches’s peers considered him ambitious “to the point of madness.”50 Beyond his good looks and adventurous personality, Jogiches offered much to Luxemburg at this juncture in her life. He was politically confident and had ample family money to spend on the cause and on support for her. For Jogiches, Luxemburg had many complementary skills and qualities. He was a paranoid loner, whereas she had a loving and gregarious personality, was personally charming, and was an eloquent orator. Already in her early twenties in the Zurich hothouse of Russian radicals, she had the makings of an accomplished scholar and a prolific journalist, whereas Jogiches had great difficulty completing intellectual projects. In the early years of their relationship, he saw her as his public voice while he dictated policy from the shadows.

      In the summer of 1891, on vacation in Geneva, they sealed their intimacy by becoming lovers, and throughout their years as a couple they never married. Since both were Jewish, there were no formal obstacles to such a wedding. They would certainly both have been well-informed on contemporary debates about the many flaws of traditional marriage. By the 1890s, there was much public discussion of what contemporaries called “the new morality.” The claim was that sexual emancipation was as important as social equality and political liberty. Female behavior has always been a way to mark the difference between classes, and it was also a way to mark the difference between political movements. By the time that Rosa Luxemburg came of age, anarchists were typically more welcoming to unconventional romances than the socialists.51 As we shall see, Rosa Luxemburg and Leo Jogiches were in some ways an unconventional couple, yet in other ways Luxemburg, at least, was altogether unwilling to be known publicly as the highly unconventional woman that she actually was.

      While she was in Zurich for the eight years of her doctoral studies, Luxemburg avoided the café life of gossip and political intrigue. Her publications in the German socialist press and her successful participation in international socialist congresses gave her confidence that she could achieve a career in German social democracy.52 Because the SPD was the largest socialist party in Europe then, home to lively internal debates and reasonably open to Jewish intellectuals, Luxemburg chose Berlin as her new home. Her old friend from Zurich, Alexander Helphand, had been living in Germany since the early 1890s and helped her meet the important party leaders.53 We now follow her there, where we see her industry and her success, and watch how her happy intimacy with Jogiches fell apart.

      Arriving in Berlin

      With her doctorate in hand, in the spring of 1898, Luxemburg was finally ready to move to Berlin. In the conspiratorial movements, political engagement required self-sacrifice and bravery. But in the Zurich and Berlin settings where Luxemburg made her mark, prominence in leftist movements required mastery of the speech, the published book, and articles. By choosing a well-established socialist party in Germany, Luxemburg was simultaneously rejecting several other possible political and geographical alternatives. Considering her hostility to all matters Jewish, she was unlikely to move to Vilna, Warsaw, or Minsk so as to organize for the Bund. For the same reason, she would never have boarded a boat sailing for Jaffa to join the pioneers of the First Aliyah.

      Then too we must consider whether she might have joined one or another wing of the women’s movement. We note from afar the irony that many of her own problems revealed the problems the feminists were bringing into public discussion. She was certainly aware of current developments in feminist politics. One of the leading women’s activists in Berlin in 1898 was Anita Augsburg, then forty, who had earned her law degree at Zurich and had returned to Berlin a year before Rosa Luxemburg moved there. Augsburg became a dominant force in the Bund für Mutterschutz, an eclectic radical feminist circle that advocated for women’s sexual and maternal freedom.54

      Luxemburg would not have been the only Jewish woman to join one of the various branches of the contemporary women’s movements. Hedwig Dohm was already seventy years old in 1898, a widowed mother of five, but she had achieved a prominent position as a feminist writer and activist.55 Several other Jewish women, including Adele Schreber and Henriette Fürth, were active in the Bund für Mutterschutz, and these two Jewish feminists were also peripherally involved in the SPD women’s movement.56

      Rosa Luxemburg soon became intimate friends with Clara Zetkin, the leader of the SPD women’s organization. Zetkin’s career in the SPD provides fascinating contrasts to Luxemburg’s choices. For one thing, Clara Zetkin and her first husband Ossip raised children, and after his death, she lived with the poet, painter, and activist Georg Friedrich Zundel. Zetkin somehow felt free to enjoy unconventional relationships, but her friend, Luxemburg, did not.

      Another political destination Rosa Luxemburg rejected at this point was to make her way in the emerging Russian socialist movement, entirely plausible because she spoke fluent Russian. Perhaps it was the episode with Plekhanov in Geneva that closed off this option. All in all, her choice to become an expert on Poland while opposing national rights for the Poles was complicated, perhaps paradoxical. Throughout her political career in the SPD, she was attacked as a Polish foreigner in Germany, as a woman, and as a Jew. Yet she declined to become involved in any of the movements representing these three problematic identities. The psychic cost of defending herself against slanderous insult, while publicly refusing to recognize the identity so hated by others, must have been considerable for Rosa Luxemburg.

      In Luxemburg’s era, the SPD, like other radical political movements, was an eclectic social milieu where Jewish intellectuals could flourish.57 Radical politics, anarchist as well as socialist, provided remarkable opportunities for assimilation. But earning a place at the radical table did not mean that Jewish activists were likely to represent Jewish issues in public politics. Indeed, Luxemburg and most of her leftist peers who rejected Bund politics had great difficulties in analyzing the Jewish social structure. This was an important failing, since for these intellectuals, analysis was a key prelude to organizing. The truth was that Jewish workers constituted a very large proportion of the Russian urban residents then. The deterioration of their economic roles in the rural economy and the pogroms of the early 1880s led many village Jews to migrate to the larger cities inside the Pale of Settlement.58

      A common radical view was that Jews were a pariah caste, which meant that they were not appropriate to organize, since their economic roles were not recognized in the Marxist or the anarchist paradigm. Debate also raged among radicals about whether Jews were a people, with rights to a territorial state. It was intensely problematic that when pogroms broke out in the southern region of the Pale of Settlement in 1881, the People’s Will manifestos proclaimed that violence against Jews was an expression of anticapitalism and therefore should not be combatted.59 Esteemed radicals across the generations who were of Jewish descent, including Karl Marx, Leon Trotsky, Lev Deutsch, and Pavel Akselrod, often articulated such views themselves, although they may have dissented in private. A recent study argues that an internalized requirement for Jews to succeed in leadership positions in the German Social Democratic Party was to refrain from raising any Jewish issues.60

      As for Rosa Luxemburg in 1898, having chosen Berlin as her career destination, she needed a valid visa to live in Germany. So as to ease her path, she chose a familiar route for radical women of her day and entered into what was called a fictitious marriage with Gustav Lübeck, the son of her friends Olympia and Karl, in Basel in the spring of 1898. Although Gustav Lübeck was not enthusiastic about the marriage project, his parents both felt obligated to help Luxemburg, and they insisted he cooperate. No conversion to any kind of Christianity was required, because Switzerland’s residents enjoyed the right to a civil marriage. The personal backstory was predictably complicated. Unlike some of the most notorious anarchist women of her generation, Luxemburg was not willing to be known publicly to be living with a man in a free union. The reality was that her relationship was a free union, but she tried to keep that a secret. The paradox was that while Gustav Lübeck and Rosa Luxemburg were living in Zurich, and even after Luxemburg moved to Berlin, she conducted an elaborate pretense to her family back in Warsaw that she and Jogiches were married.61 Indeed his regular payments of interest on his inheritance were transmitted from Leo Jogiches’s brother in Vilna to Luxemburg’s brother in Warsaw, and ultimately to Jogiches in Zurich. At one juncture when Luxemburg’s parents were working to arrange a marriage for her older sister Anna, her father Elias expected Jogiches to pay into Anna’s sister’s dowry because he thought that Jogiches was Luxemberg’s lawful husband. Yet in these years, at least, she did not even permit her parents to learn Jogiches’s real name.62

      Rosa Luxemburg had several good reasons to keep the relationship with Leo Jogiches a secret once she moved to Berlin. To begin with, the most practical reason, she arrived in Berlin as a married woman. Luxemburg and Gustav Lübeck parted forever after the wedding ceremony, but she did not manage to achieve a divorce until 1903. This meant that if Leo Jogiches were to move to Berlin and live openly with Luxemburg, her fictitious marriage might become publicly problematic. Moreover, as a Russian citizen with a pending charge of escape from conscription into the Russian army, Jogiches simply could not legally immigrate to Germany. On the wider stage of socialist politics, the ambience cultivated by the leadership of the German Social Democratic Party was one of bourgeois conformity and strict traditional values. In earlier decades, libertines such as Ferdinand Lassalle could be the public spokesman for the socialists in Germany. Three decades after Lassalle died in a duel for the hand of the half-Jewish Helene von Racowitza, this permissive atmosphere had vanished.63 The values and practices of the socialists in Germany in the years when Rosa Luxemburg first moved there were altogether conventional. One of the ways that socialists distinguished their movement from their rivals the anarchists was precisely around the values of sexual propriety and domestic virtue.

      Then too we must consider the obstacles Leo Jogiches created regarding a formal marriage. He was an escapee from the Russian army living under a false name in Switzerland, and indeed his attempts to become a Swiss citizen never came to fruition. Moreover, his ambivalence about all relationships may well have rendered a formal marriage out of the question for him, even if his citizenship situation had not been so problematic. Since their affair had begun in the early 1890s in Zurich, financially he functioned as her husband, even though their relationship was supposedly a secret.64 Gradually she became financially self-sufficient, from her journalism, book sales, lectures, and teaching in the SPD school in Berlin. Still, it seems that Jogiches’s family funds were a welcome support that made possible their summer holidays in Italy, Switzerland, and France, when they lived openly as man and wife.

      At a deeper level, beneath the practical barriers to a marriage between Rosa Luxemburg and Leo Jogiches, a variety of educational, political, and interpersonal barriers made marriage or even happy domestic cohabitation unlikely. Jogiches was still working on his doctorate when she left Zurich for Berlin, and in her letters she frequently inquired as to his progress on his degree, which was never completed. Jogiches, meanwhile, told Rosa Luxemburg that he needed to remain in Zurich so as to handle the illegal communications to and from Warsaw for their small Polish socialist party.

      Leo Jogiches’s role as Rosa Luxemburg’s far-away mentor proved to be most complicated after she moved to Berlin. As she grew in prominence, he found it increasingly difficult to control and advise and influence her.65 Over the years, this problem drove a huge wedge between the two. We can track in her letters to him the painful ambivalence of rejecting his mentor role while still depending on him for funds. Her letters to him from her first years in Berlin contain dutiful lists of how she is spending her money, followed by requests for him to send her more funds. In one very fascinating letter from March 1894, while she was away from Zurich in Paris, she began the letter with a long list of particulars about why she is furious at him. Later in the letter she makes a plea for him to send her money to print a political journal and also “something to live on.”66 Just what the psychological cost was for both of them of depending on his funds remains a fascinating conundrum.

      Time will not allow us to wander slowly through the remaining years of Rosa Luxemburg and Leo Jogiches’s immensely complex relationship. By 1900, Jogiches did finally move to Berlin, and they lived together in her apartment, but with all the secrets and the competition, relations were often stormy. Behind his back, her Berlin friends called him “Herr Rosa.” One historian speculates that at this juncture “she tried unsuccessfully to dominate and domesticate him. This led directly to the breach between them.”67 It was at the time of the Russian revolution of 1905, when each of them moved to Warsaw to participate, that their romantic relationship ended. Each accused the other of taking on lovers. This began an unhappy epoch in their relationship, as the intellectual, political, romantic, and financial synergy of their years together went awry. After their romantic breakup, Rosa Luxemburg was definitely ready for a life without Jogiches, but beginning in 1907 their relationship entered a disastrous phase. Jogiches had kept his key to her apartment and refused to vacate the premises. His threats to harm her escalated to the point where she purchased a revolver to protect herself. Luckily enough she never used it.

      The final phase of their life together was purely political. They were both involved in the formation of the Spartacus League (Spartakusbund), which soon became the German Communist Party, the KPD. Together they organized the far-left wing of the German Revolution during the tumultuous weeks of December 1918 and January 1919. After Luxemburg met her untimely death in the Landwehr Canal, Jogiches was also murdered by the Friekorps bands of anticommunists on March 10, 1919.

      Conclusion

      Time will not allow us to deepen our understanding of Rosa Luxemburg’s conflicts between love and career by a wide-ranging comparison of her choices to those of her contemporaries in the anarchist and feminist movements of her day. The dilemmas she so painfully experienced in her personal life were the subject of intense debate among feminists at the time. In departing Luxemburg’s life, it is useful to take a short detour into the biography of Lily Braun, which reveals the public risks that Rosa Luxemburg was unwilling to take.

      Braun was five years older than Luxemburg, born into an aristocratic family. Both of her marriages were radical departures from the values of her family. Her first husband, Georg von Gizycki, a left-leaning professor of philosophy at the University of Berlin, was lame from the waist down.68 During their short marriage she published essays on feminist topics and joined feminist organizations, read widely, made friends with some of the most prominent authors and activists in Berlin and beyond, and drifted toward socialism. After Georg died in 1895, Lily fell in love with Heinrich Braun, then fifty and a major socialist intellectual and editor, born to a prosperous Jewish family. Although he had a doctorate and was offered a university position, Heinrich Braun had refused to convert to obtain the professorship, claiming that baptism was opportunist and therefore “too Jewish!”69 Lily was Heinrich’s third wife, and his domestic affairs before their marriage in 1895 were seen at the time as altogether chaotic and disreputable.

      For the next eight years, Lily Braun tried to integrate her feminism with Zetkin’s socialist empire, with very negative results. Zetkin opposed Braun’s various proposals to broaden the SPD approach to women’s problems. She criticized Zetkin’s exclusive emphasis on organizing women employed in industry. Eventually, in 1903, Lily Braun ceased to be active among the socialists, although she never resigned her party membership. In addition to her political disagreements with Clara Zetkin, Lily Braun was hated for “her openness about sexual matters,” which “earned her the reputation of being sex-mad and shameless.”70 Her beauty and elegant clothing were also problematic. We do not know whether Luxemburg and Braun ever met, but we do know that in a letter to Leo Jogiches, Rosa Luxemburg criticized her friend Clara for her harsh treatment of Lily.71 As her life continued, Lily Braun eventually drifted quite far from the politics of the left and became an ardent nationalist during World War I.

      Lily Braun’s difficulties in entering the socialist subculture of the Berlin of the 1890s illuminate why Rosa Luxemburg intuited that an open free union with Leo Jogiches might endanger her emerging leadership position inside the SPD of the time. Too much elegance, too entitled a social background, too much personal erotic scandal, and too eclectic an ideology made it difficult for Lily Braun to succeed in Luxemburg and Zetkin’s world. Certainly Luxemburg did not have to worry that she was too elegant, too entitled, or too feminist. But Lily Braun’s reputation as too sexualized helps us understand why Rosa Luxemburg may have felt she had to hide her romance with Leo Jogiches.

      As we have travelled with Luxemburg from her teen years in Warsaw, to her student years in Zurich, and to her first entry into the socialist world of Berlin, it is easy to understand why her contemporaries viewed her as a very notable personality. Yet when we place her in her rightful historical narrative, we see that she was travelling on a road following after and alongside hundreds of other women. If she was unique in that gallery of passionate radical women, it was because her intellectual achievements rather than heroic self-sacrifice were her path to leadership in the socialist movement.

      Her secret financial dependence on Jogiches for many years provokes us to think that in material terms she was more of a wife than her public image suggested. Alongside many other radical women of her time and later, she seemed to renounce the pleasures of domesticity and motherhood in service to the movement. But our closer inspection of the realities of her arrangements suggest that it was Leo Jogiches’s funds that made her early career as a socialist intellectual possible. As an ambitious Jewish woman eager to succeed in the socialist world of Germany, it would have been unwise for her to flout the bourgeois values and practices endorsed by that subculture. Rosa Luxemburg was thus more cautious in her private life than she was in her political life. In this way she paid a high price for her political ambitions, considering her passionate nature.

      Notes
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      Chapter 2

      The “Triple Immersion”: A Singular Moment in Modern Jewish Intellectual History?

      Alan T. Levenson

      Migration, exile, and refugee existence constitute major themes in modern Jewish history.1 The delineation of these phenomena, however, poses challenges. Take, for instance, sociologist Lewis Coser’s attempt at differentiation: “Immigrants leave their country for the most part voluntarily to make a permanent change of residence. . . . Exiles, in contrast, are forced to leave, yet hope, at least in the beginning, to return to their country of birth. . . . The great majority of the refugee intellectuals I deal with here, most of them Jewish, decided from the beginning to make this country their new permanent home. They were thus more like immigrants . . . although some of them can more properly be considered—and considered themselves to be exiles.”2 Did eastern European Jews leave for America for greater economic opportunity or in fear of their physical safety? Were they immigrants or exiles? What all such terms share, it seems to me, is a fundamentally binary conception. “Ploni,” the Jewish Everyman, starts at place A and moves, voluntarily or involuntarily, to place B. This narrative arc existed from the Haskalah forward, and one could argue that it forms the backbone of both Solomon Maimon’s intellectual autobiography Lebensgeschichte and the Hollywood version of “Fiddler on the Roof.” The process of getting from A to B could be traumatic, involving at a minimum illegal border crossings, a two-week steamship trip, and intrusive inspectors at Ellis Island.3 Since even these brief passages left an indelible impression, what are we to say of intermediate destinations that span years of a given lifetime?

      The following essay focuses on individual instances in which three sites played a formative role and not only two sites. I want to revisit the biographies of four figures who surely qualify as twentieth-century giants in the Jewish intellectual firmament: Joseph Soloveitchik (1903–93), Jacob Katz (1904–98), Nehama Leibowitz (1905–97), and Abraham Joshua Heschel (1907–72). I argue that these figures, all of whom began life in traditional Jewish environments,4 spent several formative years in Germany during the German-Jewish renaissance of the 1920s where they received their PhDs and, eventually, acclimated to a third intellectual context, whether in Israel or the United States. These figures experienced what might be called a “triple immersion.” A fuller inquiry into this phenomenon would need to include secular figures such as Chaim Weizmann (1874–1952) and Nahum Goldman (1895–1982), as well as additional Orthodox figures such as Yehiel Weinberg, Hayyim Heller, and Isaac Hutner, all of whom began life in a traditional Jewish environment, studied in Germany, and moved on when the Nazis seized power. My hope is that this limited inquiry will stimulate some more reflection on what I consider a coherent phenomenon.

      I argue that this series of intellectual encounters constituted a phenomenon that deeply fructified Jewish intellectual life in the second half of the twentieth century. This triple immersion deserves more attention than it has received, despite a very readable book by Hillel Goldberg, and despite the fact that several beneficiaries of this triple immersion dwelt on this phenomenon in their autobiographies.5 Goldberg’s Between Slobodka and Berlin failed to ignite a broader conversation on this issue, possibly because Slobodka does not serve as an adequate metonym for the eastern European experience. Intimately linked with the Musar movement, Slobodka differed greatly from Soloveitchik’s Pruzana, Katz’s Magyargenz, the Leibowitz siblings’ Riga, or the Warsaw of Abraham Joshua Heschel. Additionally, Berlin did not serve as the final destination for the figures in Goldberg’s book. Their most profound accomplishments took place in their final destinations—whether Israel or the United States. I want to distinguish this group not only from such indelibly German-Jewish figures Franz Rosenzweig, Walter Benjamin, Gerhard (Gershom) Scholem, and Fritz (Yitzhak) Baer but also from the many East European Jews (Ostjuden),6 who lived through the Weimar years (especially in Berlin), made major contributions to Jewish culture, but neither matriculated at German universities nor fully immersed themselves in German cultural life as did the four figures discussed here. That long and distinguished list would include Shmuel Yosef Agnon, Chaim Nachman Bialik, Shimon Rawidowicz, Yosef Micah Berdischevky, Meir Berlin, and Simon Dubnov.

      This “triple immersion,” for lack of a better phrase, provides one key for understanding the emergence of a generation of giants. My geographical standard is, admittedly, somewhat arbitrary. Posen, for instance, though it lay within the borders of Kaiserreich, was certainly more “eastern” in cultural aspects as well as geographically.7 Many Habsburg cities also evidenced this mixed Western and Eastern nature. Contrariwise, the Riga of the Leibowitzes was deeply influenced by German culture far more than the imaginary Anatevkas of the Pale. Nevertheless, I think my choice defensible on political and educational grounds. Life under the Czars was certainly more unpredictable than under the Hohenzollern or Habsburg Kaisers. Although Katz grew up in small-town western Hungary, the other figures lived in the Russian Empire, and Katz’s background was highly traditional in social terms. By way of contrast, small-town Posen Province had a shtetl-like atmosphere well into the Kaiserreich era, but Posen-born figures such as Heinrich Graetz, Moritz Lazarus, and Arthur Ruppin all went to German public schools and the same may be said of rural Jews in southern Germany.8

      Chronologically, I have chosen four examples from the same age cohort. I exclude Martin Buber (1878–1965), who certainly translated eastern European culture for Western Jews successfully on several fronts: his adaptations of Hasidism; his role as a spiritual Zionist able to speak to acculturated Europeans; his editorial roles at several periodicals, all these involved mediating eastern European Jewish culture into western European Jews and vice versa. But Buber, who left Germany in 1938, was just shy of sixty years old. While Buber made a three-step journey from Galicia to Vienna/Frankfurt to Jerusalem, it is certainly fair to say that Buber was fully formed intellectually by the time of his aliyah to Israel. Buber had arrived at his dialogical philosophy by the early 1920s, he applied it very fruitfully after that point, including his work on the Hebrew Bible, but that constituted his great breakthrough. Buber’s case seems to me quite different from the case of Heschel, whose immersion in the civil rights movement and opposition to escalating the war in Vietnam clearly drew him into new areas of involvement; or Soloveitchik, whose opposition to Jewish-Christian dialogue clearly took shape in America in response to post-Holocaust overtures that were not part of either his eastern European or German experiences.9 The figures discussed below were all born in the first decade of the twentieth century, spent considerable time in Germany, and produced their most important work after their exile and resettlement. Jewish historians tend to think of the eastern European Haskalah as the period when Ostjuden discovered the West and World War I as the period when German Jews discovered the Ostjuden. But the phenomenon of Ostjuden “discovering” Germany ended only with the Nazis. The 1920s–1930s probably constitutes the period in which German-Jewry saw the greatest interaction between native-born and the approximately one hundred thousand East European Jews living in Germany—that is certainly the impression one gets from the scholarship.10

      Were these figures more than a random group? Was it a generational cohort? Initially, I resisted this idea on the grounds that these figures would not have seen themselves in this light. Yeshayahu Leibowitz (1903–94), according to his daughter, Dr. Mira Ofran, used to recount to visitors that he might have sat in the same lecture hall as Heschel or Soloveitchik and not have known it. The apocryphal story of the Lubavitcher rebbe, Menachem Mendel Schneerson, having met Soloveitchik at a Berlin coffee house seems to have been just that—apocryphal. Certainly the origins of these four figures differed significantly, as did their academic fields, and even their ultimate arenas of influence. They did not see themselves as a group, such as the “baby boomers” or the “Children of the Sixties.” I turned to other helpful rubrics. “Umwelt,” a term that originated in the hard sciences, encompassed a shared environment such as traditional eastern European Jewry possessed but did not convey any sort of shared accomplishment. Thomas Kuhn’s concept of “scientific community” also offered a partial picture: “To an extent unparalleled in most other fields, they have undergone similar educations and professional initiations; in the process they have absorbed the same technical literature and drawn many of the same lessons from it. . . . As a result, the members of a scientific community see themselves and are seen by others as the men uniquely responsible for the pursuit of a set of shared goals, including the training of their successors.”11 Although some of this description seems pertinent, the facet of self-recognition and external recognition accorded this community qua community seems absent here. Goldberg’s preferred term, transitional figures, inspired by Jose Ortega y Gasset, encompasses figures who maintained loyalties to the world they have transcended and the world they have entered, albeit critically. “He [the transitional figure] did more than move from one world to another; he bridged worlds, linked them. He created a compound—a new world.”12 Yet this rubric envisions movement only from place “A” to place “B,” as borne out by so many book titles. Additionally, transition, employed in this sense, makes no room for a sustained, transformative event in between “A” and “B.” Having weighed several options as a viable category to address these four figures (e.g., cohort theory, Umwelt, scientific community, transitional figures), none fits exactly. In my view, cohort theory comes closest to capturing what makes this a group. Many members of this generation travelled from eastern Europe to Israel or the United States; far fewer stopped off in Germany to earn doctorates, and hardly any exerted the influence of the figures described here. I have staged this story in five acts: traditional Jewish background, entering German university, Jewish encounters in Germany, resistance in new settings, and subsequent posture toward antisemitism and the Shoah. My conclusions will necessarily be suggestive rather than exhaustive.

      Necessary Background: Traditional Jewish Upbringing

      Although I am emphasizing the German interlude, the creativity of each of these figures rested on a prior knowledge of Jewish sources and complete internalization of Jewish traditional life that rarely exists today outside the ultra-Orthodox world. Naturally, for each of these figures, the details vary. Soloveitchik followed his family’s tradition—the Brisker method of intense analysis of Talmudic materials with great attention to the primary sources and their underlying logic, often illuminated by Maimonides’s Mishneh Torah. His prodigious intellect was recognized when he was still a child and he arrived in Berlin mushlam—a complete master of Talmudic material, before he began his university studies.13 In Halakhic Man and his other publications, Soloveitchik’s ability to convey a source-based religiosity rested on his incomparable mastery of these sources as well as his philosophical acumen, sharpened in Berlin. Jacob Katz’s small-town Hungarian background imparted a less lofty view of halakhah and its development than Soloveitchik’s. Unlike Soloveitchik, who grew up in remote Pruzhana and considered his best childhood friend Maimonides (1135–1204), Katz saw the operation of the halakhic system up close. Katz’s later works on ideological conflict did not require this intimacy, but it is hard to imagine his seminal historical studies The “Shabbes Goy” (Goy shel Shabbat) or Tradition and Crisis (Masoret u’Mashber) coming from the pen of someone who studied halakhah principally as an academic matter. Heschel, a preternaturally talented writer in several languages, evoked the lost world of eastern European Jewry in The Sabbath and The Earth Is the Lord’s. Perhaps these elegiac descriptions are imaginable without Heschel’s specifically Hasidic background; his unique approach to God’s relationship with humanity, developed in his famous philosophical-theological works, is not.14 Heschel himself consistently credited these early religio-ethical role models in his autobiographical reminisces and, it ought to be noted, received a thorough grounding in Judaic sources no less impressive than our other figures.

      Nehama Leibowitz, perhaps less well-known than our other figures, came from a merchant family in Riga, the younger sister of the philosopher and social critic Yeshayahu Leibowitz. She and her brother both received home tutoring, not unusual for middle-class Jewish families. Leibowitz spoke Hebrew with her father, a mix of Yiddish and German with her mother. The Leibowitz family moved to Berlin in 1919, where she received her higher education, both academic high school and university, in German public institutions over the years 1920–928. A teenager in Berlin, a student at the liberal Berlin Hochschule, and a member of the Blau-Weiss German-Jewish student group, Leibowitz and her brother experienced German-Jewish culture over a prolonged period. While her biographers pass over this quickly, the impact of the German milieu on her opus is demonstrable. Leibowitz earned her doctorate from the Philipps-Universität in Marburg, before World War I a bastion of liberalism compared to the older Prussian universities, where the spirit of Hermann Cohen still hovered. The Leibowitz family was religious-Zionist, and the siblings Nehama and Yeshayahu made aliyah in 1930 and 1935, respectively. What difference did this eastern European Orthodox background exert in Leibowitz’s case? As we shall see, it mainly impeded her recognition. Leibowitz developed her method early and did not accommodate academic expectations. Undeterred by the preference of university mandarins for footnotes over parentheses, she wrote, taught, and published until the end of her long and productive life, never leaving Israel. She won many major awards but remained a marginal figure in the Israeli academy—needless to say, as a woman, she would have fared no better in the yeshiva world.

      The German University Experience

      All four of the figures here received their dissertations in Germany, as did Nehama’s brother, Yeshayahu Leibowitz, and Soloveitchik’s wife, Tonya Lewitt (1904–67).15 With the exception of the Leibowitz siblings, who attended German Gymnasien in Berlin, the path to matriculation was challenging. None of them got “transfer credits,” and university bureaucrats did not appreciate what a few of their teachers did: “Dr. [Martin] Sonnenfeld was an assimilated Jew to whom I had to explain just what a yeshiva was. When he understood how I had spent my years before attending the university he observed, ‘Why then, you’ve already conquered an entire intellectual world!’”16 Soloveitchik, Katz, and Heschel, as non-Germans, needed to prove their capabilities in a wide variety of subject to gain entrance, first as “externals,” that is, students who had not passed through the classical education of German Gymnasien, and only afterwards as fully matriculated students. Latin and mathematics, Greek and sciences; these, obviously, were not the sort of subjects one studied in Hungarian/Polish yeshivot, or with home tutoring, which all three received. Even Soloveitchik, who had already spent two years at the Free Polish University (1924–26), needed to pass exams for entry into the prestigious Friedrich Wilhelm University in Berlin. All of the figures addressed here knew Yiddish, though Katz spoke Magyar at home and in his primary school. German, though a cognate language to Yiddish, remained an issue, since adequate knowledge of German for matriculation purposes included German literature, once again, something that had to be mastered. Once at university, these figures were discriminating in choosing the people they wanted to work with. Katz claimed it took one lecture to choose Karl Mannheim as his mentor.17 At Marburg, Nehama Leibowitz studied with several important figures in Bible including Karl Helm, later a Nazi. Heschel could not negotiate a move to Hamburg to study with the famous philosopher Ernst Cassirer, an acculturated German Jew, but managed very well at Berlin with Max Dessoir (philosophy) and Albert Bertholet (Old Testament). Heschel’s highly original The Prophets, submitted in late 1932, earned him the doctorate only three years later, due to the German university imposition of requiring book publication. Heschel and Soloveitchik shared Dessoir as a professor as well as Eugen Wittwoch. Generally, all these figures made the most of the Privatdozenten (often German-Jewish), a caste of intellectuals with published doctorates and permission to give private lessons, but without the title or status accorded professors.18 Heschel and Soloveitchik also shared the difficulty of finding sufficient funds for the publication of their doctorates—in both cases, the final award of that degree involved petitions to the university, attempts to secure funding, and special permission not to receive the degree in person (Soloveitchik had already settled in the United States; Heschel was living in Poland). Katz also had his dissertation turned down by mainstream German-Jewish presses and needed to turn to his Orthodox patrons to fulfill the publication requirement.19

      Like many Ostjuden, these figures inhabited a social zone composed principally of Jewish contacts and played out in parallel Jewish institutions, whether the Orthodox Rabbinerseminar founded by Hildesheimer or the Liberal Hochschule, or Jewish student groups, or all of the above. Nehama Leibowitz spent many Sabbaths during her Marburg years at the family home of Abraham (Adolf) Frankel, a noted mathematician and an Orthodox Jew. Katz continued to board with the Breuer family, the leading family in the Frankfurt Orthodox world. To take a secular example from a slightly earlier period, Chaim Weizmann studied chemistry at the Technical College in Darmstadt, but he earned his keep tutoring Hebrew in the Hirschian neo-Orthodox boarding school in Pfungstadt. He hated it, returned to Russia, and then continued his studies in Berlin-Charlottenburg before earning his doctorate in Fribourg, Switzerland. When not in the laboratory, Weizmann spent his free time arguing with other Ostjuden over Zionism and socialism. In other words, though secular, and in the ostensibly value-neutral realm of hard sciences to boot, Weizmann’s social world seems to have been completely Jewish at this stage of his life.20 A certain distance, born of utilitarianism, and maybe some warranted suspicions of antisemitism, seem to have characterized their university life. The invaluable Lebensläufe (biography/curriculum vitae) appended to German dissertations in those days give us the basic biographical-educational information. These Lebensläufe required place of birth, nationality (Jewish), parental occupation (Leibowitz and Katz both listed their fathers as salesmen), training prior to entering the university, and all the relevant instructors at the relevant universities. It was ordinary to attend more than one university in this era. Yeshayahu Leibowitz, for instance, received a doctorate in philosophy in 1924 from Berlin, initiated a medical degree at Cologne and Heidelberg in 1928, and finally completed that degree in Basel in 1934. While Heschel and Leibowitz both studied with “the best of them” in Bible, a rarely chosen field of study for observant Jews, one must be struck by the high percentage of professors/instructors cited in these Lebensläufe who were of Jewish origin.

      Our snapshot of these university years is best developed in the case of Jacob Katz, who dwelled on his experiences at the University of Frankfurt at great length.21 Katz wrote his dissertation on the emancipation ideology of German Jewry. Later reframed as Out of the Ghetto, Katz ultimately explained a negative, albeit a profound one: why did Western Jewry not disappear into the general environment? A die-hard Zionist by his university years, Katz found it amusing that by the time he prepared to receive his doctorate (after the Nazi takeover), he needed to append a prologue making it clear that he did not advocate assimilation as a solution to the “Jewish Question,” a redundancy on many levels. With the Hungarian-born sociologist Karl Mannheim as his Doktorvater, Katz’s pushed the envelope for the history faculty—both methodologically and with respect to his subject matter, emancipationist ideology, a hot potato by the early 1930s.22 Nehama Leibowitz’s doctorate from Marburg, Techniques in the Translations of German-Jewish Bible in 15th and 16th Centuries, typified her erudition and her world view: German-Jewish Bibles in Yiddish, in particular Psalms, owed something to the German background but more to the indigenous tradition of Jewish commentary. This topic allowed Leibowitz to avoid the regnant source criticism, which she both despised intellectually and rejected on religious grounds. She also brushed against the grain with her topic and reacted rather critically to the “patron saint” of German Jewry. Writing on Moses Mendelssohn’s epochal translation, often lauded as the gateway to German culture, Leibowitz opined, “Hier hatte man eine zweite Bibel, die die Alleinherrschaft, ja überhaupt die Herrschaft des Originals bedrohte.”23

      Joseph Soloveitchik wrote a very technical study on the epistemology of the neo-Kantian Hermann Cohen, hewing closer to a “traditional” dissertation topic, but only after nobody could be found to competently direct his originally proposed topic, Maimonides and Plato. Abraham Joshua Heschel wrote on prophetic theology, but his highly original theory of divine pathos hardly constituted an ordinary approach. All four, in addition to their access to an entire world of Jewish learning closed to their professors, were mature students chronologically, in their twenties when they entered university (Heschel at twenty-two, Soloveitchik and Leibowitz at twenty-three, Katz at twenty-five.) This maturity came in handy, since German university studies in Weimar Germany were far more self-directed than contemporary American college programs.24 All four of our figures came thirsty and drank deeply, and in a pretty wide variety of humanities. They got the most they could from the German university world at its acme, yet their social, religious, and even their intellectual lives seem to have been equally shaped by their encounters with German Jews.

      Jewish Encounters in Germany

      As brilliantly recreated by Michael Brenner, the Jewish renaissance of Weimar Germany was a unique period in that community’s history.25 Unlike the Kaiserreich, where discrimination stopped German Jews cold, in many areas in the Weimar Republic the potential for public success was greater, though to be sure so was the level of antisemitic animosity. The presence of Ostjuden had become more of a constant too: as a result of greater immigration restrictions in the United States (1920/1924), shipping lines were no longer ferrying hundreds of thousands of Jews beyond German borders. In Weimar Germany, the Scheunenviertel of Berlin constituted an even larger ostjüdisch enclave than it had been before the war; Hebrew and Yiddish culture flourished. Even before the First World War, the emancipation project had been scored as a “mission accomplished” by a younger generation of German Jews that grew up after 1871. Given the republican atmosphere of Weimar, and the loyal service of so many Jewish men during the First World War, some German Jews felt freer to explore their Jewishness than their parents and grandparents had. Brenner and others have sketched some of the key institutions as well as the material culture: open rabbinical assemblies, houses of adult Jewish education, research institutions, book publishers, and secular universities all flourished as centers for Jewish studies—or at the very least, Jewish students.

      In this atmosphere, our central characters played a special role. All four needed to find a place to live where they could be assured of kosher meals and a short walk to the synagogue. They had entered the university under a cloud of ambivalence: we are not talking about contemporary American Jewish parents convinced that higher education in secular settings will be the key to their children’s success. On the contrary, these figures came from worlds that viewed the university with considerable suspicion. All four, as best as I can determine, traveled in Jewish social circles and belonged to Jewish organizations. Jacob Katz spent his German years in the social ambience of Frankfurt Orthodoxy. Like many other eastern Europeans, Katz found the Hirsch-Breuer form of Orthodoxy stiff and formal. In With My Own Eyes, Katz explains his dissent from the Breuer family’s principled emancipationism and his tacit agreement with Rabbi Breuer to keep his Zionist politics and religious disagreements to himself. Nevertheless, Katz boarded with Frankfurt Jewry; grew to enjoy the formalism of their services, which he found less spiritually demanding than those of his childhood synagogues; and to judge from his memoirs, had no non-Jewish friends of note. He considered the Verein Jüdischer Akademiker, an Orthodox Jewish student society founded in the Kaiserreich, “the primary framework of his social life.”26

      The interactions with non-Orthodox Jews played a large role for the Leibowitz siblings, possibly a measure of their earlier move to Germany and greater exposure to German in Riga. Like Katz, Yeshayahu Leibowitz threw himself into Jewish student life. Both men belonged to Orthodox student groups and for both it seems to have been the defining social context of their university years. In a recently published collection of letters from Yeshayahu Leibowitz, Shaye, it is patent that his leadership stemmed in good measure from the incomparable knowledge of Jewish sources acquired in his youth and his certainty about Jewish values. The letter from his fraternity members wishing him a safe departure brimmed with appreciation of his learning. At the liberal Hochschule für die Wissenschaft des Judentums in Berlin, where Heschel not only enrolled but received a second rabbinic ordination, Nehama Leibowitz engaged in a hevruta (study-partnership) with fellow Marburg University student Leo Strauss. According to Unterman’s account, Strauss helped her with Greek philosophy, while she helped him with Hebrew.27 She also belonged to Blauweiss, a fabled Zionist student group to which Scholem briefly belonged.28 Like Katz, Leibowitz also spent most of her time with fellow-Jews, and again like Katz, she and her brother possessed a superior level of traditional lernen—something that might not have mattered at all in an earlier era but mattered greatly at that place and time. (Surely the Berlin circle of Moses Mendelssohn in the late eighteenth century was more impressed that the Polish-born Solomon Maimon understood Immanuel Kant than that he understood Talmud.)

      By nature an adventurous spirit, Heschel occupied a cultural circle that seems wider than the others, arguably presaging his interaction in America with Christian theologians and civil rights activists. Nevertheless, even Heschel seems to have socialized largely with other Jews. As Susannah Heschel reports, although enrolled in the Liberal Hochschule, Heschel had no qualms walking to the other end of Artilleriestrasse and learning with the Orthodox seminarians at Hildesheimer’s Rabbinerseminar. In an illuminating essay, “Toward an Understanding of Halachah,” Heschel recounted that he was debating whether to attend a music concert or a lecture on relativity when he realized that the sun had set and he needed to recite the Shma. Heschel, speaking to a group of Reform rabbis in Cincinnati, used this event to launch an exploration of halakhic life—a wonderful contrast to Soloveitchik’s inquiry in Halachic Man. Reading these two essays together, one cannot but be struck by the contrast between Hasidic and Mitnaggdic (Brisker) spirit, the philosophical acumen illuminating the halakhic system as a whole, and the extraordinary ability to convey these iterations to audiences of post-World War II American Jews. I cannot disentangle the traditional, German, and New World elements in these two essays, but I am confident that those readers familiar with these essays will agree with me. Soloveitchik, despite his mastery of Talmud, also enrolled at the Rabbinerseminar. His closest companions in Berlin appear to have been Chaim Heller, Yehiel Yakov Weinberg, and Eugen Mittwoch.29

      German student life tended to be antisemitic, and it would be reasonable to ask whether all German-Jewish students socialized mainly with Jews.30 My impression is yes, but not quite so thoroughly as these figures; in any event, I am merely arguing that the interactions between these Ostjuden and German Jews were profound. On a very simplistic level, all four figures, while remaining Orthodox themselves, were certainly able to give non-Orthodox and nontraditional Jews a fair hearing. Soloveitchik commented that a person who is secure cannot be an extremist. Listing the subsequent interactions with those unlike themselves is not difficult: whether it was Soloveitchik’s visits to secular Jewish farming collectives in New York State, or even his Boston congregation, best-described as Orthodox-lite or Orthodox-lax; Nehama Leibowitz’s openness to secular Israelis as students and Reform scholars such as Benno Jacob as guides to the study of Bible; Katz’s many secular (and gay) mentees, many of them now leaders in the field of Jewish studies; Heschel’s remarkably wide world of contacts and kindred spirits, Jewish and non-Jewish. It is probable that the klal yisrael spirit emanating from their traditional youths was honed by prolonged exposure to Jews of all sorts in their university years.31

      Resistance in New Worlds

      Negotiating the German university was not the last obstacle with which these figures needed to contend. Even Joseph Soloveitchik, scion of the Brisk dynasty, faced obstacles and a bit of suspicion when it came to succeeding his father as professor of Talmud at Yeshiva University. Although the actual opposition to the appointment may have had to do with petty politics, the stated reasons for opposition included Soloveitchik’s prolonged exposure to Western learning.32 The historian Jacob Katz, deeply influenced by sociology and social history, had a hard time with the more intellectual-history and religious-history focused scholars of the Jerusalem school. It took some time for Katz, now generally acknowledged as one of the most important Jewish historians of the twentieth century, to get the position he deserved.33 Orthodox, Hungarian, and a champion of social history to boot, Jacob Katz was quite out of place in the Israeli university scene and, indeed, spent his few years in Israel teaching high school. The chilly reception accorded Katz’s seminal Tradition and Crisis has been oft-discussed within the guild of Jewish historians.34 Writing against the grain of nationalist celebrations of an autonomous political and religious identity, Katz focused on the family, early education, marriage, social coercion, and communal relations. Other early works, such as The “Shabbes Goy” and Exclusiveness and Tolerance, retained this sociological perspective, delving into halakhah as a measure of social and economic pressures; neither the material assessed nor the fundamentally sociological approach were much in tune with what is sometimes termed the Jerusalem school. Katz later turned his inquiries in a more traditional, chronological, intellectual history mode. Eventually, Katz became a Hebrew University professor and even University Rector, but as he always noted wryly, his academic age and his biological age did not match—he was well into his fifties when “success” struck.

      Nehama Leibowitz was appreciated immediately as gifted teacher of the Bible and its commentaries, but mainly for women of traditional background. Only late in her career did the Bible departments at Hebrew University and Tel Aviv University properly appreciate her scholarly importance or her rehabilitation of midrashic methods—as well as her critical perception of the correlations between parshanut and New Criticism. Although Leibowitz made aliyah in 1930, it took until the 1950s for her to garner recognition. She began lecturing at Tel Aviv University in 1957 and became a full professor only in 1968. 35 Leibowitz taught for the university exclusively in the Teachers’ Institute and the overseas programs—early on she was thought of as an educator rather than a Bible or rabbinics scholar, no doubt a reflection of her gender. She received no mention in Menahem Haran’s overview of Israeli Bible scholarship or in Yaacov Shavit and Mordechai Eran’s more recent The Hebrew Bible Reborn.36 Anita Shapira mentions Leibowitz in the context of explaining the declining hold of the Bible on secular Israelis!37 Yet Leibowitz arguably served as the main conveyor of the German-Jewish tradition of translation and commentary to both an Israeli setting and through her many students in the diaspora, though their return to the diaspora was against her wishes, to American Jewry at large.

      While Heschel remained ever grateful to President Julian Morgenstern and Hebrew Union College (HUC) for providing a haven from the Nazis, a Hasid could hardly have been expected to fit well with the faculty and student body of HUC, slowly moving away from classical Reform Judaism, but in practice composed of students whose homes were more Jewishly proud than pious, and faculty that were learned but content to dwell in the world of Wissenschaft. That had never been sufficient for Heschel, who recalled that even in his Berlin university years he sensed that while the faculty tried to define the good, he sought the holy.38 His move to the Jewish Theological Seminary (JTS), on the upper west side of New York, improved matters. By the 1950s–1960s, Heschel profoundly influenced a new generation of rabbinical students, yet even at JTS, Heschel did not really fit the rationalist “litvish” template of figures such as Louis Ginzburg and Saul Lieberman; Heschel’s level of political engagement does not seem to have been typical of JTS either.

      Perspectives on Antisemitism and the Shoah

      Antisemitism and the Holocaust loom large in modern Jewish consciousness generally,39 and it might be asked if anything made the experiences of these four figures special. I would say: the narrowness of their personal escape, their awareness of the destruction of two distinct Jewish worlds, and their keen awareness of the potential for nihilism made their experiences of the Holocaust highly relevant personally and intellectually. All left Germany when the Nazi menace had become very real; all were keenly aware that, as non-Germans, they were exposed politically; all lost family in the Holocaust. Katz sardonically recalled Karl Mannheim’s advice to finish his exams quickly, as well as Mannheim’s utterly incorrect presumption that as a full professor he would be safe. In fact, as a liberal, as a Jew, and as a non-native born, Mannheim joined the vast majority of Jews dismissed from German university faculties in 1933—only war veterans were able to hold on to their positions two years longer. In Heschel’s case, salvation came at the last possible moment, after he, along with thousands of Polish Jews, had already been expelled from Germany in 1938.40 While some of Heschel’s family survived the Holocaust, most of his relatives, mother and sisters included, did not. Heschel’s incomparable elegy for eastern European Jewry, The Earth Is the Lord’s, represents his most direct statement on the hurban, but he clearly continued to see himself as “a brand plucked from the fire.” Heschel drew a very different conclusion than Soloveitchik, who also knew many who perished in the Holocaust: whereas the latter counseled keeping a certain distance from a Christianity that had so badly betrayed its own ideals (Soloveitchik, “Confrontation”), Heschel famously concluded that, “No Religion Is An Island,” and thought that men and women of faith needed to stand united against the nihilism embodied by Nazism.

      Nehama Leibowitz engaged in a famous contretemps with Prague-born, German-Jewish philosopher Shmuel Hugo Bergmann (1883–1975) over her reading of Esau, broadcast over Israel radio, during which she criticized Samson Raphael Hirsch’s excessively optimistic pre-Holocaust reading of gentile culture.41 Since Leibowitz often sided with Hirsch on matters of biblical exegesis, I find this dissent particularly telling: Leibowitz was a postemancipation Zionist, she did not share Hirsch’s hopeful reading of Jewish-gentile relations. Similarly instructive was Leibowitz’s refusal to leave the land of Israel, no doubt a statement of Zionist self-sufficiency, but partly reflective of a “goodbye to all that” attitude regarding Christian Europe. (Her brother Yeshayahu obviously felt somewhat differently and was quite popular in Europe.)

      The centrality of antisemitism to the studies of Jacob Katz has been explored with insight by Hebrew University’s Richard Cohen. Suffice it to say, as Katz aged, his interest in the topic grew. In From Prejudice to Destruction and Richard Wagner: The Darker Side of Genius, Katz placed these phenomena in the middle of the European Jewish experience. He refused, as Cohen noted, to sequester the years 1939–45, and he refused to sequester the phenomenon country-by-country. In other words, Katz rejected any attempt to minimize the phenomenon at large. Hatred of Jews as a minority, as Katz saw it, was a phenomenon longue durée, which demanded an attempt at a universal treatment in historical terms. In the most personal, direct (and teachable) of Katz’s meditations on antisemitism, “Was the Holocaust Predictable?,” he wrote, “Whatever subsequent generations will make of it, for the generation that lived through it the Holocaust can only be characterized as a trauma, a wounding experience beyond the reach of intellectual conceptualization.”42 Katz put himself squarely within a generation that found the Holocaust mind-boggling at first report and on second reflection, inevitable. With his usual acuity, Katz evaluated the contingency of events and concluded that neither the party of emancipation nor that of Zionism, neither Jews nor non-Jews, could have predicted the calamity. Even Hitler could have had no way of knowing that the West would adopt its policy of appeasement: had war broken out in 1935–36, events might have been very different. One could regard this as a functionalist conclusion, but judging by the tenor of the article, Katz seemed mainly interested in avoiding the sort of judgmental tone found in Hannah Arendt’s Eichmann in Jerusalem. Katz could not refrain from a little sermonizing at the end of his book of nineteenth-century Orthodoxy in Germany and Hungary, a study he was uniquely qualified to write:

      
        Are the spokesmen for and nurturers of isolationist concepts among the Orthodox in our day aware of the link to the creators of the split, and the reality that served as the background to their deeds and decisions? . . . A historian who approaches the past in order to influence the present has worked in vain. My description of the history of the division in the Jewish congregations is not meant to change the prevalent ideologies held by the public in either direction. If, however, some of these ideologues will reexamine their perception in the light of what I have written here, this will be a desirable—although unanticipated—by-product of my work.43

      

      The biographical-generational dimension of our quartet’s reactions should not be overlooked. In America, the rabbinical students that Heschel taught were generally second- or even third-generation Americans, and the same might be said of Soloveitchik’s congregants in Boston and seminarians at Yeshiva University. That is not to say that they had no understanding of the world that was lost, but it was not generally first-hand. Although the physical presence of Holocaust survivors played a larger role in Israel, sabra ambivalence toward these survivors, even at the highest levels of government, has been well-documented. Heschel’s tragic personal loss has already been noted. The end of the great yeshivot would have been quite well-known to Soloveitchik. Leibowitz and Katz surely knew the fate of their hometowns: the Jews of Riga were murdered by Einsatzgruppen in summer 1941, and the Jews of Hungary were deported to Auschwitz in 1944. These figures were close enough to these calamities and young enough to rethink their worldviews in light of the tragedy that befell European Jewry. The age cohort of our group appears to make a difference, unlike Mordecai Kaplan, whose fundamentally optimistic views did not change fundamentally after Judaism as a Civilization (1934), and Martin Buber, who experienced Nazi persecution first-hand but only in his fifties, long after his dialogical philosophy had reached maturity.

      The Holocaust was no abstraction to any refugee or any survivor. Yet these figures understood the differences in the destruction of German and eastern European Jewry. For German Jews, including many of their own mentors and fellow-students, the process was excruciating, involving a step-by-step loss of livelihood, social status, political standing, and finally physical security. For the Jews of the Pale, destruction fell like a hammer, swiftly, with utmost terror, riding on a wave of hatred generated not only by the Nazis but from the surrounding non-German populations. Needless to say, in none of these figures did phrases like “they went to their death like sheep” or “they were punished for the assimilation of their fellow-Jews” ever occur. They did not regard the murder of six million Jews as punishment for sin, or the work of God, or the failings of the Jewish world. Although all four were Zionist to varying degrees, none thought the creation of the state of Israel offered “compensation” for the hurban, nor did they make overbold claims that earlier statehood would have somehow avoided the tragedy. This combination of a keen awareness of what was lost alongside a refusal to be paralyzed may be found in Soloveitchik’s address to the day-school he championed:

      
        I am very proud of the Maimonides Day School in Boston. Many times I test the students on the Humash and Rashi they are studying. I am impressed by their knowledge and inspired by their achievements. Then I ask myself why I am so excited by such small accomplishments. After all, I saw the giants of European Torah Jewry before the Holocaust. . . . Why am I so impressed that American youngsters can master a little Humash with Rashi, the rudiments of Torah Study? . . . True, what I have in Boston may not be as beautiful as the European Torah world before the Holocaust. Nevertheless, it is the world we now have. We have to continue to build it and not look back. We must not be cynical, and we should direct our attention and efforts to the future. We must look ahead!44

      

      The figures who experienced this “triple immersion” form a group, possibly a cohort. All four stood out in their respective final environments by the depth of their traditional knowledge. Few scholars in Israel’s Bible departments would have bothered to navigate traditional commentators as Nehama Leibowitz did; few historians could have detected as much nuance in halakhic sources as did Jacob Katz. Abraham Joshua Heschel channeled a variety of Jewish traditions (prophetic, midrashic, Hasidic, theological) with unsurpassed intimacy. Joseph Soloveitchik patently towered over American-born Talmudists in “lernen,” at least before the establishment of post-Holocaust yeshivot. But even after their establishment, Soloveitchik could speak to a wider audience in a way that Aaron Kotler (Lakewood) or Mordechai Gifter (Telshe) could not—this is patently a result of the former’s exposure to Western learning. All struggled in their university years with bureaucracy and with the specter of Nazism. All flourished in their final locations but belatedly received due recognition. Even Soloveitchik and Heschel, true dynasts, experienced some resistance as outsiders. Katz and Leibowitz faced discrimination on the basis of their particular academic orientations, their Orthodoxy, and in Leibowitz’s case, her gender. All four had a unique ability to reach secular Jews, Jews living in other countries, Jews without “background.” How much of that ability was due to the effects of triple immersion cannot be gauged. No doubt, other figures who remained sequestered in eastern European enclaves had as much native talent as did those who moved directly from tradition to modernity. I would contend that in these four cases, the German experience cannot be subtracted from their achievements, although the scholarship has tended to downplay this factor. Katz without Mannheim, Soloveitchik without Hermann Cohen, and Heschel and Leibowitz without Protestant Bible scholarship cannot be imagined.

      These speculations on four seminal Jewish figures intend to be provocative, not conclusive. A full account of the role of this “triple immersion,” and especially the impact of the transnational component, would require biographical inquiries on all of the figures mentioned in the opening pages. That such biographical (really, prosopographical, since I am interested in their interrelationships too) inquiries would be worth undertaking, I hope, would be conceded. Nevertheless, the reader of this essay is justified in asking: what is the insight to be gleaned from these few examples? My answer to this question rests partly on the subjective opinion that the cohort experience I have described produced figures whose intellectual creativity has not been equaled on the Jewish scene since then. I am aware that this claim sounds perilously close to the filiopietistic idea of “yeridah b’dorot,” the idea that the farther from Mount Sinai we are, the lower the level of our merits. But I am not suggesting anything spiritual at all: if my valuation of these great figures is subjective, my explanation for their greatness is not. This cohort experienced something I have called the “triple immersion,” a concatenation of events unlikely to recur, and arguably a singular moment in modern Jewish thought. At the very least, I have underscored that the “German years” were formative, not incidental, in these four cases. Historians of Jewish migration from eastern Europe to the West in the modern era should be less wed to binary models that focus only on origination point (A) and destination point (B)—a three-fold cord is not easily broken (Ecclesiastes 4:12).
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      Chapter 3

      Yiddish Writers/German Models in the Early Twentieth Century

      Jeffrey A. Grossman

      The standard accounts of Yiddish-German relations in the early twentieth century tend to focus on how fraught they were with tensions, misunderstanding, and at times even antagonism. German Jews stereotyped the Yiddish language, or some variant thereof, as the expression of a distorted kind of Jewish existence, reminiscent of ghetto life, while at the same time viewing the Yiddish-speaking Jews of eastern Europe (Ostjuden) as the living embodiment—and bad memory—of the ghetto itself, a world from which German Jews had escaped only a few generations earlier.1 If feelings of kinship or guilt or enlightened self-interest might mitigate feelings of disdain, the argument goes, German Jews still perceived the Yiddish language as a sign of eastern Jewish Otherness, a lack of Bildung, or worse. Even where the view turned positive, it remained caught in a projection of romantic fantasy and nostalgia.2 With regard to Yiddish literature, one reads that though they produced “translations of the older generation of ‘classical Yiddish writers,’” German Jews “took no notice” of the younger avant-garde (Yiddish) writers living in Germany3—a criticism mitigated, however, by a glance at North America where the situation in this period was not much different.4

      If one reverses the direction to consider Yiddish responses to German, the situation changes: despite popular negative stereotypes of German Jews that only grew worse in response to Nazism and the Holocaust, Yiddish writers often turned to German and German-Jewish culture in search of models to emulate.5 This was true from the late eighteenth to the late nineteenth century, when the models of Enlightenment culture promoted by Moses Mendelssohn and his adherents held sway in eastern Europe. Those models went into decline in the late nineteenth century, according to Israel Bartal, but by the early twentieth century Yiddish writers again responded positively to German literary models, if not necessarily in the Enlightenment mode—that is, to figures like Heine, Rilke, and Hofmannsthal, as well as Nietzsche and the German expressionists, among others. The aftermath of World War I and the Russian Revolution, namely uprisings and pogroms in the Ukraine, prompted various Jewish intellectuals from the East, including a number of Yiddish writers, to move to Berlin, a movement aided by the rise of Berlin as a center for Yiddish book publishing. The Yiddish intellectuals, included, for instance, Sholem Asch, known for his nostalgic romanticizing of shtetl life; historians Simon Dubnow and Elias Tscherikover; the linguists Nokhem Shtif and the young Max Weinreich;6 the poet Moyshe Kulbak; and avant-garde writers from Russia and the Ukraine like Lev Kvitko, David Bergelson, or Der Nister (“The Concealed One,” pseudonym for Pinkhes Kahanovitsh, 1884–1950). Additionally, North American writers like Avrom Reyzen, Joseph Bovshover, Moyshe Leyb Halpern, Zishe Landoy, and Anna Margolin, and to some degree those associated with the “In Zikh” (“Introspectivist”) movement, also looked at times to German models. Even as it generally acknowledges this response, however, most literary scholarship on the topic remains cursory at best, while becoming in some cases overtly dismissive. Thus, one critic writes that though he lived in Berlin from 1921 to 1933, one can detect little positive impact of German writing on David Bergelson.7 Another acknowledges the influence of Heinrich Mann’s Professor Unrat on Der Nister’s story “Unter a ployt” (“Behind a Fence,” 1929), only to dismiss it and hence miss one of the key innovations Der Nister introduces into his important and formally complex story. In the following essay, I first revisit the rise of the negative stereotype of the German Jew, hoping thereby to show the complexity of the issue. I then turn to several cases, including those of Bergelson and Der Nister, to suggest why the response to German models, though by no means unified or exclusive, plays an important role in making sense of avant-garde Yiddish writing at this time.

      According to Israel Bartal, the negative stereotype of the German Jew or “Yeke” who looks with condescension upon the Yiddish-speaking East European Jew, transmitted in part through modern Yiddish literature, arose in the second half of the nineteenth century. At that time, the idealized model of German rationalism and culture developed by the Jewish Enlightenment (Haskalah) in eastern Europe collided with East European Jews’ actual negative encounters with German Jews—encounters arising with migrations westward beginning in the 1860s and 1870s in response to economic hardship and accelerating in the wake of the pogroms of 1881.8 The same period of increased mobility additionally prompted East European intellectuals like the Hebrew writer Y. L. Gordon to visit the German-Jewish intellectuals they so admired, only to find their reception less welcoming than they had hoped. At the house of Leopold Zunz, for instance, Moritz Lazarus noted that Gordon “was the first Jew to come from Russia whom he had met who was neither a needy nor a beggar.”9

      Yet this issue of the German model’s rejection and rise of the negative stereotype is more complex than initially appears. Bartal cites, for instance, Sholem Aleichem’s breakthrough story “Dos Meserl” (“The Penknife”) in which a German-Jewish boarder in the home of the story’s child narrator appears as “One of the wicked, for whom hell is too good. . . .”10 Yet the words spoken belong to the one character that the narrative wholly rejects, a provincial and sadistic rabbi-schoolteacher referred to by the narrator in the first version of 1887 as “Moti gazlen” (“Moti [the] bandit”) and in a later version as “Moti Malakh-hamoves” (“Moti the Angel-of-Death”).11 While the German-Jewish boarder may bear the absurd name of Herr Herts Hertsenherts (Mr. Heart Heartenheart), he appears as a wholly positive character in the story, even if Sholem Aleichem humorously plays on how strange (and strangely familiar) his language sounds to the child-narrator and, one may assume, to many Yiddish readers. Only a provincial and sadistic rabbi-schoolteacher referred to by the narrator as “Moti Malakh-hamoves” (“Moti the Angel-of-Death”) speaks ill of the German Jew.12

      Indeed, unlike later Sholem Aleichem stories, the characters here are drawn largely from the repertoire of Jewish Enlightenment (maskilic) writing, which, at its simplest, tended to contrast “good” German-speaking Jews with “bad” Jews steeped in tradition and in Yiddish, though their writing did so in ways that sometimes undermined their own ostensible system of values. The Soviet Yiddish critic Max Erik made this point in an important study of Shloyme Ettinger’s 1830s satirical play Serkele, showing that, though presenting the German-speaking characters as morally superior, Ettinger depicted the Yiddish-speaking characters in more innovative and engaging ways.13 Yet Sholem Aleichem departs from the maskilic tradition when, at the story’s conclusion, the narrator’s father, initially akin to the rabbi-schoolteacher, reforms himself and joins the mother in rejecting that same figure after his humiliation of another student precipitates a near fatal breakdown in their own child.14 Upon waking from two weeks of fever and semiconsciousness, the child-narrator learns that he will not have to return to the brutal rabbi-schoolteacher, and one of the last voices to speak to him in the story is that of the kindly “Jewish-German or German Jew” from whom he had earlier stolen the penknife referred to in the title.15

      In other words, the story invokes the stereotyped opposition of the “enlightened” German Jews versus backward Yiddish-speaking Jews only to undermine its polarities. It does so by showing that the ostensibly distinct qualities of the one are actually dispersed among both groups. Even if in this case the one male figure to initially possess such qualities—also found in the mother—is the transplanted German Jew, the father is capable of self-transformation, of internalizing kindness and sensitivity toward his son, even while retaining his religiosity, outward appearance, and his not particularly elegant Yiddish.

      To be sure, Sholem Aleichem would fifteen years later construct the German Jew in more stereotypical terms in his story “Der Daytsh” (“The German,” 1902)—terms from which the story derives no small amount of dark humor. Described as “a little Polish prince” (“Poretsl”) who glances around like a “sinful person” (“zindiker mentsh”), the character referred to only as the Daytsh (and addressed as Herr Daytsh) accepts lodgings from the first person narrator, Yoyne, a shtetl luftmentsh of sorts.16 Toward Yoyne the Daytsh proceeds to show a mix of reserved disdain, condescension, and self-satisfaction: he turns up his nose at the narrator’s simple home, but never actually complains to him; he gluttonously eats the thick chicken soup served him while disregarding his hosts, and then retreats into himself, smoking his pipe in silence.17 In the end, finding excessive the charge of twenty-five rubles for six days, the Daytsh insists on an itemized list, which Yoyne provides orally; the Daytsh pays it.

      Soon thereafter, Yoyne begins receiving letters with postage due—each one costlier than the last—in which the Daytsh effusively thanks Yoyne for the lodgings.18 Ultimately, Yoyne receives an urgent summons to Odessa to meet a businessman named “Gorgelshteyn”—literally “throat stone”—suggesting the stranglehold in which the Daytsh traps the narrator.19 When after repeatedly missing the elusive Gorgelshteyn over six days, he finally meets him, Gorgelshteyn’s sole “business” with Yoyne consists in conveying to him once again the effusive thanks of his business partner, the Daytsh.20 Meanwhile, the combined costs of travel and postage have lost for Yoyne the entire twenty-five rubles he earned from the Daytsh.

      While mapping a fifteen-year course in which Sholem Aleichem’s portrayal of the German Jew shifts from positive to negative, the two stories also suggest a complicated relationship to the Yiddish and German languages in both cases. Where the relationship to German in “Dos meserl” remains playful, it becomes one of business in “Der Daytsh,” while the story points as well to a more general disaffection with German cultural models. When Yoyne first approaches the Daytsh, he adjusts his language, speaking “a little in German and a little in Yiddish” (“a bisl oyf daytsh un a bisl oyf yidish”), a point he reiterates several times.21 When he arrives at home with the Daytsh, Yoyne responds to his wife’s reproaches by warning her in heavily Hebraized Yiddish: “do not speak in our tongue because the gentleman understands the language of Ashkenaz [i.e., German]” (“daber nit oyf undzer tsung, makhmes der adon iz mavin in loshn ashkenaz”).22 Sholem Aleichem infuses the story’s Yiddish with a high degree of Hebraic and Slavic words, while avoiding German and other Western ones, using the Hebraic “oreyekh” rather than the Germanic “gast” for guest, and the Slavic “tshemodan” rather than “valise” for light suitcase.23 If, in other words, German language and culture had previously provided the model for rational conduct and good cultivation, the story “Der Daytsh” turns this model on its head. The figure of the Daytsh is well-dressed and well-spoken, never losing his temper or expressing outrage directly to his host. Rather, he uses a rationally devised scheme to “get even” with Yoyne, but pursues a revenge that reveals its own irrationality. It provides the Daytsh, after all, with no material compensation for his own losses, real or imagined.

      Sholem Aleichem’s trajectory would seem to confirm Israel Bartal’s claim that the increased role of Russian cultural models and growing disaffection with Germany, once joined by rising antisemitism in western Europe, “culminated in the total rejection of Germany as an ideal example of the Europeanized Jewish community.”24 Yet even if that describes the situation at the turn of the century, it is by no means the end of the story. Seth Wolitz, for instance, points to the importance of German expressionism for avant-garde Yiddish writing associated with “Di khalyastre” (“The Gang”) movement based especially in Warsaw after World War I, suggesting that poets like Melekh Ravitsh, Uri Tsvi Grinberg, Moshe Broderzon, and Perets Markish derived their own Yiddish expressionist variant from German expressionism.25 They appropriated aspects of its thematics—“the anarchy and decline of the modern external world . . . reflected through the pained, chaotic inner life of a sensate man” and “apocalyptic pessimism” counterposed by the expression “in verse of the inner life,” which “attempts the reconquest of sanity.” They drew as well on German expressionist imagery (“night,” “Christ on the cross,” uses of the grotesque) and its reliance on free verse and abandonment of rhyme. Hence, German expressionism provided Yiddish poets with a poetic repertoire that they would make their own as they sought entry into “general European culture as conscious members of a universal avant-garde movement” though “with a specific Jewish secular cultural identity.”26

      Closer to the period of disaffection noted by Bartal, Chone Shmeruk points to the importance of Heinrich Heine when discussing Ch. N. Bialik’s 1907 Yiddish translation of Heine’s poem “Prinzessin Sabbat” (1851). Noting the poem’s ambivalence toward Jewish life, Shmeruk finds in Bialik’s translation “an indication of the great popularity enjoyed by . . . ‘Prinzessin Sabbat’ among those Eastern European Jews who, in the course of the modernization process, had come to relate ambivalently to their own Jewish experience.”27 While expunging the text of its more satirical elements—for example, the characterization of a synagogue cantor as a dandy—Bialik, like other contributors to the volume in which his translation appeared, enlisted Heine’s poem in the service of protest against a new Russian law requiring that all people take Sunday as a day of rest, a law that placed economic pressure on Jews to violate the Sabbath.28 By rewriting the poem in Yiddish, Bialik, in other words, invoked a renowned German model only to rewrite that model in the service of Jewish political concerns in Russia.

      The cases of Di khalyastre and of Bialik’s Heine translation each suggest ways in which poetic and ideological factors drove the renewed interest in German literature after the decline of the Enlightenment model. Yet making sense of these factors nonetheless poses a challenge. A recent study of American Jewish writing that has much to recommend it, not least its often incisive analyses of how Jewish writers in both Yiddish and English reinvented Jewishness and themselves in America, lapses into cliché when discussing Heine’s impact on these writers. It lapses, that is, into a clichéd notion of “new world” (young, optimistic, open) versus “old world” writing (exhausted, pessimistic, cynical) in a chapter whose title points to its aims: “From Heine to Whitman: The Yiddish Poets Come to America.”29 At the heart of its claims about Heine stands the poem “Likht un shotn” (“Light and Shadow”) by Joseph Bovshover (1873–1915), a figure associated with the first generation of American Yiddish poets known as “Sweatshop poets” for the politically progressive poems they wrote, often responding directly to life on the sweatshop floors, invoking the hardships of immigrant life. The author recounts how Bovshover imagines Heine returning from the dead “just in time to relieve the Yiddish poet of his melancholy dreams,” suggesting that Heine will initially inspire the lonely poet in his tenement flat.30 Yet while visiting the poet, Heine himself comes to reconsider his own cynical view of America, which in his late poem “Jetzt Wohin” (“Whither Now”) he had called, as the author notes, a land of “baccy chewers, where they bowl without a king.”31 Indeed, Heine went even further, describing America as “the great freedom stall where boors live with equality.”32 Rather than Heine, the argument continues, it is Whitman—with his vernacular speech, open roads, and vision of spiritual and democratic renewal on American soil—whom Yiddish poets will come to claim as their “guiding light.”33 Indeed, the “poor poet” Heine now asks the lonely melancholy Bovshover for a tour of the Jewish ghetto—though not without insisting that he also be shown “Di lumpen di groyse un kleyne” (“the blemishes great and small”).34

      However admirably this study makes the case that Yiddish poets needed to reject cynical “old world” Heine for optimistic “new world” Whitman, it nonetheless runs up against certain problems. Apart from the somewhat clichéd terms of its narrative, the chapter generalizes too greatly about Heine. It does so by first embedding its discussion in a framework determined by an essay on Heine composed by the socialist Zionist Nahman Syrkin. That essay introduces the eight-volume translation of Heine’s works published in New York, to which Bovshover, by the way, did not contribute.35 Syrkin is quoted as saying: “How amazingly national, almost Zionistic, sound Heine’s letters in 1823 to his friend Vulvel [Immanuel Wohlwill; J. G.]!”;36 the discussion summarizes his views by noting that “the central motifs in Heine’s life are finally inner conflict, self-betrayal, and ultimately the desperate return to roots when it was already too late,” and by claiming them as typical of the Yiddish poets, whether they were Zionists, Bundists, or otherwise.37 There is, to be sure, no scholarly consensus on this image of Heine. Nor is it clear that Syrkin’s views are representative of American Yiddish writers’ responses to Heine, notwithstanding his essay’s position in the eight-volume Heine translation. Noah Steinberg, who knew personally the writers he wrote about, stresses Moyshe Leyb Halpern’s enthusiasm for Heine, noting his constant reciting of Heine’s poetry from memory and claiming that much of what Halpern learned about poetry he learned from Heine—a point that sounds rather different from Syrkin’s view, to name just one example.38 Kathryn Hellerstein similarly points to Heine’s importance for Halpern, arguing that he “consciously or unconsciously, modeled his shipboard cycle ‘In der Fremd’ on [Heine’s] Nordsee.”39 Likewise, Zishe Landoy, associated like Halpern with the poetic movement Di Yunge (The Young Ones), translated several large portions of the eight-volume Yiddish edition of Heine, sections that often contain little or nothing about Jews but much about European and German culture and literature, such as Heine’s essay Die Romantische Schule (The Romantic School, 1836) and large parts of his Reisebilder (Travel Pictures, 1826–31). Yet Syrkin’s view comes to predetermine the outcome of this reading of Heine and Yiddish poetry in America: “As these poets worked through questions surrounding emancipation, acculturation, secularization, and Jewish nationhood, they saw Heine as the embodiment of the failed attempt to find a home in European culture.”40

      Even with regard to Bovshover’s “Likht un shotn,” the issue is problematic. While it is true that the poem has Heine happily seek out in New York the statue of himself that his hometown of Düsseldorf had rejected, and has him seek out New York’s Jewish ghetto as well, the poem seems to be far less a departure from Heine than a genuine attempt to import him. The study cited here is right to note the formal affinities between Heine’s and Bovshover’s verse—the four lined strophes with alternating lines of three and four beats,41 to which one might add Bovshover’s attempt to imitate Heine’s trochaic meter, which, because uncommon in German, further adds to Heine’s distinctive sound. But the poem’s affinities with Heine are more profound and extensive. Beyond the meter, the narrative style of the poem together with its satire of the wealthy and powerful recalls motifs that pervade Heine’s work, most (in)famously perhaps in his satirical narrative poem, Deutschland, ein Wintermärchen (Germany, A Winter’s Tale), which opens with the promise to “compose . . . a new song, a better song” (“ein neues Lied, ein besseres Lied . . . dichten”) and “to erect the realm of Heaven already here on earth” (“hier auf Erden schon das Himmelreich errichten”).42 Like Bovshover, in that poem and others, Heine took pleasure in summoning dead and mysterious figures—in the case of Germany, he summons, for instance, the medieval king Friedrich Barbarossa and has him ask about his subject Moses Mendelssohn;43 and Heine’s use of “doubles”—akin to Bovshover’s—is well known.44 In Germany, A Winter’s Tale, he famously summons a “lictor” who follows the poet persona on his travels and promises to translate his words into deeds—though when the poet’s words give rise to the lictor’s violence, the poet himself is afflicted.45 Similarly, in Germany, the poet persona encounters late in the poem the prostitute-goddess Hammonia, with whom he wanders the streets of Hamburg and who promises to show him Germany’s future—in a chamber pot, yielding a vision too unbearable to tell and a stench to match.46 When, at the end of “Likht un shotn,” the two poets depart to see New York and the Jewish ghetto, it remains unclear whether they will espy a more promising future in America, not least given the ways Bovshover’s own poem so frequently echoes Heine’s views about the world—the celebration of the fleshly world, the longing to create heaven on earth and accompanying criticism of the wealthy of the world, the rejection of religion even to the point of quoting the infamous last line of the poem “Disputation,” the third of Heine’s Hebrew Melodies, which declares that both rabbi and monk in the poem’s religious disputation “stinken.”47

      In other words, while there were no doubt Yiddish poets who turned to Whitman as one of their guiding lights, it is far less clear that Bovshover’s “Likht un shotn” meant a turning away from Heine or that one could make this claim for Halpern and Landoy or for many other Yiddish poets in America.

      This point is not meant to discredit the larger aims of the book under discussion. It is only to suggest that the story of Yiddish writing might benefit from more in-depth study of how Yiddish writers responded to at least some German literature, a response whose extent is documented, for instance, in the bibliography of translated German literature in Yiddish that Amy Blau includes in her dissertation, “Afterlives: Translation of German Weltliteratur into Yiddish” (2005).48

      The question of Yiddish writers’ response to German models also applies to those Yiddish writers who lived for a time in Weimar Germany. Especially with regard to the more avant-garde writers, that circumstance seems not irrelevant, one where further consideration of German models can help illuminate the practices of those writers. One might consider Der Nister’s remarkable story “Unter a Ployt” (“Behind a Fence,” 1929). The story, like the film Der blaue Engel (The Blue Angel, 1930), directed by Josef von Sternberg, would seem to respond to Heinrich Mann’s satirical novel Professor Unrat oder das Ende eines Tyrannen (1905) (literally, Professor Refuse, or the End of a Tyrant, but translated as The Blue Angel, 1931), and at least one critic suggests that the appeal of Mann’s work for both von Sternberg and Der Nister derives from the way it “speaks to the crisis facing the intellectual when confronted by the rise of mass culture.”49 The impact of mass culture on art and literature is, to be sure, a concern addressed at times by the twentieth-century avant-garde. Yet while perhaps not wholly irrelevant for Der Nister, the claim seems to miss a central point of “Unter a ployt,” one that seems especially striking if one focuses on how Der Nister’s story relates to Mann’s novel. The story “Unter a ployt,” that is, takes up an image central to Professor Unrat, that of the isolated scholar or academic subjected to satire, but in doing so performs a profound transformation of that image, one that goes beyond his story’s impressive formal innovations regarding narrative time and narrative frameworks.50 Those formal innovations both surround and intersect with one another in ways so complex as to produce dizzying, ironic effects, not unlike, one might add, the work of German romantics like Ludwig Tieck and E. T. A. Hoffmann, the second of whom Der Nister is known to have read.51 Yet on a more basic level, Der Nister produces a simple shift in focus that radically transforms the story.

      Mann’s novel is narrated in the third person, though by a narrator who stands close to the students oppressed by the schoolteacher named “Raat,” but whom the students call “Professor Unrat” (“Professor Refuse”), the term by which the narrator likewise refers to him.52 The novel, in other words, announces from the very outset its satirical aims, and readers may or may not appreciate the satire that accompanies the events as the authoritarian professor spirals toward his downfall, first by falling in love with the nightclub dancer Rosa Fröhlich (the name means “joyful”), then by contributing visibly to the corruption of Wilhelminian society, the larger target of the novel’s satire. Yet by making clear from the outset that the downfall will come about, the novel explicitly removes that tension while asking readers to focus on other issues—that is, on its exposure of authoritarian attitudes and corrupt practices. Whether one is more drawn to the novel or the popular film is, it would seem, a matter of taste. Von Sternberg’s Der blaue Engel transforms the story by making the professor more sympathetic and hence more tragic, but at the expense of the sharp-edged social satire. The film, of course, has the added seductive appeal of showing the young Marlene Dietrich singing innocently that she seeks in life only love and beyond that nothing at all (“und sonst gar nichts”), while removing her stockings in her dressing room.

      In the case of “Unter a ployt,” Der Nister far more radically shifts the focus by having the story told as a first person confession by a writer who has been seduced by the attractions of a circus performer, which ultimately brings harm to his daughter. While this point is often noted, one needs further to stress that in so fundamentally re-working Mann’s material, Der Nister also throws its concerns with authoritarian structures into a completely different light. Together with its formal complexity, “Unter a ployt” thereby poses more questions than it resolves. Daniella Montavan points out, for instance, that Der Nister encountered firsthand an increasingly Stalinized Soviet culture that in the late 1920s began to pressure Soviet Yiddish writers into conforming to party dictates in their writing.53 How, in this light, is one to understand the “show trial” before the figure of Medardus at which the writer makes his confession, but which also gives an early indication of the show trials that would so starkly characterize Stalinism and which seem in the story to oppose the notion that the writer’s failing consisted in his attraction to the circus rider after all? It has been argued that the circus performer stands at odds with Der Nister’s symbolist practice, but the seductive circus performer could alternatively symbolize the daring narrative strategies suggested by Der Nister’s formal experimentation and rejected by official policy, although Der Nister cannily introduces such possibilities without resolving them.54 Yet all the while the shift to the confessional mode remains central, turning it into a story less, it would seem, about the problem of intellectuals and mass culture than about the dangers faced by intellectuals who, whether seduced by the promise of reward or succumbing to the pressures of official policy (or both), risk engaging in that form of corruption known as trahison des clercs. Yet what deepens the sense of that shift is precisely the concurrent awareness of Heinrich Mann’s own concerns with authoritarian structures and corruption and of the ways in which Der Nister rewrites the story in response to the rise of a censorious Soviet culture.

      If Der Nister draws on Heinrich Mann (as well as E. T. A. Hoffmann’s narrative strategies) to respond to the dilemmas of the writer in the Soviet Union of the late 1920s, the case of David Bergelson is more complicated. Most scholars argue that Bergelson’s writing from his Berlin period remained “flat” and uninteresting. Yet Bergelson did write stories that, by drawing on German models, elaborated in new and compelling ways on themes and problems—of alienation, loneliness, stagnation, and decay—pervading his early work, while responding to his complex situation in Berlin. Of these stories, which include, among others, “Mit eyn nakht veniker” (1927; “One Night Less”) and “Tsvishn emigrantn” (1927, “Among Refugees”), critics tend to view “Tsvishn emigrantn” as the most successful.55 Indeed, its depiction of an established Yiddish writer, suggestive of Bergelson himself, visited by a forlorn and isolated young refugee from pogroms in eastern Europe calling himself a “Jewish terrorist” and living in a Berlin boardinghouse, impresses for various reasons. It also, significantly enough, displays expressionist motifs even if the writing remains closer to Bergelson’s more typically understated style, often likened to Chekhov and Flaubert, or described as impressionist.56 The young refugee, feeling betrayed by prominent East European Jews in Berlin who refuse his plea for help but offer to pay for psychological treatment, seeks to enlist the writer’s support for his plan to assassinate a Ukrainian pogromist he has encountered as a resident in his own boardinghouse. The aura of urban isolation and depiction of desperate, alienated youth, the sense of violence that lurks below and pushes at the seams of the everyday, as well as the refugee’s rebellion against bourgeois society and norms—all these motifs echo German expressionism.57 They do so even as the events in the narrative time of the story are set mainly in the writer’s study, with the plot focusing primarily on his own quiet but conflicted reflections about how to respond to the refugee. Indeed, it is as if Bergelson has constructed two aesthetics embodied by the narrative worlds of the different characters—the quiet impressionistically narrative of the writer, and the just glimpsed “expressionist” world—rebellious and potentially explosive—of the young terrorist. Ultimately, the writer’s reflections underscore the dilemma he perceives between his own sense of ease and comfort, on the one hand, and his sense of political and social commitments, on the other.58

      One might also point to the plots and motifs of other stories—for example, “Tsvey Rotskhim” (“Two Murderers”), also about a pogromist hiding out in Berlin likened to a murderous dog owned by the woman from whom he rents a room, and “Far 12 toysend dolar fast er 40 teg: Berliner bilder” (“For Twelve Thousand Bucks He Fasts for Forty Days: Scenes of Berlin”), which, as its English translator Joachim Neugroschel notes, recalls Kafka’s “Hunger Artist,” turns starvation into something akin to a circus sideshow act.59 It does so not least with its uncanny image of the “fastenden bokher untern gloz” (fasting young man under glass), though it differs from Kafka by juxtaposing the image with Jewish beliefs in—and skepticism of—remarkable acts of Jewish fasting found in the shtetl, even as it evokes a post-World War I Europe brutalized by the effects of the war where sport is made of starvation.60

      Perhaps even more explicitly, the story “Mit eyn nakht veniker” (“One Night Less”) suggests how Bergelson reworked expressionist aesthetics to respond to the dilemma he perceived to be confronting Yiddish literature and his own situation as a writer in this period.61

      “Mit eyn nakht veniker” recounts the tale of an alienated poet named Wentzl on his wanderings through Berlin from late night to dawn. The story relies heavily on the free indirect discourse that characterized much of Bergelson’s writing, and which enhances the oneiric quality of the story. Expressionist influences announce themselves in terms of style and motif, as, for instance, in the personification of the city and environment. Thus the city appears as a creature hostile and alien to the poet and other inhabitants: it is a “cold, always chewing mother-in-law whose daughter died long ago and who is furious at him [Wentzl]—the former son-in-law”;62 and: “[u]nder the bridges, the Spree is drowsing quietly—a river that the enormous metropolis needs in order to reflect its festive lights and in order to throw people like him, Wentzl, throw them in during moments of despair.”63 Indeed, the opening line invests time itself with persona: “The Berlin 10 o’clock evening hour gnaws at the soul.”64 People are, in turn, objectified: “The legs of a second, a third, of dozens walk there too, dragging themselves alone or in pairs, right and left, along the sidewalks”;65 and while walking with a prostitute, Wentzl himself “turns into a pump in order to pour out aphorisms and suddenly pique the girl’s interest.”66 At the same time, as typical for both expressionist and futurist texts, the narrative conveys a vortex of accelerated, mechanized urban life:

      
        Roaring iron wheels deafen one of Wentzl’s ears, while the other ear hears all of the old coachman’s curses. Wentzl’s legs suddenly become very skinny like wire and, frightened, they dash back and forth—around him there is a tangled whirling throng of automobiles, trolleys, bicycles, trucks and pedestrians. All of them dashing here as if to the hub of four streets.67

      

      Social criticism, directed at the city’s bourgeois and petit-bourgeois inhabitants, combines with a sense of disgust, on the one hand, and with, on the other, motifs of erotic desire, attraction to the city’s seamier side, and longing for spiritual fulfillment. If the late night drives “lonely eccentrics” (“aynzame tsudakes”) like Wentzl into the streets past “drowsy working-class neighborhoods and carousing centers [of] not-poor and not-rich Berliners [who] give off their decent, inherited smell,” Wentzl’s wanderings eventually take him to the Brandenburg Gate where he finds a “pale young girl . . . hugging the cold marble and vomiting after drinking or after a greater sin that was growing inside her, under her heart . . . vomiting as if for the tremendous metropolis of Berlin.”68 When erotic longing later drives him, albeit penniless, among the “hookers” of the Invalidenstasse, he tells one:

      
        I’m now going to depict a girl like you in my great poem “Berlin.” Once, during sunset, I saw a girl as pale as you. She was leaning against the first big monument between Siegesallee and the Brandenburg Gate and she was vomiting with her soul, with her heart, vomiting in front of the whole of Berlin . . . that’s how my poem will begin. . . .69

      

      Thus the earlier image, recounted indirectly as an incident Wentzl observes, now appears as his own poetic invention—a blurring of boundaries between objectified cityscape and subjective experience that lends the text a metafictional self-referentiality while at the same time satirically deflating Wentzl’s pretensions as a poet.

      To be sure, by 1927, the motifs and stylistic devices described here had become familiar in German literature and elsewhere. Franz Werfel’s “Ballade von Wahn und Tod” (“Ballad of Delusion and Death”), published in the renowned expressionist anthology, Menschheitsdämmerung (1920), for instance, similarly blurs boundaries between subject and object, city and self, self and poetry, and poetic world and reality:

      
        Im großem Raum des Tags,—

        Die Stadt ging hohl, Novembermeer, und schallte schwer

        Wie Sinai schallt. Vom Turm geballt

        Die Wolke fiel.—Erstickten Schlags

        Mein Ohr die Stunde traf,

        Als ich gebeugt saß über mich zu sehr.

        Und ich entfiel mir, rollte hin und schwankte da auf einem Schlaf70

        [In the great room of the day,—

        The city strode hollow, November sea, and made heavy sounds

        The way Sinai sounds. Balled up by a tower,

        The cloud fell.—With a stifled cuff

        The hour struck my ear,

        As I sat bent over myself too very much.

        And I fell out of myself, rolled along, and rocked there back and forth upon a sleep.]71

      

      Or as in Alfred Lichtenstein’s well-known poem “Die Dämmerung”:

      
        Ein dicker Junge spielt mit einem Teich.

        Der Wind hat sich in einem Baum gefangen.

        Der Himmel sieht verbummelt aus und bleich,

        Als wäre ihm die Schminke ausgegangen.72

        [A plump kid is playing with a pond.

        The wind has caught itself in a tree.

        The sky looks hung over and pale,

        As though it had run out of makeup.]73

      

      Or one might think of Georg Kaiser’s Von Morgens bis Mitternachts (From Morning to Midnight, 1916, performed 1917), one of the central dramas of German expressionism and a work recalled by Wentzl’s own nighttime wanderings and confused musings. That drama centers on a bank teller in Weimar who, intoxicated by an exotic beauty from Tuscany unable to make a withdrawal from the bank he works in, steals 60,000 marks, intending to flee with her from his own petit-bourgeois life. Like Bergelson’s poet Wentzl, though, he ends up aimlessly wandering through the streets of Berlin, moving from one station to another. The difference in plots notwithstanding, Kaiser’s drama—like Bergelson’s story—transforms the metropolis Berlin into an alien, incomprehensible entity, where characters do not hesitate to rob and betray one another and are identified in symbolic terms that at times also objectify them: “first mask,” “second mask,” “soldier,” “lady,” “son,” “girl,” and so forth. At the same time, while the pathos of Kaiser’s drama derives in part from the asymmetry between the bank teller’s fantasies of an alternative to his own petit-bourgeois family life, one spiritually and erotically more fulfilling, and his actual deed of robbing the bank so as to abscond with an unfamiliar woman who has no interest in him whatsoever,74 Bergelson plays in even more complex ways with such fantasies, shifting between levels of pathos and bathos. Wentzl’s grandiose declarations about his poem “Berlin” have already been noted. The poet also engages in a theft, though a bathetic one, when he absent-mindedly steals the galoshes of one “Uncle Fritz” who runs a “buffet” at the train station, only to flee and ultimately land in Berlin’s red light district.75 Playing on a neoromantic motif, the poet goes in search of a prostitute to save, only to meet with various prostitutes’ disdain so that his erotic fantasies recall those of the hapless bank teller.

      More importantly, the focus on poet as protagonist and on poetry, rather than money, as the vehicle by which the protagonist hopes for transformation, points to how Bergelson takes up motifs found in Kaiser’s drama but reworks them for his own purposes. Wentzl engages in an internal monologue lambasting the editors and critics who, with the exception of a deceased Dr. Mer, have completely ignored him.76 Not a professional or published critic, Dr. Mer himself “had a bacteriology lab” and was otherwise “a philosopher of life,” a point that further deflates Wentzl’s fantasies.

      This attack on the editors clearly means to satirize Wentzl himself, but it has a more serious dimension. In an important 1926 essay, “Dray tsentren” (“Three Centers”), Bergelson defined Poland, the United States, and the Soviet Union as the centers of Yiddish literature but argued that Yiddish had a viable future only in the Soviet Union, since only there could Yiddish writers unite with the working classes and fulfill their social roles as intellectuals.77 Indeed, Sasha Senderovich enlists this essay to support his reading of “Tsvishn emigrantn,” whose “narrator . . . doubts the ability of the Yiddish writer to exist in exile, and appears to witness the complete collapse of his purpose in an environment without a dedicated reading public.”78 To be sure, “Dray tsentren” marked Bergelson’s entry into the Soviet fold. The irony is that, though he would thereafter become the highest paid Soviet Yiddish writer, Bergelson himself remained in Berlin until the rise of Nazism in 1933 compelled his departure.79 Thus, Gennadi Estraikh offers an alternative reading of “Dray tsentren.” Citing a 1926 letter to Abe Cahan, the “imperious editor” of the New York-based Yiddish Forverts, Estraikh suggests that Bergelson’s declaration of allegiance to the Soviet Union had perhaps “more to do with rebelling against” that socialist, but noncommunist publication than with “seeing the light of communism.”80

      In this light, “Mit eyn nakht veniker” acquires a poignancy that can easily vanish behind the story’s satirical tone. It raises the question of how to view Wentzl’s ranting against editors and others who fail to recognize him. Does that ranting not perhaps point to Bergelson’s own concerns—to his frustration with Cahan, on the one hand, and to a fear, on the other, of becoming irrelevant, with the story forming, as it were, an attempt to exorcise the demon of that fear? Regarding Bergelson’s own predicament in Germany, the story’s title may suggest “that every night spent there brings Wenzel closer to the moment when he will leave it.”81 Yet, at the same time, it is in the motifs and forms of expressionist aesthetics that Bergelson finds the resources for staging his literary rebellion against his fate in Berlin—namely, his treatment by editors and his sense of neglect or rejection by readers.82

      The case of Bergelson is significant for another reason. Criticism has repeatedly stressed Bergelson’s sense of alienation in Berlin, suggesting that the nature of his existence there was responsible for the decline in his writing at this time. The claims of “Dray tsentren” would seem to confirm that Bergelson shared this view. Indeed, Senderovich rejects other scholars’ attempts to present that essay as unrepresentative of Bergelson’s true position. To that end, he invokes Michael André Bernstein’s discussion of “backshadowing” and “sideshadowing,” which reminds us that to impose retroactively our knowledge of future events on the interpretation of the past prevents us from recognizing historical contingencies and alternative possibilities that, while ultimately unrealized, were no less plausible at an earlier time.83 Indeed, backshadowing prevents us from recognizing one of the most profound consequences of the Holocaust: the fact that so many lives that might have been lived out—or lived out differently—were cut off midstream. Senderovich extends this point to Bergelson, arguing that critics’ rejection of the essay as representative of the “true” Bergelson owes too much to Bergelson’s later dismal fate in the Soviet Union—the subjection of his writing to the prescriptions of “socialist realism” and his eventual murder, along with other leading Yiddish writers, on August 12, 1952. Compelling as Senderovich’s article is, the peculiarities of Bergelson’s life and career only exacerbate of the problem. One can, that is, extend the problem of backshadowing to Bergelson’s Berlin period itself. How, after all, do we make sense of the fact that despite declaring allegiance to the Soviet Union Bergelson remained in Berlin until doing so became too dangerous? And how do we reconcile the image of a frustrated Bergelson in Berlin with the more positive image of his life there presented by his son Lev Bergelson, who in his memoir of that period declared, to be sure, that his father enjoyed professional success after returning to the Soviet Union but “that never again was he the high-spirited, gregarious, jovial person who stayed in my memory from my Berlin childhood”?84

      To be sure, Yiddish literature did not have an unproblematic existence in Germany. Yet even there, as the cases of Bergelson and Der Nister show, there were moments of productive interaction. Together with the examples noted above, they are meant to show just some of the issues that a deeper engagement with Yiddish-German literary relations might illuminate. The question of the degree to which German expressionism became important for other writers—such as the later Halpern or Anna Margolin (pseudonym for Rosa Lebensboym, 1887–1952) or the writers associated with the American Yiddish movement known as the “Di Inzikhisten” (“Introspectivists”)—might also be explored.

      The figure of Anna Margolin, for instance, poses an interesting problem, for critics have wrestled with the question of how to situate Margolin’s poetry with regard to these two major movements in American Yiddish poetry, the later Inzikhisten whose work came into its own around 1920 and the earlier Di Yunge, each of which responded in various ways to modern European and American writing. Margolin’s lover and literary confidante, Reuben Ayzland, was associated with Di Yunge, and her own age situates her closer to them than to the Inzikhisten. Yet Margolin in certain ways seems closer to the Inzikhisten and their tendencies toward free verse, dispensing with rhyme and aesthetic harmony, and seeking to avoid sentimentality. Like Margolin, the Inzikhisten often played in their poetry with masks, seeking to break down the boundaries between self, poetic creation, and the urban landscape they inhabited, while also rejecting explicit association with any given political ideologies. Barbara Mann, for instance, situates Margolin close to this group, exploring the affiliation of her work with movements and figures who would also engage them, such as Pound’s imagism and Rilke’s Dinggedichte (Thing poetry).85 Alternatively, Abraham Novershtern detects in her writing a closer resemblance to Di Yunge, to the poetics of quietude, literary impressionism, and aesthetic harmony, and even occasional sentimentality, found in one of its leading members, Mani Leyb (1883–1953):

      
        If the introduction of the personal element into Margolin’s poetry often carries the threat of sentimentality, that is in large part due to the way she binds personal statement to the expression of feelings. This implicit binding is present even when she tries to eliminate it: the motifs of masks and sculpture are in this sense negative images of the same artistic configuration. What this shows is that Margolin was, in essence, much closer to Di yunge—particularly . . . to Mani Leyb, than to the Inzikhisten.86

      

      Perhaps one way to explore how Anna Margolin came to integrate what appears to be a highly experimental relationship to poetic form, visual imagery, and masks and, hence, to the poetic self and world, while at times introducing the kind of expression of feelings that would, pace Novershtern, situate her closer to Mani Leyb would be to consider another figure cited in her correspondence with Reuven Ayzland: namely Else Lasker-Schüler, about whom Ayzland writes to reassure Anna Margolin that he has indeed read her.87 Although Lasker-Schüler’s poetry differs formally from Anna Margolin’s in significant ways, she, too, experiments with self and world, even as she “binds” personal statement to the expression of feelings, as in the lines from “Tanzlied” (“Dance Song”):

      
        Aus mir braust finstre Tanzmusik,

        Meine Seele kracht in tausend Stücken;

        [Dark dance music foams up out of me;

        My soul shatters into a thousand pieces.]88

      

      Lasker-Schüler also interwove visual imagery into her writings like Margolin, though in a different manner. Encouraged by the expressionist painter Franz Marc, she added her own illustrations to her stories and poems in collections like Briefe und Bilder (Letters and Pictures, 1913–17), Der Prinz von Theben (The Prince of Thebes, 1914), and later Das Hebräerland (The Hebrews’ Land, 1937). In Der Prinz von Theben, she often drew herself as the Prince Yussuf of Thebes, enhancing the poetic and artistic play with masks, gender, and identity—something she would, moreover, publicly enact as when she gave a reading in Prague in 1913.89 At the same time, Lasker-Schüler’s writing about Jewish subjects, on the one hand, and her affiliations with expressionist circles, on the other, probably held attraction for a formally experimental Yiddish poet like Anna Margolin, or indeed helped channel her attention to other expressionists—a group also often cited as important for the Inzikhisten.90

      Whether or not such a course of study will prove productive must remain for now an open question, but it is worth reflecting on in connection with a final footnote. Commenting on the German-Jewish Nelly Sachs, whose poetry responding to the Shoah (khurbn, in Yiddish) he himself translated, the Yiddish poet Meylekh Ravitsh suggested that Yiddish lamentations on this subject were somehow more authentic than ones in German.91 While understandable in its context, not least because German-language poets, by virtue of the language they wrote in, received far greater attention than Yiddish writers, the comment suggests that the popular stereotype of the German Jew may have had some residual effect after all. While, as noted above, scholars generally acknowledge a Yiddish literary response to modern German writing, there remains need for more profound engagement with those German models and literary movements. The impact of the stereotype seems not to have resulted so much in antagonism; with the combined impact of the Shoah, it has, though, perhaps left the field less disposed, or prepared, than it might otherwise be to study in-depth the contacts between modern German and Yiddish literature.

      In the last three decades, scholarship has charted the miscommunication, and worse, between Yiddish and German, Eastern and German Jews, and Jews and non-Jews in central and eastern Europe. Perhaps, at this point, one might begin to take a step back and explore the different ways in which various participants themselves contributed in mutually productive ways to one another. And where there were problems, one might nonetheless ask whether those involved sought to confront and explore them, bringing a certain self-awareness to the subject. To be able to see that there were such moments of mutually productive contact, it might be necessary to temper or even abandon the expectation of an unrealizable ideal world of harmonious unity emerging where we find encounters between those from East and West. In return, there might emerge interesting new and “multicultural” discoveries, even from within seemingly familiar material.

      We might conclude by recalling Kwame Anthony Appiah’s response already in the mid-1990s to the third report on standards composed for the American Comparative Literature Association (ACLA), the so-called Bernheimer report published in the volume Comparative Literature in the Age of Multiculturalism (1995). Appiah voiced concerns about the report’s conclusions.92 Appiah is sympathetic to many of the report’s concerns—for instance, with the study of empire, coloniality, and postcoloniality. He suggests indeed that it is impossible to study European and American literature in the last two centuries without also addressing such issues. At the same time, Appiah dissents from the report when he writes: “I am not sure that I share the view that there is a problem in the Eurocentrism of the older comparative literature. Study these interconnected European literatures, I say. They make sense together. They were made for each other. But study also somewhere such interconnected bodies of writings as cohere in the same way around, for example, the travels of the Asiatic shadow-Geist I mentioned earlier” (i.e., the idea of “Geist” or Spirit, in the Hegelian sense, which Appiah, half-playfully, half-seriously, detects as the principle informing the thought of René Wellek in his attempt to write the history of Western literature and theory, but which also has its counterpart in other cultures and societies).93

      Perhaps at this point the study of both German and Yiddish would benefit if scholars of the one or the other would—while continuing to focus on each literature on its own terms—also seek out ways in which to study more profoundly that which Appiah calls the “shadow-Geist” of the one as it travels within the other. Perhaps such approaches in the Yiddish and German fold would contribute as well to the movement beyond the more general sense of exhaustion in literary studies detected by some scholars.94
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      Chapter 4

      The Symphony of a Great Heimat: Zionism as a Cure for Weimar Crisis in Lerski’s Avodah

      Ofer Ashkenazi

      
        Drought teaches magic and prayer.1

        —Aby Warburg

      

      In the mid-1930s, shortly after the National Socialists secured their control in Germany, a very unlikely team of German-speaking bourgeois émigrés with ambivalent relations to Zionism set off to produce a groundbreaking Zionist-socialist propaganda film in Palestine. According to a contemporaneous report, the crew included the producer, a “Berlin stockbroker”—who “was also the driver”—the inexperienced assistant (“previously a university professor in Berlin”), and the esteemed cinematographer Helmar Lerski.2 The production took advantage of the recently opened film studio of Nathan Axelrod, the first in Mandate Palestine. The postproduction, namely the delicate synchronization of Paul Dessau’s musical score, was done in Budapest, using German-developed sound technology under the supervision of two eminent veterans of the pre-Nazi German film industry.3 The result of this transnational effort, Avodah (Work, 1935), a montage of sights and sounds that combined documentation of Jewish labor with staged scenes, was heralded by some reviewers as a triumph of Zionist aesthetics; others, however, scorned its “artificial” imagery and lamented its “poor propaganda value.”4 This article argues that Avodah was not merely a stylized (and somewhat fuzzy) culmination of Zionist symbolism. It excited and confused its viewers because it brilliantly interwove two cultural paradigms, which corresponded with two disparate sets of experiences, anxieties, and hopes: the paradigm of the Labor-Zionists in Mandate Palestine in the years between the disillusioning eruption of Jewish-Arab violence in 1929 and the Arab Rebellion of 19365; and the discourse of the liberal bourgeois urbanites of 1920s Germany, who experienced the violent demise of the Weimar Republic.

      Helmar Lerski, the film’s director, spent most of his creative years in Weimar-era Berlin, where he made films and exhibited photographs that seemed to convey a variety of contradicting sentiments, from sympathy for socialist objectives to procapitalist propaganda, from Jewish ethnocentrism to cosmopolitanism. Preceding most German-speaking immigrants, he arrived in Palestine shortly before Hitler came to power and quickly found his way into the Zionist propaganda endeavor. After the Second World War, however, he left the Land of Israel and sought refuge back in Central Europe.6 Echoing Lerski’s biography, Avodah intertwines several different narratives and values without obliterating the tensions between them. In what follows I argue that Lerski’s “poetic version of Eretz Israel” relied heavily on the cinematic imagery developed during the Weimar years to contemplate the crisis of subjectivity in the modern city.7 A close reading of the similarities between Avodah and two exemplary Weimar films—Berlin, Symphony of a Great City (Berlin, Die Sinfonie der Grosstadt, Walther Ruttmann, 1927) and Metropolis (Fritz Lang, 1927, in which Lerski had a vital role)—shows that Lerski skillfully envisioned Zionism as a remedy for the maladies of modern experience. His Zionism did not only instigate a new type of modernity, disposed of the crisis otherwise implanted in an increasingly mechanized reality; it also implied a new type of Heimat, namely a landscape where people, nature, and machines lived in productive harmony. This modernized Heimat gave rise to a new type of community—universal and idiosyncratic; secular and mystic; archaic and modern.8

      Helmar Lerski and the Zionist Film in the 1930s

      Similar to many German-speaking Jewish artists and intellectuals of the early 1900s, Helmar Lerski’s biography comprises multiple emigrations, efforts of assimilation, experiences of antisemitism, and an ambiguous approach to Jewish nationalism.9 As a recurrent immigrant who experienced and absorbed different cultural traditions, and endeavored to integrate them within various national contexts, Lerski embodied the notion of transnational art. Born Israel Schmuklerski to Polish-Jewish immigrants in 1871 Strasbourg (then Germany), Lerski spent most of his childhood in Zurich, Switzerland. At the age of twenty two, after completing his training as a bank clerk, he immigrated to the United States where he started a career as an actor in a German-speaking theater.10 In 1909 he gave up acting and opened a photography studio with his first wife. In the early 1910s, after he published his first photo in a midwestern German language newspaper, Lerski’s experimental use of mirrors and light won him some recognition among American critics and scholars.11 Despite his considerable success in the United States, in the fall of 1915—and in the thick of World War I—Lerski relocated to Berlin, where he held his first one-man exhibition the same year.

      Then, in 1916, following his second exhibition, he relinquished still photography and found a position as a cameraman in the booming local film industry. In 1917, Lerski started to work for Bioscop-Film studios, in the team of the imaginative director Robert Reinert. This collaboration resulted in more the twenty films, most of them—with the exception of two masterpieces, Opium (1919) and Nerven (Nerves, 1919)—are now lost. Lerski’s innovative approach to the manipulation of lighting, especially its use in emphasizing and distorting facial expressions, fit well with the German “expressionist film” style, which reached its climax between 1920 and 1924.12 In 1923, he joined the Jewish director Paul Leni in making Das Wachsfigurenkabinett (Waxworks), an expressionist tour de force. Notwithstanding the differences between Leni’s and Reinert’s films, the nightmarish appearance of Jack the Ripper in the fairground in the final scene of Waxworks reiterated the same anxiety exhibited in Opium and Nerves: the paralyzing presence of uncontrollable irrational powers in the modern city.13 Lerski’s subsequent film, Der heilige Berg (The Holy Mountain, 1925), with Arnold Fanck as director and Leni Riefenstahl in the leading female role, was another genre-defining work.14 This landmark in the history of the Mountain Film genre (which was later described by Siegfried Kracauer as laden with proto-fascist symbolism15) differs significantly from the style and social setting of Lerski’s earlier films. Instead of the modern city and its bourgeois milieu, The Holy Mountain celebrates the grandeur of the premodern (arguably, national) landscape and its—at times deadly—interactions with the men who dared to brave and conquer it. While the visual symbolism in this mountain film differs considerably from Lerski’s later Zionist films, its mixture of nostalgia for a mythical premodern reality and the conspicuous presence of technology (filmmaking technology) is echoed almost in every scene of Avodah.

      In the fall of 1925, Lerski became the head technician of a team that sought to find ways to utilize a complicated set of mirrors (known as the “Schüfftan Process”) for special effects in the films of Ufa (Universum-Film A.G., the dominant production company in Weimar Germany). His most important contribution to this effort was on the set of Metropolis, which astonished its viewers with unprecedented juxtapositions of miniatures that created the illusion of a futuristic urban dystopia. Before Lerski reluctantly left the film industry in 1929 he made a socialist-leaning film with Béla Balázs and Berthold Viertel, The Adventure of a Ten Mark Bill (K 13 513. Die Abenteuer eines Zehnmarkscheines, 1926).16 Notably, however, his subsequent film, which enthusiastically advocated middle-class capitalist views, was more important for his socialist-Zionist filmmaking. In this film, Sprengbagger 1010 (dir. Carl Ludwig Achaz-Duisberg, 1929), Lerski experimented with montage editing and lighting that were later reiterated and enhanced in Avodah.

      Lerski’s first visit to Palestine in 1931 was related to his new project, in which he sought to photograph the “prototypical” Jewish face in a way that would “document the Jewish race”—its inner qualities—in all its variations.17 A year later, Lerski left for Zurich and established connections with leading activists in the World Zionist Organization, in an unsuccessful attempt to present the result of this project, “Jewish Heads,” in the Zionist Congress in Geneva. He then returned to Palestine and, unable to fund the publication of his “Jewish Heads” work, engaged again in filmmaking, now as part of the Zionist propaganda efforts. Arriving in Palestine, over sixty years old, he was welcomed by local artists as a revered, experienced “sage.”18 He was elected as the honorary chair of the Palestine Professional Photographers Association and conducted popular workshops on the roof of his Tel Aviv apartment building. In addition to Avodah, Lerski made at least five more Zionist propaganda films between 1935 and 1947.19 An internationally recognized “serious” artist, his photographs were deemed an asset to the promotion of Zionist views and were displayed in exhibitions organized by Keren Hayesod (United Israel Appeal, the Zionist central fundraising organization).20 But Lerski’s devotion to the Zionist movement was not unconditional. In the spring of 1948, a mere few weeks before Israel’s declaration of independence (and several months after a decision in favor of a Jewish state was officially accepted by the United Nations in November 1947), he left the country for good. Back in Switzerland, he unsuccessfully sought to follow his acquaintances Bertolt Brecht and Arnold Zweig—who also resided in Palestine between 1933 and 1948—and settle (back) in East Germany.21 He died at the age of eighty-five in Zurich in 1956.

      Lerski’s eventual deviation from Zionism notwithstanding, the films he made between 1935 and 1947 seemed to embrace the movement’s credo and demonstrated familiarity with its iconography. Produced in a time of a growing professionalization of the Jewish film industry in Palestine, Avodah reflected on and enhanced the arsenal of images developed in Zionist films in the preceding decades. The history of the Zionist film dates back to the early years of organized Zionism under the leadership of Theodor Herzl in the final years of the nineteenth century. Herzl, a Viennese journalist, was early to grasp the potential power of the new medium and promised funding for Zionist filmmaking.22 The first officially appointed Zionist film photographer, Moshe-David Schub, failed miserably to produce a suitable film—or any film at all—from the Land of Israel.23 This failure delayed further institutionalized investments in Zionist film production.24 Jewish filmmakers from central and eastern Europe filmed journeys to Palestine already before World War I, with the intention of displaying them to Zionist activists and Jewish communities all over Europe.25 In addition to these travelogues, a few Jewish filmmakers in Palestine experimented during the 1920s with new methods to document the land’s reality in a way that would convey fundamental Zionist convictions.26 The Zionist establishment in Palestine, however, was reluctant to fund local productions, and so the pioneer filmmakers acted on their own initiative with privately acquired equipment.27

      By the late 1920s, however, leading activists within the Zionist establishment—and German-speaking Zionists in particular—were increasingly conscious of the power of ideologically stimulating film. Some thirty years after Herzl’s sloppy attempt to produce the first Zionist film, the central European Zionist Leo Hermann, the general secretary of Keren Hayesod, worked to institutionalize the filmmaking policy of the World Zionist Organization and allocated funds for productions in Palestine. Some Zionist functionaries even played active roles in filmmaking.28 Ernst Mechner, the head of the Jewish National Fund office (Keren Kayemet) in Berlin, for instance, is credited with writing the script of the film Aviv Be’Erez Israel (Spring in the Land of Israel, dir. Josef Gal-Ezer, 1928).29 The ideological realism of Mechner was based on an ongoing series of binaries—of non-Zionist (Arab and orthodox Jews) dwellers of the land, on the one hand, and, on the other, the Zionist novelties—that stressed the superiority of the newcomers’ worldview and achievements. Similar contrasts are manifested, in more or less explicit manners, in many Zionist productions before 1948.

      When Lerski immigrated to Mandate Palestine, the local film industry had undergone a process of professionalization, led by the eastern European émigré Nathan Axelrod.30 It was also a time when—following the Nazi seizure of power in Germany in January 1933—the Zionist film industry had become much more “German” in its nature.31 The wave of Jewish immigration from Germany to Palestine between 1933 and 1939, “encouraged” by the new government, included several émigrés with experience in the central European film industry, who integrated into the local film industry (e.g., the producers Benzion Fett, Otto Sonnenfeld, and Juda Leman, and the composer Shabtai Petruschka). Perhaps more important than these professionals was the audience that immigrated to Palestine after 1933. In contrast to previous waves of Jewish immigration to the land, many of the newcomers from 1930s Germany experienced a rich film culture in their bourgeois environment before emigration. By the mid-1920s, cinema was one of the most popular forms of urban entertainment in Germany; in addition to a few hundred German films produced every year, local viewers could choose from a variety of American, Soviet, and other European films that were screened every day in various theaters.32 German viewers’ expectations from film as entertainment and as art had also been nourished by the abundance of film magazines and academic studies on film aesthetics and politics in Weimar Germany. Furthermore, during the Weimar years film had become a major arena for the contemplation of collective identities, such as the German national community and class solidarity.33 Mainly, however, post-WWI German films became a key site for the contemplation of modern Jewish identity.34 The savvy German-speaking moviegoers were the most prominent group among the audience that filled the eighteen cinema halls of 1935 Palestine.35 In choosing their evening programs, movie theater owners had to cater to the cultural preferences of this group, to address its sensibilities and expectations. The encounter of German-Jewish immigrants with local conditions of film production and consumption thus shaped the formation of the emerging film culture in Palestine in the 1930s.

      The influence of the German experience on Zionist films, however, extended beyond the local spectatorship and the new filmmakers in Palestine. By the mid-1930s, in an attempt to induce their immigration to Palestine, the Jewish residents of the Third Reich were one of the main target audiences of the developing Zionist film industry. Sympathetic to Jewish emigration, the pre-1938 Nazi regime allowed the screening of Zionist films from Palestine in the German cities (though to Jewish audience only).36 The Nazi regime’s desire to promote Jewish emigration also enabled companies from Palestine to make use of the advanced technology of German studios for their films. Before the fall of 1938, the Palestine Film Office of the Zionist Association in Germany produced in Berlin two feature films and a few shorts that were shot in Palestine by German-Jewish immigrants. Thus, due to their target audience, their postproduction process, and, often, the personal experiences of their filmmakers and reviewers, many of the Zionist propaganda films of the 1930s were heavily influenced by the German film culture of the 1920s and 1930s. As the following demonstrates, Avodah should be read as a most creative manifestation of this cultural transfer, which competently interlaced elementary Zionist tropes with the imagery, hopes, and fears generated—frequently by men and women of Jewish ancestry—in the visual culture of the Weimar Republic.

      Avodah as a Zionist Propaganda Film

      
        Water! Water!

        Ah, the sacred milk from your breast, God!37

      

      
        [image: ]

        Fig. 4.1. Avodah (Helmar Lerski, 1935): Children running toward the water.

      

      Shortly after watching the Jerusalem premier of Avodah, the director of Keren Hayesod, Arthur Hantke, wrote to Leo Hermann, the general secretary of the organization, about Lerski’s work. Lamenting the “kitschy musical score” and the confusing storyline, Hantke admitted that “the section about the water has some appealing images.” Yet, he stressed, the film “repeatedly exhibits tastelessness and laughable exaggerations.”38 This assessment was shared by many Zionist activists, and was apparently common within Keren Hayesod, which was reluctant to fund the distribution of Avodah to Jewish communities in Europe.39 According to several reports from the film’s early screenings, however, the moviegoers in Tel Aviv and Jerusalem, as well as in Europe, perceived the film with enthusiasm.40 The cheering audience, one reviewer explained, watched the “new type of Jew” on the screen; the seeming loss of a narrative coherence in fact connected this “new Jew” with the actual experience in Palestine: the “thousands of [unrelated] small details,” stated Curt Kramarski, represent the “discouragement” and eventual pleasure involved in the building of a new land.41 In trying to resolve the film’s inherent tensions, the enthusiastic critic of the Zionist newspaper Jüdische Rundschau found it to be a “Kulturfilm that functions as a Filmroman,” in other words, a (pseudo-) documentary film that develops as a cinematic novel; a realist portrayal of the land that is also a meaningful artwork.42 According to the Jüdische Rundschau’s remark, Lerski’s film extends the boundaries of its genre to present a hybrid artwork of film and literature, documentation and narration.43 The tensions embedded in Avodah, however, reach beyond the mere inconsistent use of genre conventions. Mainly, they manifest Lerski’s efforts to fuse two unrelated systems of symbolism—of socialist-Zionism and of urban modernism—into an artwork that would redefine the vocation and the meaning of the Zionist movement.

      A close analysis of Avodah would undeniably play a decisive role in any archeology of the Zionist imagination. Lerski’s film seems to have absorbed the visual metaphors and narrative structure of several earlier Zionist works.44 In this sense, Avodah is a showcase for the various images, narratives, and myths that constituted Zionist propaganda—and self-perception—in the era that preceded the Arab Rebellion, the Holocaust, and the foundation of the Jewish state. Already the short (staged) opening sequence—the march of an unnamed individual toward the Land of Israel—contextualizes the documented reality in Palestine and determines its meaning. While it has little relevance for the rest of the film, this sequence frames the occurrences in Palestine within a Zionist grand narrative of the arrival of the pioneers, from nowhere, to the deserted land of promise.45 This type of prologue was a conventional contextualization device in early Zionist films.46 Furthermore, during the journey to Palestine Lerski’s camera carefully focuses on the feet of a marching man as he crosses unspecified sceneries (e.g., railway lines, rocks, a small pond). Only upon arrival to the land—to the British checkpoint at the border—the camera slowly tilts upward to explore the man’s body and, most importantly, his face, namely his individual identity.47 This crude metaphor espouses the process of becoming an individual with the “ascent” to the Land of Israel. It continues during the rest of this sequence, when the camera follows this momentary protagonist in his journey within the land. Now he is shown mostly through medium shots, from the waist up, in a way that emphasizes both his newly acquired personality (revealed in his facial expressions) and his symbolic superiority to the native Arabs, whom he passes quickly and leaves behind (together with some ancient ruins).

      The birth of the individual, or of individual identity, as the result of the coming to Palestine in this scene is echoed in the film’s final scene. Similar to the first sequence, the final scene is thematically detached from and metaphorically gives meaning to the rest of the film; similarly, it focuses on the movement of the young pioneers in the land. This time, however, the individual is replaced by the group, the workers who march together and sing a Zionist-socialist anthem that ends with the plea “come together to the nation’s aid.”48 This singing scene, one of the rare moments in the film where spoken words compliment the musical score, brings to a climax the main motif of the film, the elevation from individual to national redemption.

      The second sequence of the film corresponds with another recurring image of the Zionist interpretation of the reality in Palestine. As the traveler enters the country, he passes through scenery that reveals a neglected land, uncultivated soil with some forgotten “ruins and graves,” residues of a glorious past.49 As in other Zionist films of the time, this portrayal is accompanied with images of the “primitive” native Arabs who still employ premodern technologies to obtain the basic necessities of life in the region (water, food, clothing, and housing).50 In a similarly conventional way, Avodah contrasts these images of the “Arab” way of life with the modern practices of the Jewish community: a tractor-carried plow, mechanical drillers and jackhammers, cement mixer and automobiles. The slow pace of the Arabs’ movement is contrasted with the fast tempo of Jewish development, accentuated through a series of rapid cuts from one worker to another, from one site of construction to another, as well as through fast camera movements.51

      The opposing scenes that typify “Arab” and “Jewish” conduct are separated by the inter-title: “after thousands of years the plow first sinks again into the earth.” In addition to the amusing reluctance to acknowledge thousands of years of non-Jewish agriculture, this statement associates the film with another familiar Zionist meta-narrative, which interprets the new immigration as a homecoming to the Jewish Heimat:52 the organic landscape of the Jewish Volk, whence it originated and where its characteristics as a national community had been originally shaped.53 The reference to a Jewish Heimat is linked here with another key element in the film, namely the Land of Israel as the place where the “Jewry of Muscles” develops almost naturally. Except for one scene (in which the pioneers seek inspiration by reading from Theodor Herzl’s speeches), the entire film recurrently reveals muscular Jewish male bodies in laborious motion.

      The final twenty minutes of the film are dedicated to the heroic attempt of members of a remote Jewish community to drill the desperately needed water out of the sun-stricken land. This most memorable and most significant scene of the film is divided into two parts: the first depicts the methodical though unsuccessful endeavor to find water; the second, which starts with the coming of the mechanical pump, portrays the water springing out of the land conveying the rejuvenation of man and soil. These two parts are separated by a scene that shows the workers’ desolate homecoming from the dry well. This is the first moment (out of three) in which Paul Dessau’s instrumental score gives way to spoken or sung words, and the only scene in the film that is not accompanied by recorded music. When the workers solemnly gather in the communal dining room, one of them opens a book and slowly reads from the last paragraph of Herzl’s 1896 speech at the “Maccabean-Club” in London: “The land of our fathers still exists. It is not at the bottom of some ocean. People live and joyfully work there. The old earth is rejuvenated by nimble hands. [ . . . ]”54 The next image exhibits a hand operating a drilling machine powered by a generator; the music plays again the film’s main motif.

      The subsequent sequence is a striking montage that brings the mythical and erotic aspects of the Zionist imagery to its peak. Lerski’s images quickly alternate between the sweaty workers, the machines’ cogwheels and the drill’s movements, pounding up and down in its penetration of the earth. Corresponding with the exhilarating rhythm of the music, the pace of the cross-cuts hastens, together with the conspicuously sexual movement of the drill, which reaches an orgasmic climax as water gushes out. The immediate gathering of women and children at the place associates further the labor of the Jewish pioneers with sexual intercourse and fertility.55 In emphasizing this scene, however, Lerski also underscores the association of the Zionist mundane act and the Jewish sublime. The miraculous moment of extracting water from the dry rocks echoes the miracle of Moses in the desert, on the way to the Promised Land. The sacred nature of the moment is underscored further by the reaction of all other workers to the news: every man, woman, and child promptly halts all other work—a hammer is left hanging in the air, for instance, as the worker who held it hears the ringing of the bells—and all run toward the well. Such blending of mundane labor and the sublime moment of creation, which is symbolically followed by the Shabbat-like termination of all labor, portrays Zionism as both a replacement of religious sentiments and a new means to express them (indeed, the word used in the film’s title, Avodah, embodies this mixture, as it connotes both secular labor and religious, mostly mystical worship56).

      At the moment of elevation, when water springs out and saturates the dry land, the musical score is silenced again, and a new melody breaks out, a Horah folk-dance, staged as if played by one of the men in scene, who holds a harmonica next to his mouth. The tune is accompanied by the enthusiastic chant of the repeating lines, “Am Israel chai” (“the people of Israel is alive”). The accentuation of life, sung as the vivid men and women are embraced together in an ecstatic dance, also contributes to the aforementioned association of Zionism and eroticism.57 The scene is nevertheless significant also due to the nationalization of the visual symbolism through the musical score. As a contemporaneous reviewer noted, at this moment the hitherto played “universal” tune changes into a characteristically Zionist melody; accordingly, this moment shifts the film from a poetic depiction of the struggle of modern working men in general to a depiction of the revitalizing Jewish people in Palestine.58 The final scene cuts from images of the now lush fields to the previously mentioned marching of the workers as they sing an anthem of the Zionist labor movement, “be strong our brothers [ . . . ] do not despair.”59 This ending wraps together the different narratives and metaphors of the film. The lyrics and the choreography of this scene focus on the formation of the national community through hard labor and the assimilation of the individual in it. It is noteworthy that the two key texts cited in the film, the quote from Herzl’s speech and the verse from Bialik’s poem, were written in a rudimentary stage of the Zionist movement (in 1896 and 1897, correspondingly). Long before the 1930s achievements of the Zionist movement had been materialized—or even conceived—these texts were composed as words of encouragement in times of despair. Lerski’s use of these texts to frame the water drilling scene alludes to a sense of insecurity that seems to undermine the great achievements of the Zionists in Palestine. Viewed from within the developing paradigm of Zionist culture, Lerski’s film thus provides a somewhat confusing amalgam of images, narratives, and myths that manifested the tensions and diversity within the Zionist camp, including the dissonance of liberal and socialist ethos, secular activism and religious mysticism, firm confidence and demoralizing anxieties. Despite its captivating audio-visual images, as a labor-Zionist propaganda film Avodah contains many loose ends, disintegrated narratives, and seemingly irrelevant fascination with body parts and machine practices. This aspect of the film might explain Arthur Hantke’s dissatisfaction with the outcome of his fund’s investment.

      Avodah and the Weimar Crisis of Subjectivity

      
        But with the suddenness of awakening from a dream, new life begins in the ancient country. Saws rasp, hammers beat in brazen concert, accompanying the continuous song of power sung by the machines.

        —Curt Kramarski, “Jewish Art in Palestine”60

        But I was very interested in machines.

        —Fritz Lang61

      

      Yet Avodah was not merely a stylized hodgepodge of unfocused Zionist metaphors and ideals. Beyond the abovementioned Zionist clichés, the film provides an alternative interpretation of the Zionist enterprise, which linked it mostly to the experiences and traumas of Lerski and his collaborators, the veterans of the collapsed Weimar Republic. While appropriating the traditional Zionist symbolism, Avodah is grounded in the hopes and fears—and in the cinematic imagery—of the liberal urbanites of the Weimar era. The film’s principal theme corresponds with a vital element in the Weimar crisis discourse, namely the inherent irrational facets of modernity.62

      The paralyzing presence of madness, arbitrariness, and hallucination in the post-World War One urban spheres has been a recurring topic in Weimar cinema.63 Lerski himself was fascinated with this theme already in his early works as a cinematographer. His celebrated collaborations with the director Robert Reinert (in particular their two 1918 films, Opium and Nerven) included pioneering visions of the demise of the modern subject—for example, of the Enlightenment era’s fantasy about a free rational individual—during the war and in the aftermath. A close look at Avodah reveals its association with this discourse and with its representation in pre-1933 German film.

      While Avodah bears thematic resemblance to several German films of the 1920s, it is particularly comparable to two of the greatest achievements of Weimar modernist cinema: Fritz Lang’s Metropolis and Walther Ruttmann’s Berlin, Symphony of a Great City. Ruttmann’s film was made in collaboration with the Jewish cinematographer Karl Freund and based on an idea by the Jewish scriptwriter Carl Mayer. It was orchestrated as a visual symphony, where the pace of cutting from one image to another and the various camera movements aimed to provide the tempo and the “melodic” motifs. The montage of urban landscapes, technology, and unidentified dwellers works to dismember the city to its elemental particles and to integrate them together as part of a great opus that provides aesthetic pleasure. Within the frame of a “Symphony” the film thus connects these dissected images of the city to an astonishing, organic whole. Notably, “Berlin” here maintains a constant tension between the local and the universal. The visual fragments of urban routines—movement of people and cars, machines at work, fireworks over nocturnal skies—rarely reveal urban landmarks or human behavior that would exclusively link it to Berlin and its distinctiveness. While it displays Berlin as a remarkably modern city, the film studies urban modernity in general.

      Such reflections on modern city routines, the experiences of the city dwellers and the relations between urban landscape and the fabric of urban society characterize numerous films made in post-WWI Berlin. Many of these films focused on the urbanites’ search for a Heimat in the city, for a sense of a modern community that would give way to a distinctive new notion of individual identity.64 A recurring theme, especially in the works of Jewish filmmakers—such as Karl Grune, Paul Czinner, Richard Oswald, and Joe May—was the recognition that the sought for urban Heimat is an illusion that cannot be materialized (or requires a thorough reform in the existing social order). Ruttmann’s film, by contrast, envisions this yearning for a modern Heimat as futile. In its perceptive, detailed exhibition of urban life the film essentially portrays—and, at times, celebrates—the intrinsic loss of subjectivity in the urban sphere. Carelessly dismissing individual protagonists, the film ignores the experiences and wishes of specific individuals. In their stead, the city itself, its scenery and routines, becomes the ultimate (transient) protagonist.65

      Lerski’s portrayal of the Land of Israel shares many of Ruttmann’s poetic depictions of a “great city.” Avodah’s rhythmic montage, camera movements, and conspicuous utilization of lighting sought to constitute a newly perceived whole from the fragments of modern experience in the Land of Israel. Ruttmann, Freund, and Mayer sought to constitute the melodic aspect of the image through manipulation of the city’s visual appearance. Lerski enhanced this aspect by the assimilation of Paul Dessau’s musical score to his conspicuous cinematography. Similar to Berlin, Avodah is simultaneously a concrete depiction of the Zionist enterprise and a universal symphony dedicated to manual work in the modern world (and to the benevolent modernization, or Europeanization, of the world). In addition to the abovementioned “universal”-Western aspects of Dessau’s melodies, Lerski’s focus on the bodies at work—often fragmented body parts at work—downplays the particularities of the Zionist act and underlines the similarities between the (evidently European) Zionists and vigorous workers anywhere else. With the exception of his portrayal of Tel Aviv, Lerski carefully omitted the conventional landmarks that typically decorated Zionist films (e.g., familiar settlements; Jaffa seaport; or the city of Jerusalem).66

      There are also some significant parallels in the structure of these two films. Berlin and Avodah start with a similar prologue, namely a journey from the outside, from a place with no specific traits that appears to merely signify the opposite of the sphere explored in the rest of the film. Ruttmann’s film begins with a view from a train that travels from a rural terrain into the city; Lerski’s prologue depicts the journey toward the Land of Israel (in fact, Avodah’s opening shot, which reveals marching feet on long stretching railway lines, seems to allude explicitly to Ruttmann’s prologue). The similarity at this point also reveals the way Lerski seeks to differentiate his film from Ruttmann’s: the former ends the first sequence with the revelation of individual identity, whereas in the latter the invisible individuals on the train are not disclosed upon arrival to the city; they are, presumably, lost in the crowd. In contrast with Ruttmann’s modern city, the novel reality displayed in Lerski’s film enables the formation of a new type of identity. This is evident also in another structural parallel between the films, namely the staged intermission amid the documentary style of all other scenes. Ruttmann’s film includes a short staged scene of a woman who commits suicide by jumping off a bridge. A close-up of her frantic face precedes the suicide, conveying a moment of melodramatically phrased realism that underscores the uniqueness of this scene and its significance for the “meaning” of urban modernity.67 Lerski’s equivalent scene mediates the two parts of the water-seeking sequence. Here the music stops and the camera closes in on desperate, weary faces. The act of committing suicide, however, is replaced by Herzl’s words of encouragement, and in the consequent moment work continues joyfully and successfully.

      The most important connection between the two films, however, is the fascination with the movement of machines, the integration of machines and men, and the stylized portrayal of machine at work. Both Lerski and Ruttmann devote lengthy shots to the rigorous movement of machine particles. Several of Lerski’s images, in particular in the central scene of water drilling, bear close resemblance to Ruttmann’s vision of urban industry. Lerski’s close-ups on the spin of cogwheels, the cuts from horizontally to vertically spinning parts, and the repeating images of the hands that operate the machines—detached from the body of the worker—seem to be heavily inspired by, if not fully copied from, Berlin, Symphony. In Ruttmann’s film, the mesmerizing allure of machines at work underscores tensions embedded in mechanical reproduction, the “Janus Face of modernity”:68 the aesthetic pleasure caused by the machine, and the increasingly vital role machines play in the production of modern commodities, is complemented by the obliteration of men who are reduced to their functions, namely machine operators (symbolically, we see their hands, not their faces).69 In Avodah, by contrast, machines work in harmony with men. Machines play a decisive role throughout the film, from the early scenes of plowing the fields, through the long sequence dedicated to pavement of new roads in Tel Aviv, and to the water drilling scene. The latter accentuates that, in fact, only the mutual, harmonious work of man and machine would generate progress and, indeed, life. Different from Ruttmann’s montage, Lerski’s carefully combines cogwheels, hands, and faces. Even the lengthier shots of machine parts, the hypnotizing sight of ongoing mechanical movement, include human components. As the camera closely frames the undulating pistons of the water pump, Lerski maintains a deep focus that reveals two working men in the remote background. The water scene at the end mirrors the “Arab way of life” scene from the beginning of the film, which also focuses on water, but with an emphasis on the “primitive” exploitation of the existing well (that, in turn, prevents further development of the region). Notably, the focal point of this scene is also technology and machinery: it includes a long shot of a primitive wooden cogwheel—similar in its function alone to the modern, “Jewish” one—set in motion by a slow moving farm animal. The electronic pump in the hand of the Jewish pioneers differentiates them from the native Arabs and grants them an unsurpassable advantage.70
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        Fig. 4.2: Berlin, the Symphony of a Great City (Walther Ruttmann, 1927): Close-up at the ending of the staged scene, before the suicide act.
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        Fig. 4.3. Avodah: Close-up at the ending of the staged scene, before returning to work and finding water.
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        Fig. 4.4. Berlin, the Symphony of a Great City: The captivating aesthetic of machines at work.
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        Fig. 4.5. Avodah: Cogwheels in action.

      

      The similarities between the structure, style, and imagery in Ruttmann’s and Lerski’s works suggest that to a large extent Avodah is a commentary on Berlin, Symphony and its perception of the diminishing subjectivity in the modern urban sphere. Lerski provides an image of the Land of Israel as an answer to the crisis of modernity in the great city. Similar to Ruttmann’s Berlin, Lerski’s Palestine is simultaneously a concrete place and a metaphor. Compared with the city routines, the Zionist act provides a different type of modernity, one which is based on a fusion of technological progress and human spirit. The muscular body of the “new Jew” embodies this fusion, as it utilize the power—and the aesthetic beauty—of the machine to nurture spiritual and material rejuvenation, new means and new meanings for Jewish existence. As life, symbolized by the abundance of water and the fertilization of the land, replaces (suicidal) death, Avodah exhibits Zionism as a response to Weimar urban experience. Rather than merely providing a refined vision of labor Zionism, Avodah seems to explain Lerski’s personal attraction to the Zionist movement, an attraction that grows because of—not in spite of—his origins in the pre-1933 German bourgeoisie.

      While in its general structure and repeated imagery Avodah corresponds with Berlin, Symphony, the climactic water finding scene was staged to evoke one of the most familiar films of the Weimar era, Fritz Lang’s Metropolis. Metropolis presents a dystopian (post)modern city, whose existence is enabled and controlled by modern machines. The population is divided into two “classes,” the slave operators of the machines who work and reside under the surface, invisible to the eyes of the upper-class urbanites, the class that dwells above the ground and benefits from the machines’ work. At least for the slave workers, the futuristic city entails a sense of radicalized loss of subjectivity. The workers are items in a crowd, first organized as “mass ornaments”—on their way to work in coordinated phalanx—and then portrayed as maddened elements of destructive chaos.71 In both cases, nonetheless, they lack individual particularity, known personal experiences, a private sphere, and—with some rare exceptions—a recognizable face. At the key scene, as the slave laborers are provoked by a false Messiah, a womanly shaped robot, they break in a violent rage to destroy the machines that control their lives. If successful, this campaign would have caused the destruction of the upper-class world; it also would have annihilated the lower city and its inhabitants (and their helpless children): they sabotage the central machine, which constantly pumps water out of the city, and the flood threatens to bring an end to humanity. In the last moments of Lang’s film, thanks to a mutual effort of masters and workers, the city is saved. The modern dystopia is then replaced by a new social understanding, though not justice. From now on, exploitation of hard labor will continue, but it will accentuate the role of a mediator between the needs of oppressors and oppressed—the “heart” that connects the hand and the brain.72
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        Fig. 4.6. Berlin, the Symphony of a Great City: Man is reduced to his function as a machine operator.
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        Fig. 4.7. Avodah: Men and machine overcome natural scarcity.

      

      While Lerski’s film avoids the capitalist romanticism of Metropolis’s happy ending, it does share Lang’s awe in the face of the power and splendor of the machines.73 Avodah and Metropolis share strikingly similar visual images of machines at work, similar montages of the movement of machine parts. Yet Lang’s “interest in the machines,” their allure and destructive impact, culminated in a vision of a mechanized modernity that annuls freedom and reason, whereas Lerski shows a harmony of men and machine. Similar to the dystopian image in Lang’s film, machine operators in Avodah are often reduced to their function in the process of production (instead of showing the worker’s body and face, Lerski’s camera often provides a close-up on the arm pulling the machine handle); the result of this fusion of man and machine, however, is the opposite of the alienation and annihilation of Metropolis. At the end of the film, after the water streams down toward the fields, Avodah displays the serene, content harmony of people and nature: a woman in “authentic” folk clothing drinks from the water; children run in the field, while the young adults are embraced in an “authentic” folk dance; and the wheat dances in the breeze, while the water slowly breaks through the soil, spreading toward farther fields. Instead of a mechanized man, an automaton that constantly threatens to burst in chaotic rage, the integration of human labor and modern machines leads the way to a new modern Heimat.

      Lerski’s utilization of the familiar imagery of Metropolis is most explicit during the abovementioned scene of water drilling. In fact, this scene is staged as a mirror image of a key scene in Metropolis, in which the workers execute their rebellion. Sabotaging the operation of the machines, the workers damage the constant channeling of the water away from the city. In Lang’s film, the destruction of urban society is initiated, and becomes visually apparent, as the water gushes up from the ground in the subterranean city. The workers’ independence from the tyranny of the machines thus generates the devastating, uncontrollable stream of water that promptly threatens to claim its first victims, the workers’ children. Lerski’s water scene maintains the thrill of Lang’s parallel scene through similar cross-cut editing from men to machines at work. The overflowing water stream, however, renders control over natural forces—or, better, harmony with nature—associated with the Zionist act. In Lang’s film, the outbreak of subterranean water is the result of a scheme plotted by a womanly shaped robot, an infertile (and promiscuous) creature that replaces the (pure) female. As several scholars have noted, this role of a female-robot seemed to negotiate masculine anxieties in the aftermath of a defeated war and with the emergence of new concepts of feminine sexuality.74 Lerski appears to be aware of the sensations that gave birth to Metropolis’s imagery; his staging of this scene shows the “new,” Zionist Jew as an answer for the “crisis of masculinity.”75 In Lerski’s film, the pumping of water from the well is a result of the collaboration between men and a mechanical drill, a phallic shaped pipe that moves in a vigorous sexual motion to penetrate the earth. When the children come running towards the water, this symbolic intercourse with the land is associated also with human sexual reproduction and with the life of a younger generation.
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        Fig. 4.8. Metropolis (Fritz Lang, 1927): Machines at work; more machines in the background.
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        Fig. 4.9. Avodah: Machines at work, (Jewish) men work in the background.
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        Fig. 4.10. Metropolis: Water gushes out of the ground.
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        Fig. 4.11. Metropolis: Panicked children are running away from the water, in a dance-like choreography.
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        Fig. 4.12. Metropolis: The annihilating water instigates the Exodus scene.
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        Fig. 4.13. Avodah: “The people of Israel is alive!” The finding of water promises new life in the new land.
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        Fig. 4.14. Avodah: Dance of the Jewish children by the water, corresponds with the panic “dance” of the children in Metropolis.

      

      In Lang’s film, water causes panic. As the stream engulfs the lower city and the water rises up, every city dweller immediately ceases his or her work and runs amok from the deadly water. A similar reaction to water is apparent in Avodah, but here the members of the Zionist community run toward the life-bearing water. In the subsequent scene of Lang’s film, the real prophet-female Maria (who was viciously imitated by the robot) joins Freder, the benevolent son of the upper-city’s leader, in a desperate effort to save the children. Panicked as the water keeps rising, they try to lead the children toward a ladder that connects the lower and the upper parts of the city, the only way out. The long line of escapees who hurry across the water, guided by a prince who abandoned his life in a palace, instantly connects this march with the exodus of the ancient Jewish slaves from Egypt, led by Moses. At this point, Lerski’s film breaks from Lang’s imagery; instead of a heroic exodus, Lerski now depicts the Jews in their promised land, living according to their authentic ways. They know how to utilize technology to extract water from the rocks; they have no need for Moses.

      Lang ends his orgy of destruction with the meeting of the two classes and the promise to have a less exploitive but still rigidly segregated modern society. Lerski’s orgy of joy culminates in the “Horah” scene, in which all members of the modern community dance together. The handshake between masters and workers in the final scene of Metropolis is contrasted in Avodah with the powerful march of the Zionist workers, whose song demonstrates their camaraderie and potency, as well as their urgent need for assistance from their “brothers.” The Zionist pioneers of the film exhibited their ability to constitute an ideal community, based on a harmonious unity of men, land, and machines, a community that is simultaneously Jewish and universal (European) in its objectives and values. Viewed solely as a radical manifestation of Zionist passions, Avodah seems to be, as one scholar noted, a “futuristic symbiosis of man and machine” that culminates in a nationalist “fetishization of the human body and the machine.”76 Viewed as an in-between artwork, which intertwines imagery, worldviews, and discourses of Weimar liberalism and Zionist socialism, however, Lerski’s film appears to be a search for an alternative, more humane modernity. While the film often displays the conventional metaphors and slogans of the contemporaneous Zionist propaganda, the ideal modern community it envisions is not merely the realization of Zionist socialism. Instead, Lerski’s imagery constitutes a dialog between this imagined community and the experience of crisis in Weimar urban culture. The Land of Israel in Avodah is a miraculous realm, in which the destructive potential of modernity vanishes and a new, modern Heimat is born.

      Notes
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      Chapter 5

      “I Have Been a Stranger in a Foreign Land”: The Scholem Brothers and German-Jewish Émigré Identity

      Jay Howard Geller

      
        Moses consented to stay with the man, and he gave Moses his daughter Zipporah as wife. She bore him a son whom he named Gershom, for he said, “I have been a stranger in a foreign land.”

        —Exodus 2:21–22

      

      As German Jews dispersed around the world in the 1920s, and particularly in the 1930s, they took with them their attitudes toward the practice of the Jewish religion and their attachment to German culture. While it would be an enormous project to track the development and decline of Jewish Germanness in emigration, the example of the Scholem brothers provides an interesting case study of how some German Jews related to Germany and Germanness after having emigrated from their homeland. Additionally, while considering the Scholems, it is interesting to ponder what “Germanness” even meant to German-Jewish émigrés. For most of them, it was a cultural identity frozen in time. As they did not regularly engage with the post-1949 Federal Republic of Germany or German Democratic Republic, they based their notions of German identity and German culture on an earlier Germany—one that lived on only in history books and in memories. A number of them did make multiple trips to postwar Germany for work or pleasure, and they faced the challenge of retaining or altering their views of Germany and its culture.

      Arthur and Betty Scholem of Berlin had four sons: Reinhold, Erich, Werner, and Gerhard (later known as Gershom). Reinhold and Erich went into their father’s printing business and had comfortable bourgeois lives in Germany. Both brothers affiliated with Liberal Judaism and were only nominally observant—effectively “three-day Jews.” Like their parents, their politics were essentially liberal. In contrast, Werner rejected his family’s heritage. By trade, he was a journalist, but his real vocation was politics. Even before the First World War, he affiliated with the Social Democratic Party of Germany (Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands or SPD). Later he joined the Communist Party of Germany (Kommunistische Partei Deutschlands or KPD) and rose to become one of the party’s leaders in the 1920s. His relationship with Judaism vacillated between ambivalence and hostility. The youngest member of the family, Gershom, also rejected his family’s heritage, but in a different manner. Rather than embracing the universalism of socialism, he devoted himself to the particularism of Judaism and Zionism. Rather than entering the world of commerce, he was an intellectual, and he became one of the leading Jewish thinkers of modern times.

      Of the four, Werner was the only one to die at the hands of the Nazis. He was arrested shortly after the Reichstag fire, and he spent the next seven years in prisons and concentration camps. Despite repeated efforts, Werner’s family was unable to obtain his release, and he died in Germany.1 Therefore, this essay will focus on the three other Scholem brothers: Reinhold, Erich, and Gershom, who left Germany and made their permanent homes in Australia and Israel.

      Before examining how the Scholems related to their German identity in emigration, it is necessary to examine how they regarded Germanness and themselves as Germans while still living in Germany.

      Even as a teenager, Gershom Scholem rejected the idea that he had a German identity. At the age of nineteen, he wrote, “I am not a German Jew. I do not know if I ever was one, but I say this sentence with absolute certainty: I am not one.”2 Not only did he reject the very idea of German Jewish assimilation, but he also declared that he ceased to have “a German feeling” as early as 1913, when he was sixteen.3 From the start, he rejected World War I as a German war, not a Jewish war, and exhorted his fellow Jews to do the same. He wrote, “You are Orientals and not Europeans. You are Jews and people, not Germans and degenerates. Your God is named Hashem and not the belly. Therefore you should not walk along their path.”4 He managed to evade military service and could continue his university studies while his brothers and 77,000 other German Jews served at the front.

      Unlike the overwhelming majority of young German Jews, Gershom was active in the Zionist movement—a transnational movement that sought to create a new national identity—but his uncompromising view of Zionism and its role in the life of young German Jews was far from typical. While most of his Zionist contemporaries engaged in athletic activities in an all-Jewish setting or participated in nonacademic debates on Jewish and Zionist topics, Gershom insisted on intense study of Judaic texts and immersion in the Hebrew language as the only way to achieve a genuine and meaningful connection to Judaism and the Jewish people. His view drew opposition, and a rival among the Zionist youth publicly belittled “Scholemism,” which “confines a person in the four walls of his study and fills up the brain with [Hebrew] vocabulary words at any cost!”5 Indeed, Gershom was drawn to the Hebrew language. He claimed that as a teenager, he studied Hebrew fifteen hours a week in addition to his regular schoolwork, and he joined a Hebrew club populated mainly by Russian and Polish Jews who spoke exceptional Hebrew.6 Still, during the era of his youth, the study of Judaic topics and even Hebrew was becoming more popular among a certain set of German Jews who sought Jewish vitality and authenticity amidst the seeming fecundity of their parents’ Judaism. Martin Buber, the great German-language Jewish interpreter of eastern European Hasidic life, had a considerable following. There was great appeal in learning “a language written in strange, forbidding square letters, against the grain of all European systems, from right to left.” For young Jews in rebellion against their assimilated parents, Hebrew represented “a world in every respect antithetical” to their parents’ bourgeois existence.7 While that might have been the case for Gershom, he was doubly drawn to Hebrew as the gateway to Jewish literature and historiography. He made no secret of his desire to immigrate to Palestine (Eretz Yisrael), which he regarded as the focal point of Jewish culture and tradition, and he left for Jerusalem via Trieste and Haifa almost immediately after completing his doctorate in Semitics at the University of Munich in 1923.

      Gershom Scholem’s early relationship to Germanness was nearly the opposite of his brother Reinhold’s. Reinhold Scholem performed military service several years before World War I, and in August 1914, he was recalled to service. By the time the war ended, he had been promoted to lieutenant, which was a particular point of pride for him and his parents. After the war, he joined the right-liberal German People’s Party (Deutsche Volkspartei or DVP)—a somewhat unusual choice for a Jew, but not utterly unique. Later, looking back on his youth, he also claimed to have circulated in a fairly non-Jewish circle of friends.8 Erich Scholem’s pattern of affiliation in Germany had similarities to that of Reinhold, but was less extreme. He was set to commence his one-year voluntary military service in 1914 when the war broke out. He, too, served for the duration of the war and even for a few months longer. During the Weimar years, he probably supported the left-liberal German Democratic Party (Deutsche Demokratische Partei or DDP), like their mother.9 There is archival evidence that Erich associated with prorepublican groups.10 Both brothers had an interest in print culture and were avowed bibliophiles.11 They, like most German Jews, left Germany only when they had to do so. Reinhold and Erich were able to immigrate to Australia in the summer of 1938, and their mother joined them in Sydney the following year.12

      Gershom Scholem left Germany voluntarily in 1923. He disavowed a German identity, and it had long been his goal to go to Palestine, which he considered the center of Jewish culture. On the other hand, two of his thoroughly integrated brothers, including the nationally oriented Reinhold, only left Germany when their lives seemed threatened. Considering this contrast, it would seem that Gershom would have embraced the Palestinian Jewish identity of the Zionist Yishuv13 and that Reinhold and Erich would have tried to create a (Jewish) Germany-in-exile while disdaining their compatriots who had rejected them. In fact, the situation is far more complicated.

      Although Gershom Scholem spent most of his adult life in Palestine/Israel and became one of Israel’s leading public intellectuals, he retained a deep connection to German culture, customs, and norms (at least those of the pre-1933 era). The German language remained vitally important for him, even after he became known as a significant Hebrew writer. In the decades before the Second World War, he adopted neither the predominant political outlook nor the prevailing culture of the Yishuv. His political views were those of the Germanophone intellectual elite of Jewish Palestine, and he exhibited a marked preference for European products.

      Linguistically, Gershom Scholem retained a strong connection to Germany, though he sometimes claimed or intimated otherwise. He told an audience at the Bavarian Academy of Arts in 1974 that for nearly half a century—namely since he left Germany for Palestine—his connection to the German language was lax.14 Elsewhere, he contended that in 1933—the year the Nazis came to power in Germany—he “lost contact” with German.15 However, his publication record seems to indicate otherwise. While he wrote innumerable academic and popular articles in Hebrew, he composed several of his most significant works in German, notably Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism and Origins of the Kabbalah.16 Robert Alter writes that Gershom Scholem’s biography of Shabbatai Zvi was his only major work originally written in Hebrew. His affection for his mother tongue and proclivity to use it for scholarship did not abate.17 He used it for scholarship, and he even wrote German-language poetry.18 When he was twenty-one years old he wrote, “I don’t want to become part of German literature, except as a translator of the Bible.”19 Nonetheless, Gershom Scholem has attained nearly iconic status in modern German cultural and literary studies. Not only did he continue to use German for his writing, but he also used it as a spoken language in Palestine/Israel. For many years, if not decades, it was a lingua franca among his social circle. He even spoke it with his Galician-born, second wife, Fania, who never formally studied the language.20 While Gershom Scholem declined to consider himself a German, his sentimental ties to Berlin remained strong, and the Berlin dialect of German was a natural tongue for him, as he recalled in his memoir of his friendship with Walter Benjamin, a fellow Berlin Jewish intellectual.21

      Gershom Scholem’s enduring ties to Germanness were not limited to language. Before World War II and the Holocaust, he actively participated in the Jewish political discourse on Palestine; however, his views were considered both atypical and particularly “German” (or German-Jewish) in nature.22 During that era, Labor Zionism and Revisionist Zionism, whose roots lay in popular Jewish politics in eastern Europe, dominated the discussion. These two rival ideologies had different visions for the economy, administration, and boundaries of a future Jewish state, but neither contemplated abandoning the fundamental goal of political independence for the Jews in Palestine. In contrast, Gershom Scholem and his circle of friends and colleagues, including Ernst Simon, Arthur Ruppin, Samuel Hugo Bergman, and Judah Magnes, did not endorse the goal of an independent Jewish-majority state. These intellectuals, who were born in Germany and/or studied at German universities, promoted a program of Arab-Jewish rapprochement and proposed a binational, multilingual state of Arabs and Jews. They publicized their views through the organization Brit Shalom (Covenant of Peace), founded in 1925.23 This group, which is the subject of considerable scholarship despite its very small size, found its core support among German Zionists, though not all German-born Jewish residents of Palestine supported Brit Shalom, especially after 1929, and the organization dissolved in the 1930s.24 For a time, Gershom Scholem was among its most active members.25 Under the conditions of Palestinian politics in the 1930s, including anti-Jewish violence by Arabs and strident rhetoric from Revisionist Zionists, Brit Shalom failed to gain a mass following. Indeed, the idea of a harmonious multiethnic state seems to have been more a product of central Europe than the Levant.

      While Gershom Scholem’s gastronomic and sartorial predilections are less significant than his intellectual, scholarly, and political decisions, they add texture to the story of his enduring relationship with Germany. Simply put, he strongly desired and even preferred German products long after emigrating from Germany. His mother acted as his personal purveyor of German goods and services, and his letters to her are full of requests for clothes, fabric, and (presumably nonkosher) German delicacies. If the requested items arrived late, damaged, or spoiled, he grew testy.26 While his massive archive of personal correspondence demonstrates his great passion for Wurst and marzipan, there is scarcely a single mention of Middle Eastern specialties such as falafel or halva. Additionally, he did not adopt the casual style of dress popular among Jews in Mandate-era Palestine and Israel. While others wore open-collar shirts and khakis, he continued to wear suits and ties.27 Despite his devotion to cultural Zionism and Jewish life in Eretz Yisrael, his connection to his native culture was strong and enduring—in notable contrast to most non-Orthodox, eastern European Jewish immigrants to Palestine. As David Biale has written, Gershom Scholem “never severed himself from German culture, even as he rejected Germany.”28

      Perhaps even more intriguing is his relationship with Germany after the Holocaust. After 1948, Gershom Scholem became a leading figure in the Israeli intelligentsia. He was personally acquainted with Israeli prime ministers and presidents. He was a dean at the Hebrew University, and he served as president of the Israeli Academy of Sciences and Humanities. He weighed in on the important debates that roiled Israeli society. After the Six-Day War, he was one of the first public figures to oppose annexation of the occupied territories. He lent his stature to Peace Now, opposed the Gush Edumim settler movement, and voted for Ratz, a predecessor of Meretz.29 He was, by many measures, very much an Israeli. Even though he reengaged with Germany and spent a considerable amount of time there, he continued to represent himself as a Jew in Germany and not a German Jew. Shortly before his death, he was admitted to the highly prestigious Order Pour le Mérite—as a non-German member.30 He refused to eat nonkosher meat during a visit to Berlin although he did not observe the rules of kashrut in his own home.31

      Gershom Scholem worked to foster dialogue between Jews and Germans after the trauma of the Nazi years and the Holocaust, even as he expressed bitterness about the fate of German Jews. It was a complicated and sensitive project, but one to which he was seriously dedicated.32 His first postwar trips to Germany, in the late 1940s, were to rescue ownerless Judaic books left in post-Holocaust Europe and send them to the Hebrew University of Jerusalem.33 He characterized these visits as “some of the bitterest months of my life.”34 Even thirty-five years later, he felt that no Jews seriously interested in Judaic erudition could live in Germany.35 In 1966, when asked to contribute to a volume with the theme of “a German-Jewish dialogue, the core of which is indestructible,” Gershom Scholem wrote a now-famous essay entitled “Wider den Mythos eines deutsch-jüdischen ‘Gespräches,’” in which he railed against the notion that there had been a Jewish-German dialogue.36 He also argued that none was possible under the current circumstances.

      However, his own argument seemed to be belied by many of his actions. In the postwar decades, he regularly engaged in intellectual exchanges with German-speaking, European scholars. He frequently gave scholarly lectures in Germany. He was a fellow at the Wissenschaftskolleg in Berlin when it opened in the early 1980s. He was the recipient of numerous prizes from German institutions, and those prizes usually necessitated an award ceremony and speech by Gershom Scholem.37 In his famous (or infamous) essay, he may have decried the idea of German-Jewish dialogue, but he was addressing Germans, which naturally led to a dialogue. When he was not interacting with German-language audiences in the Federal Republic of Germany, he was speaking to German-language audiences in Switzerland. He was a frequent visitor to Zürich, and he was a leader of Eranos conferences on comparative religion, spirituality, and philosophy, held in Ascona.38 For him and for other Jewish intellectuals of German birth, Switzerland served as an intermediary venue for scholarly work and exchange with the German-speaking world after the Holocaust. Even as he denied that there had even been a real “German-Jewish dialogue,” he made an effort to foster meaningful discussion between Germans and Jews—albeit with the proviso that the Jewish interlocutors were regarded exclusively as Jews and not as “Jewish Germans,” “Germans of the Jewish faith,” or “Jewish fellow citizens.” During his own lifetime, he found a large audience among the German intelligentsia, which greatly valued his scholarship. The cultural elite of West Germany honored him with prizes and awards, and he became a staple of German-language religious studies and even comparative literature.39 Both the unending stream of German scholarly work about Gershom Scholem and the large number of works by Gershom Scholem still in print in German demonstrate his ongoing popularity in Germany.

      In many ways, Reinhold Scholem is the opposite of his brother Gershom. Like many German Jews, he did not leave Germany and its cultural sphere voluntarily. He fled the Nazi persecution of Jews and the negation of Jewish life in Germany. Gershom claimed that he was not a German, but he continued to remain strongly tied to a German cultural world. One might even say that he never left the world of the German-Jewish intelligentsia. He simply relocated it from Charlottenburg and the Scheunenviertel in Berlin to Rehavia and Har Hatzofim in Jerusalem. Reinhold, on the other hand, continued to affirm his Germanness in exile, but it did slowly diminish.

      Reinhold and Erich Scholem left Germany together in the summer of 1938. Even though they departed before Kristallnacht, they were unmistakably pleased to emigrate. They arrived in Australia on July 1, 1938, and Reinhold wrote to Gershom, “I can only say that since then, every day I have been happy to be out of Germany.”40 Life as an immigrant in Australia was a struggle for Reinhold Scholem. He moved several times, and his economic prospects were uncertain. However, by 1945, he had begun his long journey to upper-middle-class prosperity. He invested in machinery to manufacture plastic molding and, over time, attained prosperity. His son Günter even entered the same industry. Despite initial adversity, Reinhold enjoyed success in Australia. Considering his achievement in his new country, it is all the more interesting how he felt about Germany, the land of his birth.

      Living in Australia, he maintained an emotional tie to Germany. He refused to let Hitler define for him what it meant to be German.41 Well into their seventies and eighties, Gershom and Reinhold Scholem conducted a running argument about the place of the Jews in German society. Reinhold claimed that before Hitler came to power, the Jews had comfortably integrated in Germany. On the other hand, Gershom insisted that Jews had never been truly welcome in Germany. He believed that they had willingly deluded themselves on that point.42 More than thirty years after fleeing Germany, Reinhold had a chance to return for a visit. He did not originally plan a trip expressly to Germany. In fact, he was planning a more general European vacation and contemplated visiting France and Italy. In the end, however, he chose Zürich, Düsseldorf, and Munich as his destinations. He was even willing to conduct business, presumably with Germans, in Düsseldorf.43 Back in Sydney, he socialized, at least occasionally, with fellow German émigrés. As an octogenarian widower, he had a romantic relationship with an elderly widow originally from Breslau.44 It would seem likely that their shared background was a significant point of connection.

      However, even as Reinhold Scholem maintained ties to Germans and Germanness, he was clearly Australianizing. While he corresponded with brother Gershom in German, Reinhold’s German got worse over time, and he began to use ever more Anglicisms mixed in with his German. At times, he wrote a rather charming Denglish.45 Unlike Gershom, whose professional life necessitated the use of German and who visited Germany frequently, Reinhold truly was losing contact with Germany and Germanness. His son Günter was born in Germany in 1922, and as a teenager, he began studying English intensively in anticipation of emigration. By the time Günter was in his fifties, he no longer felt able to read or write German proficiently.46 Günter’s children spoke no German at all. They communicated with their Berlin-born Opa in English.47 Also, as Reinhold became integrated in Australia, he engaged in mainstream Australian politics (as opposed to specifically émigré politics, Jewish special interest groups, or even a group like Gershom’s Brit Shalom). He was a strong supporter of the Liberal Party, just he had been a member of the liberal DVP in Germany.48

      Reinhold Scholem’s relationship to Judaism also reflected his German (or German-Jewish) heritage. Like most German Jews, he was not religiously observant and attended services only for the High Holidays. On such occasions, he went to Berlin’s Lindenstrasse Synagogue, a typical exponent of German Liberal Judaism. He did know some prayers but not well.49 Nazi persecution strengthened his Jewish identity, and his son had a bar mitzvah ceremony in 1935.50 Still, Reinhold’s attachment to Judaism was more cultural than theological and might even be characterized as specifically “German Jewish.” In Sydney, he affiliated with a progressive Jewish temple and did not become more observant or religiously erudite. When his brother Erich died, he needed assistance to recite the kaddish prayer.51

      Reinhold Scholem presents an interesting case of an assimilated German Jew who continued to think of himself as a German Jew—even in emigration—yet who gradually became Americanized, Anglicized, or, in his case, Australianized. This should, of course, be no surprise. Though he lived in Germany for the first forty-seven years of his life, he lived an additional forty-seven years in Australia, where he eventually enjoyed financial and social success. Moreover, unlike Gershom, Reinhold did not retain active links to ongoing German culture once he was in exile, though he claimed to regard that culture more highly than Gershom.

      Erich Scholem’s case is slightly different. Like his brother Reinhold, he thought of himself as a good German, and he was deeply integrated into the fabric of German or German-Jewish society. He did not emigrate willingly. In contrast to Reinhold, however, his life in Australia was not a success story. In addition to suffering from significant health problems (which were unrelated to his emigration), he was unable to achieve economic success.52 He operated a number of businesses, but he never experienced the same stability that he had enjoyed in pre-Nazi Berlin.

      Unfortunately, we know relatively few details about Erich Scholem’s life in Australia. Not only was he a reserved man who rarely communicated his feelings in letters, but he also had a major falling-out with Reinhold, and the two did not speak for many years. As a result, Erich’s direct contribution to the family archive in Jerusalem is minimal, and there is scant indirect documentation about his life. Nonetheless, there are a few interesting indicators of how he felt about Germany and his situation as a (formerly) German Jew. It seems that his feelings about Germany developed very negatively in the twenty-seven years that he lived outside of Germany.

      He was the first member of the family to gain Australian citizenship, and at that time, he claimed that his previous status was “stateless,” not “German.”53 During the Second World War he enlisted in the Australian army.54 He did not participate in any battles, especially not against the Germans, but his desire to serve his new country, even at a relatively advanced age, is remarkable. In contrast to Reinhold, who had little emotional difficulty in planning a trip to Germany, Erich harbored a great resentment of Germany and the Germans. He first returned to the country of his birth in 1960, twenty-two years after fleeing. Berlin still attracted him. He thought that the city was exciting and interesting, though he was disturbed to see how much of it still lay in ruins.55 In contrast to his positive feelings for Berlin, he expressed very negative feelings about his former compatriots. He found the Germans to be pushy, argumentative, and insufferably self-important, though individual Germans were “not quite so bad.”56 It angered him greatly when ordinary Germans, completely unsolicited, would tell him that they had known nothing about the Nazis’ crimes. Rather, they emphasized what they had had to endure, and they groused about the bombardment of German cities “when the Allies already knew that they would win the war.” According to Erich, Hitler was the Germans’ scapegoat even though “half of them voted for him in 1933. It was always the others.”57 After departing Germany, he expressed no fondness for the German people: “I must say that I feel considerably better outside the German borders. The longer I was there, the more they got on my nerves.”58 In fact, German culture did not appeal to him any longer. Although Germany had been his cultural sphere until 1938, when he was forty-five years old, he regarded himself as an Anglophile, and his trip to Germany merely confirmed that view.59 In Australia, he absorbed English-language culture, even if he found the local version to be rather second-rate.60

      Another interesting and curious aspect of his relationship with Germanness after 1938 is his family’s life. He divorced his first wife not long after leaving Germany. He married a fellow German-Jewish émigré, but his ex-wife, Edith, married a native Australian, and both families were pleased with the latter match, according to Betty Scholem.61 Erich’s son, Arthur, Jr., did not marry an Australian or a German-Jewish émigré; he married a German. In 1952, he rashly married a young woman whom he met while traveling through East Germany. Arthur told his uncle Gerhard (as Gershom was still known to family and close friends) that he had to marry in London and could not marry in Germany because his mother refused to give him some important document that he needed.62 She probably did not approve of his marriage. Arthur’s first cousin Renate, whom he met in London, commented, “It seems strange somehow that Arthur Scholem should have been able to make this marriage so easily and quickly when he himself was a victim of the Germans.”63 Even more surprising, after living and working in Africa for many years, Arthur returned permanently to Germany, settling in the Harz Mountains. His father could not stand the Germans and felt uncomfortable in Germany, but Arthur, who fled Germany with his family when he was eleven or twelve, both married a non-Jewish German and returned permanently to Germany.

      Another interesting aspect of Erich Scholem’s life as a German Jew was his relationship to Judaism. He was not particularly religious in the 1920s, and he nominally affiliated with the Liberal Lindenstrasse Synagogue.64 However, as the family drew closer to Judaism in the 1930s, he took it upon himself to recite the customary blessings as the family’s Shabbat dinners.65 Although he revealed little about his religious life in Australia—and thus we have little information in the archives on this topic—when he died, his brothers discovered that he had become a member of an Orthodox synagogue.66

      Erich Scholem was a German Jew who would have gladly remained German for his whole life, but after he left the country, he seems to have exited its emotional and cultural orbit. Considering the prosperity that he had enjoyed in Germany and his lack of success in Australia, he might have romanticized his former life in Germany and maintained positive feelings for his native land or he might have resented being deprived of the stability that he had known there. He chose the latter option.

      The three surviving Scholem brothers provide an interesting insight into how some German-Jewish émigrés navigated their German identity after having left the land of their birth. Gershom Scholem, who left Germany by choice and settled in Mandatory Palestine, rejected the notion of having a German identity—even while still living in Germany. In his own eyes, his identity was 100 percent Jewish. However, Gershom remained remarkably tied to Germans and German culture, even in Palestine/Israel. Despite his perfect command of Hebrew and love for Eretz Yisrael, one might say that he only semi-assimilated to life in his adopted home, at least before the 1940s. Moreover, since he left Germany voluntarily long before the Holocaust—and did so expressly as a Zionist or national Jew—he may not have had the same feelings of loss that his brothers and many other German Jews felt after involuntarily leaving Germany in the 1930s. Despite his bitterness during visits to Germany immediately after the Holocaust, he frequently visited the country for the rest of his life.

      Reinhold Scholem presents a slightly different case. He embraced his German identity while living in Germany. After his forced emigration, he still considered himself German and did not seem to harbor pronounced resentment about the loss of his homeland. (Or at least he did not particularly express his resentment in writing.) At the same time, his ties to Germany naturally loosened as he integrated into Australian life. He assimilated well, and his family became real Australians. Finally, Erich Scholem, who joined Reinhold in Australia, rejected Germany. Unlike Gershom, who rejected a German identity because he saw himself as purely Jewish, Erich rejected Germany out of bitterness at having been rejected himself. He became an Australian and volunteered to fight for his new homeland, and he resented the Germans for the past.

      Though this essay considers the biographies of only three brothers from a single family, there is something representative about their paths. Thousands of German Jews, who had negotiated the passage between their German and Jewish identities in Germany, confronted this challenge once again in emigration. The journalist and novelist Joseph Roth wrote,

      
        Émigré German Jews are like a new tribe: Having forgotten how to be Jews, they are learning it all over again. They are unable to forget that they are German, and they can’t lose their Germanness. They are like snails with two shells on their backs. Abroad, even overseas, they appear German. It’s difficult for them to deny, if they are to be truthful.67

      

      The lives and choices of these three Scholem brothers, and their sons in two cases, illustrate how Jews of German birth either continued to embrace a German identity or purposely rejected this identity after leaving Germany. Moreover, their notions of “Germanness” were not uniform. Reinhold Scholem could emphasize (and possibly romanticize) positive aspects of Germany before the National Socialist era. Erich Scholem chose to focus expressly on the Germany of the Nazi era. Both brothers visited the country in the 1960s or 1970s.

      Among the surviving brothers, Gershom Scholem’s transnational experience of Germanness is the most interesting. Over the course of many decades, he had the experience of witnessing the attenuation of German identity among German-Jewish immigrants to Palestine/Israel (the so-called Yekkes). They contributed considerably to academia, the judicial profession, and business life while remaining largely without influence in the all-important trade unions and political sphere, and ultimately they had a limited role in shaping Israeli culture. Today, virtually nothing remains of the Yekke tradition in Israel. At the same time, as Gershom Scholem witnessed the creation of Israeli culture and contributed to it, he was a regular visitor to West Germany and East Germany. There, he witnessed the development of new German identities. Well into the 1980s, he wrote and spoke in German for scholarly audiences. Nonetheless, despite his continued visits to the country, he claimed his German language faculty ceased developing in 1930 or 1933.68 He could have allowed post-1945 (or post-1968) German society to shape some aspect of his identity, but that was antithetical to his self-concept. He could have allowed post-1945 German to influence his language, but he did not, and one must wonder how much conscious effort was required to maintain 1920s diction fifty years after the fact.

      Curiously, Gershom Scholem, a man who lived between two cultures, also has two tombstones: one in Berlin and one in Jerusalem. He died in Jerusalem on February 21, 1982 (28 Shevat 5742) and was buried in Jerusalem’s Sanhedria Cemetery. His tombstone there recalls him as “Gershom son of Arthur Shalom” and characterizes him as “a man of the Third Aliyah,” a seminal scholar of Kabbalah, and someone with a divinely granted intellect. However, at some point after his death, a relative (most likely his cousin Ernst Scholem) had his name added to the tombstone above the family grave in Berlin’s Weißensee Cemetery. On his Berlin memorial, he is recalled as “Gerhard G. Scholem.”69

      Additionally, the Scholem brothers, like most émigrés, essentially experienced a unique variety of German culture that existed only among expatriates, and, in their case, it was a variety specific to the German-Jewish bourgeoisie. Thus, Reinhold Scholem in Sydney probably had more in common with a Hamburg-born, Jewish physician in San Francisco than he did with a Polish-born Jewish businessman who also came to Australia as a refugee in 1938 or even a non-Jewish German immigrant to that country. He and thousands like him partook of a transnational and, ultimately, ephemeral culture. This phenomenon lasted one generation. The émigrés’ children, and certainly their grandchildren, were true Americans, Australians, or Israelis with virtually no traces of German identity, either contemporary or pre-1933. Thus, the Scholems and thousands of émigrés like them represent two (if not three) lost cultures, complete with their own habits, media, language, politics, and underlying assumptions: that of the pre-1933 German (Jewish) bourgeoisie and that of the émigré who has lost one homeland but not completely gained another.

      Notes
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      Chapter 6

      Lost in the Transnational:

      Photographic Initiatives of Walter and Helmut Gernsheim in Britain

      Michael Berkowitz

      A glut of studies, including documentaries in diverse media, reveal seismic shifts in mid-twentieth century British culture. Art, literature (at all levels), music, education, the press, and fashion are among a host of phenomena that scholars and other commentators identify as fomenting and indicative of such changes. Visual culture, in this regard, has come under increasing scrutiny. Although historians have recognized the significance of key figures with central European origins, as well as groups of émigrés from Nazi Germany, as having had a tremendous impact on creativity in Britain, photography has elicited limited attention.

      The current chapter will not try to fill this lacuna through detailing Jewish contributions. Its aim is to suggest that reigning interpretations of photography’s history are challenged when one considers ethnic and religious difference and transnational networks. Between 1935 and 1950, relationships between the fine arts and photography in Britain underwent profound transformations beyond technological advances. Historians and others concerned with British culture have scarcely recognized the place of Walter and Helmut Gernsheim in such processes. The Gernsheims did not simply transplant what they practiced and knew from Germany to Britain. Partly due to their marginal status, they adapted and re-created ways of conceiving photography’s role in, and relationship to, the fine arts, and photography’s place in a universal, humanistic culture.

      Walter and Helmut Gernsheim were both embodiments of the transnational. Born in Munich, they migrated to London, from Nazi pressure, as young men. But beyond the fact that they operated in different national/cultural contexts, they were ardent believers in “transnationalism” in an ideological sense. To the extent that he articulated his politics, Helmut Gernsheim supported the movement for a federated system of world government, which was loosely identified with pacifism. “I am,” Gernsheim wrote in 1951, “a keen Federalist and have recently been elected to the Committee of the Parliamentary Association for World Government.” It strove “(1) To promote the realisation of the necessity for world government among parliamentary associations throughout the world; (2) To seek ways of uniting all the forces moving towards world government”; and “(3) To assist by all possible means the creation of a world authority, based upon the rule of law.”1

      His correspondent, Hugh Harris, then the literary editor of London’s Jewish Chronicle, wrote that he was “in close touch with that and similar movements, as I am the Hon. Secretary of the Jewish Peace Society.”2 The other known manifestations of Helmut Gernsheim’s politics were his attempts to ensure that the Allies remained vigilant about postwar Germany being demilitarized, and for former Nazis being prevented from influencing German society and politics.3 Walter Gernsheim was so averse to nationalism—to any degree—that he struggled to accommodate himself to even the British wartime government. The brothers lived their lives, in large part, as intermediaries between cultures. Both attempted to connect their present and future with ages (and countries) distant and past, and they likewise sought to serve as interlocutors between public spheres that were not determined by conventional national boundaries. Walter Gernsheim was, literally, a translator before and after his career as an art dealer and photographer.

      In the best of worlds, or at least a world without the Nazis, both men would have remained in Germany and settled into art history as a vocation. When first in Britain Walter ran an art gallery. He realized early on that there was little chance of a refugee making it as an art historian in 1930s Britain. Walter passed this insight to his younger brother, Helmut, encouraging him to learn photography. He inferred that the most practical way for a Jewish refugee to establish a livelihood in the arts in Britain was through photography. Each man not only entered the British arts scene but immeasurably enhanced it. In short: Walter pioneered and institutionalized a novel use of photography in art history. With his (first) wife he conceived of photographing Old Master drawings and selling them on a subscription basis, with the aim of serving a transnational scholarly community. As a refugee in Britain he began systematically photographing Dutch and Italian drawings, and illuminated manuscripts and prints of any origin, as a resource for scholars, museum professionals, and collectors. The meticulous cataloging dismissed the notion of “race” or essentialized national cultures out of hand. This is part of the reason why his collection, some of it dating from the 1930s, remains an immensely valuable source for scholars.

      His brother Helmut, an immensely talented but still underappreciated photographer himself, was one of a small group who launched the field of the history of photography and systematic collecting of photography as akin to art. While Helmut sought to examine and focus attention on the achievements of British photographers, his work overall was transnational and immune to notions of a national or folk ethos. Combining the history of mechanics, optics, and chemistry, along with political, social, and economic history, Helmut Gernsheim’s studies of photography transcended national and even disciplinary boundaries. It is a supreme irony that in British society, where the word “brilliant” is overused, these path-breaking figures have no lasting memorial.

      This is not to say, however, that they are utterly ignored. Helen Barlow, in the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, is correct to note that “Helmut Gernsheim’s importance to photography cannot be overstated. The Gernsheim collection,” which is now housed at the University of Texas at Austin and the Reiss-Engelhorn Museum in Mannheim, “immeasurably enriches our photographic inheritance, and the scholarship that he built upon the collection was instrumental in establishing the academic history of photo-history.”4 Although Helmut is clearly more significant in the history of photography, Walter enabled Helmut’s career at crucial points, and was himself critical in integrating photography in fine arts scholarship. Compared to Helmut, who is not given enough attention, there is precious little about Walter. But in the summer of 1940, they both could be described as souls adrift.

      Given the scope and complexity of their lives and work, this essay will concentrate on a particular moment when the youngest two of the three Gernsheim brothers were each at a juncture in which previously unimagined, transnational approaches to photography would emerge as their respective vocations. Let us begin with Helmut Gernsheim at the port of Liverpool in the summer of 1940. By that time he was an expert photographer and already quite accomplished as a “colour man” mainly for advertising purposes, and as a practitioner of the kind of neue Sachlichkeit photography pioneered by Lazlo Moholy-Nagy. Despite the National Socialist regime, Helmut had a mostly excellent experience in his professional training in Munich. In Liverpool, he boarded the ship Dunera, on which he came close to losing his life in the North Atlantic.5 If he had a camera with him, it was certainly confiscated or stolen. The rickety ship’s capacity was sixteen hundred persons, but well over two thousand were aboard. Most were Jewish refugees packed among “genuine prisoners of war”—around two hundred Italians and two hundred and fifty Nazi soldiers.6 After being damaged, the Dunera was diverted to Australia, despite being ill-equipped to undertake such an arduous trip.
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        Fig. 6.1. Walter Gernsheim, self-portrait. Private collection.

      

      Helmut had not wished to share the dismal fate of his brother who was interned on the Isle of Man since early June 1940. Four years later, after he had begun work at the Warburg Institute as a photographer for the National Buildings Record project, Helmut implored Fritz Saxl, the director of the Warburg who succeeded Aby Warburg, to try to relieve the distress of his brother and sister-in-law. The Warburg Institute had been founded in Hamburg and eventually was incorporated into the city’s university. Although it never defined itself as a Jewish institution, it always had a significant number of staff and guiding lights who were Jews, and it owed its origins to the largesse of the famed Warburg banking family. It also was known, correctly, as a progressively minded academic research center that did not subscribe to any particular political ideology, and certainly rejected the kind of racism as practiced by volkisch “scholars.” Therefore the Warburg Institute was immediately threatened after the Nazi takeover, and when it was transplanted to Britain, it evinced the character of a “Jewish” institution.
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        Fig. 6.2. Photogr. Abt. (“photography department”) Hermann Tietz [department store], Munich. These are the Gernsheim children, 1915: Hans to his mother’s right, baby Helmut in her arms, and Walter below, dressed as German soldiers in World War I. Hans is father of sociologist Elisabeth Beck-Gernsheim and father-in-law of the late Ulrich Beck. Private collection.

      

      Specifically, Helmut implored Saxl that the kind of photographic work in which his brother and his wife were engaged should be seen as contributing to the war effort. Saxl had, in fact, been instrumental in steering the Gernsheims on this course years before. Walter Gernsheim’s situation, however, was complicated.7 Part of the reason why he was left to languish for so long was because there was little understanding of who he was and what he did as a photographer. Although “the Gernsheim corpus” is now held in the highest esteem,8 the work he had undertaken since 1937 did not make any impression on British authorities in the 1940s. He seemed to be an eccentric or oddball.

      Walter arrived in Britain in 1934 as a refugee from Nazi Germany. He probably had been baptized a Protestant. Upon entry to Britain, when requested to specify his religion on a curriculum vitae (CV) template, given the choices of “Jewish Orthodox, Jewish Reformed, Protestant, Catholic, [and] Other,” he opted not to choose any.9 Karl, the father of Walter, Helmut, and their older brother, Hans, was “a historian of literature who taught in an honorary capacity at the University Munich.”10 He was born a Jew and converted “to Protestantism before his marriage.”11 Karl, though, was among the less celebrated of the high-powered “hardy tribe” of the Gernsheims. (Helmut Gernsheim himself used this expression emphasizing the family’s unusual longevity.)12 The family’s most revered relative was Friedrich Gernsheim, a composer and scholar of music whose career occupies the greatest share of Helmut Gernsheim’s idiosyncratic version of the family history, which he published in the Leo Baeck Institute Year Book.13 Interestingly, Friedrich was possibly the most Jewishly engaged of Helmut and Walter’s relations, except for the smattering of rabbis.14 Friedrich’s legacy initially was most pronounced in Israel,15 but in the last decades he has been rediscovered as an important nineteenth-century Jewish composer.16 For the Gernsheims, attaining fame, wealth, and renown in matters scientific as well as the arts was the rule rather than the exception. But in the 1930s, the larger family group ran the gamut from so-called full Aryans, such as Walter and Helmut’s mother, Hermine Gernsheim, née Scholz,17 to “full” Jews, to those with only traces of Jewish lineage.18 An uncle, one of Hermine’s brothers, was “a committed Nazi.”19

      Given that Walter Gernsheim’s future father-in-law, Fritz Landauer, was famous as a modernist synagogue architect,20 it would have been odd to call himself a Christian. He had, in a way, reentered the Jewish fold by becoming engaged to a Jewish woman.21 When Walter began studying art history, archaeology, and Slavic philology at the University of Munich in 1928, he had no reason to think his heredity would make a difference. But most of the professors with whom Walter studied were unlikely to enhance his academic career abroad. This partly explains his turn to photography.

      Walter had worked under three distinguished scholars. The first was Erich Berneker, an ethnic German, born in St. Petersburg, who became a leading Slavicist.22 He died in 1937, and may have been ill a few years previously. The second, Ernst Buschor (1886–1961), was a historian of the art of antiquity. In the early 1930s, Buschor was enamored of Nazi thought, like most German academics. It has been noted, however, that his major work published in 1942, Vom Sinn der griechische Stadbilder,23 did not seem to be tainted, to any great degree, by Nazi ideology.24 Walter’s more problematic mentor, who also raised eyebrows for his former student Nikolaus Pevsner,25 was Wilhelm Pinder (1878–1947). Pinder was an innovative architectural historian, especially in his attempt to show similarities between living organisms and architecture. His articulation of the essence of German art,26 though, recalled the antisemitic thought of Richard Wagner. Pinder was inconsistent as far as Nazi ideology and his relations with individual Jews were concerned. He did not share the distaste of Hitler and others for so-called degenerate modern art, and some suspected that his Nazi sympathies were lukewarm.27

      But Pinder vigorously championed the idea of the “Volk” in his academic work while it was fashionable. Even more troubling, though, was the lead role he played in publicly denouncing art historian August Liebmann Mayer.28 Pinder’s aim, at that time, was Mayer’s expulsion.29 Mayer escaped to France in 1934 but was caught in the Nazi net after the German occupation and murdered in Auschwitz.30

      Despite mentioning Pinder in his academic lineage, Walter Gernsheim could not use him as a reference in 1935. He must have felt secure enough that Buschor and Berneker would supply him with positive evaluations, along with Rudolf Kömstedt of Cologne, less famous than the others, who apparently was not as smitten with Nazi ideology as was Pinder.31 The final two names he listed became far more significant in the re-creation of his career: Professor Erwin Panofsky, who was then at Princeton University, and Professor Fritz Saxl of the Warburg Institute London.32 In retrospect, the most interesting thing about Walter Gernsheim’s presentation of himself during his early months in London, 1934–35, is that there is no mention of any expertise or even interest in photography—which would become the thrust of his career.

      When Walter arrived in London in 1934 he was engaged to be married to a Jewish woman, daughter of the architect Fritz Josef Landauer, Gertrud (also Gertrude), whom he apparently met in Munich. As of 1935, under “permanent address” Walter listed “The Warburg Institute,” which probably was the closest thing he had to a home. He was living off of £2 weekly from the Academic Assistance Council, the forerunner to the Society for the Protection of Science and Learning. This was the main body that would attempt to render him aid. Although Walter said he would “like best to stay in England,” he indicated that in addition to the United States, he was willing to relocate to “the Far East, the U.S.S.R., and South America.”33 He soon realized there was little chance he could make a living as an academic art historian, a path that had already stalled in Germany due to mounting antisemitism. He had no income or official position to report for 1932–33.34

      With the assistance, if not outright suggestion, of Fritz Saxl, Gernsheim sought to provide for himself by merging his knowledge of art history and photography. A role was created for him that involved photographing works of art for scholars other than himself, and for academics generally. In early November 1934, Walter Gernsheim thanked the Academic Assistance Council for sponsoring his “subsidiary work at the Courtauld Institute,” apparently the cooperative photographic venture between the Warburg Institute and the Courtauld. Saxl was instrumental in arranging Gernsheim’s initial appointment as well as its extension.35 A long memo in 1935, apparently from the Council, depicted Gernsheim’s job “prospects” as dismal. He was “determined to continue studying art history. No money. Lives on charity of friends and this is not assured for any specific time.” There was “[a]bsolutely no use for Gernsheim to return to Germany he says as his family could not support him and he could not find work. [C. M.] Skepper [from the Academic Assistance Council] suggests re-training. Gernsheim protestant faith so Palestine, he says, out of the question.”36 Asserting that he was “Protestant” at this point probably was a means of eliminating the option of Palestine in anyone’s mind, to which he was totally uninterested. (His brother Helmut, in contrast, claimed to admire the Zionist movement.)37 “Gernsheim wants to earn money teaching languages. German, French, Italian, Latin. Also German literature. Skepper said A.A.C. not likely to help.”38 Refugees who could teach languages were plentiful.

      But the mention of “retraining” most likely encouraged Saxl to suggest that Gernsheim move in a photographic direction. He was, it seemed, at the end of his rope.39 Given that this was, at best, a tenuous proposition, Walter assumed that he would have to find another means to earn a livelihood, which he would do by founding an art gallery. Not surprisingly, support for this came from a Jewish connection arranged through Saxl—Otto Schiff (1875–1952), who was one of the most effective advocates for refugees and exercised his own private charity with discretion.40 Walter Gernsheim himself might not have known that critical funds came from Schiff.41 Later, however, when trying to reestablish the “Photographicum” project, he specifically mentioned that “Mr. Otto Schiff took a personal interest in our scheme. . . .”42 As proprietor of a gallery, Walter held exhibitions of “Old master drawings” (February 1 to March 6, 1937),43 “drawings of the Bolognese school” (May 10 to June 19, 1937), and “representative drawings by living French sculptors” (June–July 1938).44 He also exhibited photographs of his brother, Helmut, in October 1937.45

      Most likely this was the first time, in London, that old master drawings and avant-garde photography had been displayed in the same space.46 Many of the photographs shown were probably those Helmut used in his first book, New Photo Vision of 1942, the ideas for which had germinated in Australia, to be discussed below. Not even the Gernsheim brothers themselves appreciated how revolutionary this was. London had no equivalent to either Alfred Stieglitz or Julien Levy, who were the first to present photography with painting and sculpture.47 It seems that no one bothered to review it.

      In writing about architect Fritz Josef Landauer and his industrial-designer son, Walter Landor, both of whom are praised for their creativity and modernist sensitivity, there is only a passing reference to Fritz’s daughter, and Walter Landauer/Landor’s sister, Gertrud. It stands to reason, however, that given her father’s association with the Bauhaus and international movements, Gertrud may have imagined the potential for merging photography and art. She received her MA degree at the Courtauld in 1934, when the various photography schemes were launched.48 Certainly photography was significant in her father’s world. While in Germany, Walter Gernsheim increasingly employed photography in his research and trained himself with proficiency.49 As such, Walter and Gertrud may have come up with the idea together.

      In over three years of internment on the Isle of Man, Walter Gernsheim tried repeatedly to gain his freedom and return to photographing art, for “the Ministry of Labour” to “consider to give permission for us now, to pursue the work we were doing in common interest with The British Museum and other institutions. You will remember that this work is based mainly on export—I hold a War Office Permit [allowing for labor as well as exporting]—and therefore [it is] in the national interest not only on the strength of its documentary value but also from an economical point of view.”50 Walter argued that the same logic behind the National Buildings Record project, which sought to detail the architectural and artistic treasures of Britain while they were threatened by Nazi bombardment, should be applied to his enterprise. In addition to claiming Otto Schiff’s support, Walter stated that “Sir Kenneth Clark, who was a subscriber for the National Gallery, would be able to extend his help to me.”51 Clark had, indeed, been the key establishment figure in the transfer of the Warburg Institute to London, motivated mainly by his esteem for Aby Warburg. But his sense of fraternity was not unbounded. Clark did not offer the lifeline desperately needed by Stefan Lorant, an émigré photo editor, when he wished to remain in Britain. And Clark did not extend any effort to Helmut Gernsheim in the 1950s and early 1960s, when Helmut attempted to turn his photography collection into a center for the study of photography and its history. Clark believed it was unfortunate that such a fascinating subject was largely in the hands of a person he found “unattractive.”52 Besides having the taint of antisemitism, this assertion also was dishonest, in that Clark and others refused to give Helmut Gernsheim credit for conceiving of a field that simply did not exist in Britain before his arrival.
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        Fig. 6.3. Photograph by Helmut Gernsheim in British Art and the Mediterranean, ed. F. Saxl and R. Wittkower, Section 32–33, 34, “Henry III. Detail of bronze effigy by Torel.” Gernsheim writes in Beautiful London: “In Edward the Confessor’s Chapel is the earliest royal effigy in the Abbey. It is the work of William Torel, a London goldsmith (1291–92) and is of gilded bronze. The king’s crown, ornamented with trefoils, was formerly adorned with jewels.” This image was reproduced in several publications, including Helmut Gernsheim, Beautiful London (London: Phaidon, 1950), plate 40. It seems that Gernsheim had to climb on top of the effigy in order to produce such a spectacular photograph. He was probably the first to ever perform such gymnastic feats in England in the service of photography. (Courtesy of Warburg Institute.)

      

      Fritz Saxl strongly confirmed that “[B]efore the war Mr. Walter Gernsheim and his wife had started a scheme under which they took photographs of old master drawings preserved in this country.” Although there is no sense of how, or how long it took to cultivate their clientele, Saxl elaborated that they had “a fairly large circle of subscribers, public galleries, and universities almost exclusively in the United States who were regularly provided with these photographs.”53 Even if Panofsky did not actively help, his name would have been meaningful as the preeminent successor to Aby Warburg in the United States. Possibly they were using the premises of the art gallery for photographic work, or the facilities of Gertrud’s father’s architectural firm. Their endeavor “was sufficiently remunerative for Dr. and Mrs. Gernsheim to earn their living.”54 The contemporary photographic enterprises focused on the history of art and architecture were intended mainly for the institutions in which they were founded, and in the case of what came to be known as Foto Marburg, nationally derived and focused. After the Nazi takeover, this branch of the university enthusiastically served to record and consolidate the plunder of the Third Reich. “Photocampaigns” devised by Foto Marburg for the Baltics and France were expressly antisemitic. It is telling, though, that their wartime photographic unit included thirty-five prisoners,55 that is, men and possibly women working as slave-laborers. We do not know anything about their fate. Gertrud and Walter Gernsheim’s project had no national boundaries in terms of subject matter, although business could not have been transacted with German universities, or with any institutions within the Nazi orbit,56 until after the demise of the Third Reich.

      Ironically, Walter Gernsheim was arrested in June 1940 while he was on a visit to Aberystwyth, making photographs as specified in a government contract. The work, then, “came to an end.” Saxl contended, “[T]here is no doubt that this is an extremely valuable scheme, and its importance was acknowledged by a War Office permit which Mr. Gernsheim holds. It is of value not only to the American institutions which through him received material that would otherwise be inaccessible to them, but also to this country, from the point of view of export.”57

      When Walter and Gertrud Gernsheim were released from internment November 15, 1944, they had no means of support, and the Ministry of Labour had “not given definite written permission to continue” their “former photography of Old Masters,” although a recommendation was expected to be forthcoming from Kenneth Clark.58 Few pulled more weight. To the Ministry of Labour, the Gernsheims believed themselves to be “entitled to exceptional treatment in the matter of freedom from labour controls.”59

      The records do not specify exactly why the authorities changed their minds, but the intervention of one particular interested party, David Daube, seemed to matter. Daube, who is largely forgotten in Britain, also was a refugee from Nazi Germany. He too was interned, albeit briefly, on the Isle of Man. Daube wrote to “Joe” Skemp at the Society for the Protection of Science and Learning, whom he knew personally. Skemp, a “keen Baptist” and scholar of Greek philosophy, began in 1936 to take an active role in refugee relief. At that time Skemp was at Manchester University, while remaining a fellow at Cambridge, as was Daube.60 Daube asked that the Gernsheims be allowed to pursue their research. “Mrs. Gernsheim is an old friend of my wife’s. We hope that after so many years of hardship and isolation, it will be possible for them to resume the work for which they are so highly qualified.”61 Gertrud Gernsheim was the daughter, and Daube’s wife, Herta Aufsesser, (likely) the sister, of Jewish refugee architects from Germany.62 Like Gertrud’s father Fritz Landauer, Hans Aufseeser, later Tindall, brother-in-law of Daube, was a distinctly modernist architect and designer.63

      Skemp returned to the Gernsheims and learned that Walter would now be willing to teach classics as his form of “service.”64 Strenuous effort was expended to find him a position. Part of the reason for Skemp taking such pains to deal with the Gernsheims, who tried everyone’s patience, was due to the efforts of Daube, who since 1939 was “elected to a teaching fellowship” in law “at Caius College, Cambridge.” He was at that moment one of the rising stars at Cambridge and considered one of the sharpest minds of the academic legal community. Daube had a traditionally observant, Orthodox background in Germany and was perceived to be a voice of profound moral authority.65 It is not known if the Gernsheims knew of this intervention. Throughout his life, Daube was dedicated to alleviating all forms of injustice.66 Like many other Jewish refugees who loomed large in interwar Britain and the immediate postwar period, Daube is rarely recalled, in part because he resigned the Regius Chair in Civil Law he had held in Oxford, since 1954, in order to assume a professorship and directorship of the Robbins Hebraic and Roman Law Collections at Boalt Hall, the University of California, Berkeley, law school. He was revered as one of the stellar “refugee scholars” at Berkeley.67 Daube’s influence, even in the 1940s, reached far beyond Jewish concerns. He was responsible, among other lasting achievements, for “work on the New Testament” from a legal-historical perspective “that was revolutionary.”68

      In any event, within less than three years the reestablished “Photographicum” boomed. This was, after all, a time of great expansion for American universities, as the GI bill meant that thousands of ex-servicemen would have the opportunity for higher education. In 1948, Walter Gernsheim wrote a letter to the College Art Journal.69 It was a way to publicize the project and also to castigate those who had not yet joined the bandwagon of the “Corpus Photographicum of Drawings.” Its confidence and authority could not be a more striking contrast to his utter despondence as an internee.70 This letter was apparently the first and last time he would address a broad public. “A fellow art historian confessed to me the other day that his work was seriously hampered by the inaccessibility of part of the drawings in his specialized field, whilst he found it very difficult to obtain photographs. So he asked me if I could think of any source he had not tapped yet. And there I was, having the whole material he wanted, and having found it as difficult to know about his work as he did to learn about mine.” Gernsheim correctly surmised that this was a two-way problem. Not only did he need to locate the possible institutions and clients interested in his service, but he had to figure out a means for people in the field to “discover” him.71

      Gernsheim found that he had to confront the blinkered idea of many scholars who in the course of their research thought they had gathered everything, “the specialized scholar who thinks he already has made a survey of the whole material in his field. Well, the work of no artist has been more exhaustively published than that of Dürer, yet only a few months ago, in a public collection, I photographed for the first time a Dürer drawing completely unknown in the literature.” Gernsheim admitted that “it is not always easy to get to know about all the existing material in a collection, even if all the desired information is readily given. I was hunting up and down a museum through various storerooms and wings for a quattrocento drawing, the existence of which was known to me. And when at last it had been pronounced untraceable, I found it in an inconspicuous place—on the wall.” Not worried about being taken as immodest, he asserted that “a surprising number of early Renaissance drawings have come to light through my work.” He self-consciously attempted to enhance and expand the field. Many Renaissance artists were “well published, but many were totally omitted,” and there were “unreproduced versos of reproduced rectos.” This sounds very simple, but it took someone to act on it. The fronts and backs of things deserved to be photographed, as they often contained important data or images. This was similar to his brother Helmut’s epiphany of having statues and buildings cleaned before taking their photographs. After one knows of it, it sounds absurdly obvious.

      As had been the practice at the Warburg, Gernsheim stressed that scholars needed as much detail as possible. Concerning major artists, now scrutinized by growing numbers of students, “it is essential to make photographs available to all, to save the individual scholar the task of writing to all of the collections each time, or of travelling long distances, in order to find out at last that the drawing he was after had nothing to do with his artist; to enable him to make a program beforehand and to sift the essential from the unessential; and in many instances, to give the only documentary evidence of the existence of a drawing, which in our troubled age has become a cultural responsibility.” To be sure, it was a means for Gernsheim to make money. But this appeal for “cultural responsibility” and the need to spread scholarly resources as far and wide as possible was supremely transnational. Simultaneously, Gernsheim also was taking up the mantle of the Warburg Institute (in eschewing any “national” form of interpretation) and the democratizing efforts of scholars and even art patrons such as Paul Cassirer from before the First World War.72

      But if this was all so important, such a vast advance that made the work of scholars more efficient and comprehensive, why the plea? Gernsheim could not admit outright what he knew: that photography, even as a means to better and more creative scholarship, was not as respectable as it should be. The reason for the relative ignorance of his enterprise, Gernsheim wrote, “lies in the very conditions of the undertaking. As I have no financial backing from any institution, the scheme ought to be self-supporting on the subscriptions but alas it is not; the subscriptions up to now covering only part of the expenses. So, with the funds at my disposal, having the choice between going ahead with the scheme at a loss—or publicity for the scheme, I chose the former hoping that in the end work will win.”73

      One may assume that the project, while quite successful until the 1990s, was able to reap immense benefits with the advent of the internet. As of the twenty-first century, scores of major universities and art centers house the collection. By 1954, Gernsheim’s sweep included the Warburg Institute, the “British Museum, the Louvre, the Galleria degli Uffizi in Florence, and the museums of Besançon, Dijon, Lyons, and Rouen.” In the United States, at least four institutions carried complete sets: “the Cleveland Museum, the Frick Art Reference Library,” and under a shared arrangement, “the Prints and Photographs Division of the Library of Congress and the National Gallery” in Washington, DC.74

      It seems that Gernsheim resumed his career as an art collector and dealer as well, in conjunction with the photography project. In 1976, he purchased Michelangelo’s Study of a Male Torso at Sotheby’s in London for £178,200, which was then “about $318,214, a record for an old master drawing at the time.” In 2005, in his nineties, Walter Gernsheim put the drawing on the market, with an expected sale at Christie’s in New York for around $4 million.75 The drawing, though, did not fetch the reserve price, with the highest offer of $3.2 million—but it does not diminish the ascension of such work. “Another Michelangelo drawing, The Risen Christ, sold at Christie’s in 2000 for $12.3 million, again a record for an old master drawing at auction.”76 It is remarkable to think that even the concept of an “old master drawing” would have barely registered in 1945, or even 1937, when the Gernsheims commenced the project. His foresight was incredible. One might say, though, that Walter Gernsheim helped to create the market for such work by giving it greater visibility and accessibility. In this case, the value of “the work of art through its mechanical reproduction” enabled its esteem, and even its cash value, to skyrocket. But while Walter and Gertrud Gernsheim languished at the Isle of Man and even after the end of the Second World War, the possibility to reestablish the project, and its potential to be a source of a decent livelihood, was an open question.

      His brother Helmut saw no choice but to get away from London, and the country, in the midst of the Battle of Britain—in which he was neither invited nor allowed to serve as a soldier. He had an established profession, photography, but he was not in a position to render wartime service as an “enemy alien.” Helmut assumed that volunteering for an agricultural assignment in Canada would leave him in the good graces of His Majesty’s government when the hostilities abated.77 As Claude Sui has noted, the bizarre episode on the Dunera and the Hay camp helped fashion Helmut Gernsheim into the distinctive figure he was to become in the next decades in Britain.78 But he rarely spoke about this experience, and it is not mentioned in his substantial, sympathetic Dictionary of National Biography entry.79 Gernsheim did, however, dwell at some length on this in his interview with Val Williams, for the oral history of British photography project, in 1995.80

      As mentioned previously, in the early years of Nazi rule Helmut Gernsheim studied art history. Overwhelmingly due to the advice of his brother, he learned photography, and specifically sought training in color photography.81 This was a field that was thought to be more open to those who had come to the country as German exiles, and by extension, a vocation that seemed relatively free of anti-Jewish prejudices. When the miserable Dunera finally landed in Australia, however, photography was not an option. The internees were there, after all, because it was thought that they presented a security risk. Everything of value they had on board was stolen by the troops “guarding” them. They would not, then, be free to use something like a camera—an instrument for subterfuge that was second only to a two-way radio or a firearm. But a prohibition from taking photographs did not take Gernsheim’s mind off of photography.

      Later Helmut said that the Hay compound looked like a concentration camp, with an electrified fence, but its inmates were unmolested. Soldiers avoided entering the camp. It had, in fact, “been planned for Nazi prisoners.”82 Hay was tiny and insignificant, so remote from any metropolitan area, 750 kilometers west of Sydney, that that the term “isolation” did not do it justice.83 The extreme heat, parched desert environment, and sight of kangaroos made it even stranger. Although the conditions were harsh, there were a host of liberties offered to internees. Such excessively liberal perquisites were a result of the British having “admitted that a great injustice had been done to the internees”84 in the glare of Fleet Street. There would be no limit on the number of magazines and books an internee could receive, as long as these were deemed innocuous to censors.

      Gernsheim had a number of friends and family members in the United States, Britain, and elsewhere, who were able to send him the books and periodicals he requested.85 Some of his relatives, especially in New York, were well-off and kept him supplied. One of his older cousins, Michael Gernsheim, who died in 1933, was a “founder-partner of the celebrated New York bankers Kuhn, Loeb & Co.”86 In addition to photographic journals, which would form the basis for much of his later work, he also received an English translation of Erich Stenger’s Die Photographie in Kultur und Technik. Ihre Geschichte während hundert Jahren (1938).87 There was a Jewish story here, as well, of which he may have been aware.88 The translator, who also wrote extensive additional notes, was Edward Epstean (1868–1945), who was translator for another seminal work, the Geschichte der Photographie (originally 1932) by Josef Maria Eder.89

      Knowing his obvious interest in photography, Helmut Gernsheim’s friends and relatives also took the opportunity to send him books they thought would interest him. Perhaps there were times when they could not locate those he had requested. “A fellow prisoner,” Claude Sui writes, “lent him the paperback on photography by Lucia Moholy that he had already read in England.” He had known Moholy in London, who also landed there and made her living as a portrait photographer. Gernsheim suspected that she was more responsible than her famous husband for his revolutionary Photograms. Her book, along with the Stenger history, “awakened his interest in the history of photography and served as the basis for the lectures he held for camp inmates. These were his first steps as a historian of photography, and he began to take notes for his first publication, New Photo Vision.”90

      A number of refugees established study circles, gave lectures, and even offered lecture series that approximated adult education or even college courses.91 They built, Gernsheim recalled, “a kind of university.”92 The diversity of perspectives and life experience among the inmates was vast. Their ranks included “doctors, social democrats, Talmudists, anarchists, professors, communists, entrepreneurs, individualists, skilled artisans, Zionists, Catholics, missionaries for vegetarianism, artists of all varieties, and manual laborers”93 and a dozen or so professional photographers.94 Perhaps some of them were among the ten or twelve who attended Gernsheim’s classes.95 In his encounters with fellow internees he was pleased to learn that there was quite a lot of interest in photography.96

      He would not be able to teach photography, per se, as there were no cameras, equipment, and darkroom facilities available. (This later would be relaxed, and he would do some photography work at the camp.) But he could lecture about photography and lead discussions. Although Sui is no doubt correct that the camp ignited Gernsheim’s quest for the history of photography, it also is true that his twin passions for art history and photography coalesced in a different direction. It was in Australia, it seems, where Gernsheim began to formulate his complex view of photographic history and practice. The camp at Hay was not an environment where one had to watch what one said.

      One of the few things that united the diverse Jewish captives was their sense of injustice at the hands of the British.97 Gernsheim certainly believed that Britain had a great and glorious photographic history, providing many of its path-breakers and most illustrious practitioners. Yet he found that its conventions since the First World War were retrograde, if not downright mediocre—especially compared to the scene he knew so well in Germany. His criticism and history became intertwined—which would become his trademark.

      Given the books and other material he was regularly receiving, it became clear to Gernsheim that he could offer not just a lecture but an entire course on photography’s history. Because most of the internees were from central or east-central Europe, largely middle-class Jews, it is little wonder they were sympathetic to Gernsheim’s perspective. One did not have to be an intellectual or critic to see Britain as backward. Especially with their bitter handling aboard ship, it would have been easy to agree that the British lacked sophistication in the arts generally, and photography in particular. One could hate the current state of Germany but still admire the photography it had bequeathed to the world.98

      Shortly before embarking on his traumatic voyage, Gernsheim had an encounter with another “enemy alien” that was more catalytic than scholars and critics have realized. At the Huyton camp near Liverpool, Gernsheim shared a tent with Nikolaus Pevsner.99 Possibly they already knew each other. After all, Pevsner and Walter Gernsheim shared the same Doktorvater, and both Pevsner and Helmut later lived in London. There is not, however, much of a paper trail to their relationship. Yet they were quite close and seem to have influenced each other. Two examples of their explicit collaboration is Gernsheim’s book Focus on Architecture and Sculpture (1949), for which Pevsner provided the foreword, and Pevsner’s comments concerning Gernsheim’s plan for a national museum of photography in Britain.100

      Most likely, in October 1941, Gernsheim was mainly imagining a book about photography in Britain. He ardently sought to become part of the British photographic establishment, but he also wanted to put it in its place. Over time, Gernsheim turned the history of photography into a cogent field. Although he did not entirely give up taking photographs himself, his energy was devoted increasingly to collecting photographs, curating exhibitions, and writing histories of photography. Helmut Gernsheim was aware that he was charting new branches of cultural production and knowledge. Of course there were others who had collected photographs. But when he began he did not know of anyone who had collected with an eye to assembling a historically representative collection and self-consciously erecting a comprehensive, transnational history of the field. These were, of course, complementary activities.101

      As mentioned earlier, Helmut Gernsheim’s main institutional home during World War II, apart from the Dunera excursion, was the Warburg Institute. He had vigorously sought employment at the Warburg for three reasons: it already was known for offering assistance to refugees, as it did for Walter; the Warburg had established large-scale photography projects; and it was involved in the National Building Record program. His wife Alison had seen press reports about the latter and informed Helmut while he was still in Australia.102 Both of them assumed Helmut’s main occupation would be as a photographer.103 At the end of December 1941, presenting himself to the Warburg Institute, Gernsheim summed up his career as follows:

      
        I studied photography at the Staatslehranstalt fuer Lichtbildwesen in Munich for two years and took a final degree there with first class honours in all subjects, theoretical and practical. My main interest was always in architectural photography and art reproduction. Before I came to England in July 1937 I took a number of photographs, for the National Museum in Munich; for Dr. Schlegel, formerly of the Marburg Institute of Art I did a complete series of the Romanesque church of Altenstadt in Bavaria, a rather important work as it was brought before the highest authorities and gave occasion for renovation works which were carried out later on. I also collaborated with Dr. Walter Hege on his book “Bavarian Baroque and Rococo Churches” for which I prepared the Uvachrome Colour plates.

        In this country I did all the photographic work for the Sabin Gallery, for Mrs. Mendelssohn-Bartholdy, Mr. Helmut Ruhemann, for the sculptor Georg Ehrlich and Ewein [Ervin] Bossanyi, occasional work for the Studio etc. I also have taken a number of photographs of St. George’s Chapel in Windsor which I should like to show you.

        When war broke out I offered my services to His Majesty’s Government and was duly enrolled in the Central Register of the Ministry for Labour and National Service.

        In August of last year I received an appointment as professor for photography at the Laboratory for Anthropology at Santa Fe, New Mexico, U.S.A., but alas I had been interned in the general invasion fever in July and was on my way to Australia.

        Four weeks ago I returned to this country from Australia having been released from internment by the Home Secretary for my special qualifications.

        May I add in conclusion I am [the] brother of Dr. Walter Gernsheim, formerly of 5, Stratford Place, W. 1.104

      

      Gernsheim appealed to the director, Saxl, on the basis of his professional qualifications, but also from his status as a stateless refugee with no place to return in the foreseeable future. His most relevant work had been the photographing of churches. But Gernsheim also was counting on his connections to the orbit of German-Jewish émigrés, especially his brother, to help secure a position. For several months the Warburg Institute, perhaps the most cosmopolitan fine arts research body ever conceived, served Helmut well as a way station par excellence. The photographs he produced under the auspices of the Warburg are only now being seen as utterly revolutionary, among the most creative architectural photography of all time.105

      During their lives, the Gernsheims were often derided for self-promotion. This could be, however, the area where they possessed the least talent. Their incredible achievements did not translate into fame for themselves. Helmut in particular did not seem to understand how radical he was and the extent to which he threatened and unsettled the arts establishment in Britain.106 He was proudly British; his attempt to establish a center for photography was a way to express his gratitude to Britain for accepting him as a refugee and permitting him to forge a distinctive path for himself.107 Yet he could not conceive of a world where national boundaries were but the flimsiest and most ephemeral lines between humankind. Thirty years later, despite his collection and archives becoming prized possessions of prestigious institutions in the United States and Germany, and his brother Walter’s “corpus” enshrined as a mainstay of art history, both brothers in death are without a home country—transnational to the end.
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      Chapter 7

      Transnational Jewish Comedy: Sex and Politics in the Films of Ernst Lubitsch—From Berlin to Hollywood

      Richard W. McCormick

      Migration and Transnational Cinema

      Ernst Lubitsch (1892–1947) was the most successful of all the German film directors who came to Hollywood, and his influence on American film comedy was unparalleled.1 Not only was his career, like the cinema itself, shaped by transnational movements of peoples, stories, artists, technicians, and technologies, but his very perspective was also a product of transnational experience. His father, a tailor, migrated from Russia to Berlin in the nineteenth century, and he himself migrated from Berlin to Hollywood in 1922. Lubitsch had what Germans today would call a “migration background,” and it was precisely this “migration background” that made him and so many European Jews suited for careers in the new international medium of cinema at the beginning of the twentieth century.2 There is no doubt that Lubitsch’s own familial experience of migration and his transnational cultural heritage contributed to his early success as a film comedian in short films set in the Jewish milieu of Berlin’s retail garment industry (Konfektion). In those comedies, he often played migrants from Germany’s eastern (Polish) provinces who had come to Berlin to make their fortune.

      Miriam Hansen, who developed the concept “vernacular modernism” to describe the cinema, especially in its initial years, argued that its origins among and its appeal to an audience of immigrants in American cities is precisely what made American cinema so internationally powerful from the beginning. It was a cinema of immigrants, by immigrants, and for immigrants. The experience of migration and a transnational perspective was a central ingredient in the success of European film artists like Lubitsch and one of the reasons why he adapted well to Hollywood.3 As Thomas Elsaesser has written, Lubitsch—the Jewish, Berlin-born son of a tailor from Grodno in Russia—was making “American” films even before he moved to America: first Die Austernprinzessin (Oyster Princess, 1919), his German comedy set in an imaginary America, but even more so Madame Dubarry (Passion, 1919), his racy historical melodrama set in Absolutist France and the French Revolution, which was a huge box-office success in the United States, thereby opening the US market in 1920 to German films again.4

      The success of the latter film made Hollywood pay attention. Within a year, Lubitsch had American financing as well as American technical crews and equipment for his last two German films, Das Weib des Pharao (The Loves of the Pharao, 1922) and Die Flamme (Montmartre, 1923). These films were produced by a European film company that was financed by Famous Players-Lasky, the American studio later named Paramount.5

      When Ernst Lubitsch left Berlin for Hollywood at the end of 1922, he was the most successful director in Germany. Hired to direct Mary Pickford in a film, he was the first of many European directors to come to Hollywood in the 1920s. It was a very transnational decade for the cinema; there were many international coproductions, especially between the German film industry and Hollywood, and many German film artists followed Lubitsch’s lead in coming to Hollywood.

      If Lubitsch had already been making “American” films while still in Europe, in America he would make “European” films, or films that matched American fantasies about Europe. In Hollywood, Lubitsch ended up representing “European sophistication” (something his anarchic, farcical, slapstick German comedies had never done). In America, he made “sophisticated,” escapist sex comedies set in an imaginary Paris or Vienna, first as silent films, then as sound films, sometimes with music and sometimes without. But even then, he continued using central European plays and operettas as the basis for most of his films. This had also been the case in Germany; for example, an operetta was the source for The Oyster Princess, as was one for Madame Dubarry as well.6

      Over the course of the 1920s Lubitsch brought over German technicians to Hollywood and followed the German cinema, imitating technical achievements he saw there and attempting to make the same types of genre films that were popular in Germany—not just operettas but also Heidelberg romances (The Student Prince in Old Heidelberg, 1927) and even a Bergfilm, a “mountain film” (Eternal Love, 1929, his last silent film, starring John Barrymore and, newly arrived from Germany, Camilla Horn).

      In the late 1920s, the German actor Emil Jannings, who had starred in Madame Dubarry and many other Lubitsch films, was in Hollywood; Lubitsch directed him in a silent epic about a mad Russian czar, The Patriot (1928). Erich Pommer, the famous German producer of Der letzte Mann (The Last Laugh, 1924), Varieté (Variety, 1925), and Metropolis (1927), was also in Hollywood then, and he wanted to bring Lubitsch back to Germany to make the first big-budget sound film there with Jannings. Instead he brought back the Austrian-American Josef von Sternberg because he was cheaper than Lubitsch. The resulting German sound film was Der blaue Engel (The Blue Angel, 1930).7

      Lubitsch’s first sound film was a musical in the style of an operetta (Love Parade, 1929), just as the first successful musicals in Germany would be, produced by Pommer starting in 1930. Besides the string of musicals Lubitsch made in the early 1930s, he made a serious antiwar film, The Man I Killed (1932), following on the success of Lewis Milestone’s All Quiet on the Western Front (1930), which in turn was based on a German antiwar novel by Erich Maria Remarque with the same title (Im Westen nichts neues/All Quiet on the Western Front, 1928). The plot of Lubitsch’s film also bears interesting similarities to a German antiwar film from 1927 (Dr. Bessels Verwandlung/The Transformation of Dr. Bessel).8

      Lubitsch visited Germany in 1927 and again in November 1932, each time to the acclaim of the German industry. But after the Nazis came to power in January1933, Jews in the industry were soon fired, and Lubitsch never saw his homeland again. He stopped following German cinema in the same way; instead he became involved in Jewish and antifascist causes in Hollywood. He also benefited from the German and Austrian film artists who fled Europe over the course of the 1930s; he helped found the European Film Fund, which would try to find jobs for the refugees.

      His films often made most of their money abroad—like the films of Greta Garbo, whom he cast in Ninotchka, 1939, a comeback film for both of them. As the master of European sophistication, he had trouble in the 1930s with the rise of New Deal populism, but one finds the latter influencing Ninotchka, at the same time with a focus on the politics of the real Europe, as opposed to the imaginary one he had portrayed in his escapist comedies. Ultimately, his most political (and personal) film would be To Be or Not to Be, an anti-Nazi comedy begun in the fall of 1941 featuring an overtly Jewish character. Filming began considerably before Pearl Harbor, before it became patriotic—and good business—to make anti-Nazi films in Hollywood.

      After a discussion of the politics of Jewish comedy, I will provide some biographical background about Lubitsch, and then I shall provide a survey of his film career in Germany and later in Hollywood, with a discussion of some of his most famous films. I will end by discussing his masterpiece, To Be or Not to Be, released in March 1942, only five years before he would die of a heart attack at the age of fifty-five in 1947.

      The Politics of Jewish Comedy

      There is a somewhat dark joke that Germany has no comedy because of the Nazis—that Germany without the Jews lost its sense of humor. Like all jokes, this is an oversimplification; Germany does, and did have comedy, even after 1933. But what cannot be denied was that German culture was greatly impoverished by the loss of Jewish entertainers and comedians in the 1930s. There was a major blow to German film comedy even before 1933, however, and that was the departure of Ernst Lubitsch, who left Germany over ten years before Hitler came to power, at the end of 1922, when he was the most successful German director in Germany.9

      What is specific to Jewish humor is clearly related to its origins in a people with a long history of being oppressed and in exile, a people who often had no weapon against their oppressors other than wit, irony, and what we might call a “gallows” sense of humor. Sarah Blacher Cohen writes that Jewish humor “has helped the Jewish people to survive, to confront the indifferent, often hostile universe, to endure the painful ambiguities of life and to retain a sense of internal power despite their external impotence.”10

      The plight of the Jewish people during centuries of diaspora can be seen as a paradigmatic example of a condition we would now call “transnational,” even if it is far older than the “national.” Jewish humor, however, only comes into its own with the Enlightenment, according to Ruth Wisse, who distinguishes between German-Jewish and Yiddish humor.11 That eastern European variant must have spread west, however, when eastern European Jews migrated westward in the late nineteenth century. Oppression of the Jews in the Russian Empire, especially the pogroms beginning around 1880, was one of the causes of the migration of many Eastern European Jews to big cities like Berlin, Hamburg, and of course New York. It was about 1880 when Ernst Lubitsch’s father, Simon, arrived in Berlin. By the time Simon Lubitsch’s son, Ernst, arrived in Hollywood, he found an industry largely run by men who (like Simon) had left Eastern Europe, or by men who (like Ernst) had fathers who had left Eastern Europe.12

      Another transnational aspect relevant to the discussion of Lubitsch’s career is that more than half of his films were silent (all the films he made in Germany—about forty from 1913 to 1922—as well as the ten films he made in America from 1923 to 1929). The silent cinema was very transnational, in part because films could be exported all over the world simply by translating the text on the title cards into other languages. Beyond the issue of title cards, silent cinema communicated primarily through moving images, especially images of faces and bodily gestures. Thus silent films were easy to export if they had a visual and gestural language that could be understood across national boundaries.

      Miriam Hansen’s concept of “vernacular modernism” refers to this transnational address of the cinema, above all the American cinema. She explains the tremendous international appeal of the American cinema in the 1910s as being in part due to its dynamic physicality, especially its physical comedy, as well as its address to a multicultural urban audience of working-class immigrants who didn’t speak English well. Its address to this audience was also enhanced by the role played by immigrants (many of them Eastern European Jews) in building the American film industry. This connection to migration is evident in Lubitsch’s films from early on as well.

      Until the outbreak of World War I, the German film industry was weak, and the German film market was dominated by Danish, Italian, French, and American films. During the war, the ban on foreign films helped the German film industry grow; a major contribution to that growth were the “Jewish” comedies made by Ernst Lubitsch—often about Jews from the East migrating to Berlin. By the end of the war, Hollywood had already become the most dominant film industry in the world. In December 1920, Lubitsch’s big-budget historical costume film, Madame Dubarry, premiered in New York, a year after it had opened to great success in Berlin. It was not a comedy, let alone a “Jewish” one, but like those comedies it focused on the upward mobility of an outsider who rises to the top. Set in France in the late eighteenth century, it was called Passion in the United States, and it immediately became both a critical and box-office success there too, overcoming strong anti-German sentiment.

      Lubitsch’s films, including his comedies, can be seen as political in ways that reflect the position Lubitsch had in the social hierarchy. Lubitsch grew up as a Jew in Imperial Germany, a Christian society in which there were many antisemites and many restrictions on what roles Jews could assume. Furthermore, he had an Eastern European father, an Ostjude. He was part of a German-Jewish community that was characterized by pride in its acculturation (if not assimilation)13 to German values and culture as well as in its mastery of the German language. To these German Jews, less acculturated, Yiddish-speaking Eastern European Jews were at best an embarrassment, and at worst an incitement to German antisemitism.14 Thus, in an undemocratic, authoritarian, and hierarchical society, Lubitsch was to some extent doubly marginalized, in spite of his father’s financial success and his own success in the arts. This position likely made him sensitive to social distinctions around class, gender, and ethnicity, and I would argue further that this sensitivity informs his films, along with a sympathy for underdogs, outsiders, and the marginalized. In comedy, the genre at which he was most successful throughout his career, Lubitsch’s humor usually turns on such social distinctions, which he often satirizes. Such jokes seem, at their core, to allude to very painful social and political discrimination. We often laugh hardest about things that are the most painful. Perhaps such jokes can even be read as attempts to alleviate the pain created by unjust social structures; in any case, they depend on a keen awareness of that pain. That is what is political about Lubitsch’s comedies, even his most escapist sex comedies.

      Eastern European Jews, the Garment Trade, and the “Milieu Film”

      Ernst’s father, Simon Lubitsch, was born in 1852 in Grodno in what was then the Russian Empire (after World War I Grodno would be in Poland; now it is in Belarus). Simon’s original given name in Russia was probably Simcha,15 and he came to Berlin in the late 1870s or early 1880s.16 Soon thereafter he got married to Anna Lindenstaedt. Born in 1850, Anna was a German Jew from a town about an hour outside of Berlin; Anna and Simon’s first child, Richard, was born in 1882. Ernst was their fourth child, born in 1892.17

      Simon Lubitsch became successful in the Berlin garment industry, Konfektion; he started a business that manufactured and sold women’s clothes. Ernst went to what by American standards would be an elite preparatory school, a classical Gymnasium, but he left at sixteen without completing his education there. His father got him an apprenticeship at a textile firm, and later he worked at his father’s business.18 At this point, Ernst was interested in little else but the theater; he later said that he had wanted to be an actor since he was six.19 He took lessons from the actor Victor Arnold, who got him an audition to the theatrical company of Max Reinhardt. In 1911, at the age of nineteen, he joined the Reinhardt troupe.20

      Reinhardt’s famous company at the Deutsches Theater (the German Theater) was one of the most innovative in Berlin, but for Reinhardt Lubitsch played only small roles. It was in film that he became famous. He started acting in film comedies in 1913, at age twenty-one; in 1914, he was very successful in his second film, and because of that he got a starring role in his fourth film, Der Stolz der Firma (The Pride of the Firm, 1914). In that film he played a Jew from a small town in the German provinces (in what is now Poland),21 who goes west to Berlin to make his fortune. The Pride of the Firm was a great success too, but to continue making these popular comedies, he had to begin directing them himself (already in the summer of 1914). The earliest such film he directed that still survives is Schuhpalast Pinkus (Shoe Palace Pinkus, 1916).

      The comedies that he directed and in which he acted were called “milieu films,” set in a Jewish milieu, specifically that of Konfektion, the Berlin garment industry. This was of course an industry that Lubitsch knew well. Lotte Eisner, in her famous book on German art cinema of the 1910s and 1920s, The Haunted Screen, written after World War II, called Lubitsch’s comedies of the 1910s “rather coarse farces”; she also wrote that one of the main ingredients of Lubitsch’s style throughout his whole career, including the famous “Lubitsch touch,” was “the nonchalant, rather cynical humour of the Konfektion, the Jewish lower middle-class engaged in the ready-made-clothing trade.”22 Writing of the historical costume films he began directing in 1918, she wrote, “For Lubitsch, one-time shop assistant, History was never to be more than a pretext for telling love stories in sumptuous period costume. . . .”23 She further claimed that in Lubitsch’s most elegant, sophisticated American film comedies “there always remained a little of the vainglory of the nouveau-riche.”24

      Eisner, herself a German Jew, here echoes (perhaps unwittingly) the stereotypical criticism of many Germans about Jewish “new money.” Indeed, an anxious upward mobility and the need to compensate, or overcompensate, for one’s origins in an attempt to be accepted by “old money” are thematized in many Lubitsch films (but with conscious intent). For Eisner, whose background was that of a much more acculturated German Jew, Lubitsch could never quite escape his background as an Eastern European Jew in Konfektion; her condescension is obvious.25 She wrote that Shoe Palace Pinkus was “too Jewish slapstick.”26 The critic Frieda Grafe suggested that for Eisner, Lubitsch was simply “too Jewish.”27 “Slapstick,” however, isn’t inaccurate; in fact, Lubitsch’s persona as an actor in the 1910s has been compared to that of Charlie Chaplin,28 the English comic actor and director who became so famous in the American cinema of the 1910s and whom many thought of as Jewish—although he wasn’t. Both of these film artists were “vernacular modernists.”
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        Fig. 7.1. Ernst Lubitsch in The Pride of the Firm (Germany, 1914): Sneaking out of Rawitsch, heading for Berlin. (Courtesy of Deutsche Kinemathek, Berlin.)
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        Fig. 7.2. Ernst Lubitsch in Shoe Palace Pinkus (Germany, 1916): The shoe clerk is tempted. (Courtesy of Deutsche Kinemathek, Berlin.)

      

      Lubitsch obviously put his knowledge of a certain “milieu” to use in his early comedies, but his relationship to that background was a bit more complicated than what Eisner seems to imply. The brash protagonists of his films were clearly Jewish, although never explicitly identified as such in the titles. They were, however, neither autobiographical in any direct sense nor entirely sympathetic.29 All of them schmooze and bluff their way to the top of one branch or another of the retail garment trade—a realm that Ernst himself had abandoned as soon as he could for the theater of Reinhardt and then for the cinema.30

      Most of his film comedies of this period had antecedents in the theater, and one of the most important original sources for them could be located in the popular theatrical farces of the Herrnfeld brothers. These farces were set in a Jewish milieu and had been performed in theaters in Berlin owned by the Herrnfelds since before the turn of the century. They often featured characters from Eastern Europe, especially Galicia.31 Like the Herrnfeld productions, Lubitsch’s “Jewish” comedies have been accused of that version of antisemitism often called “Jewish self-hatred.”

      One of the most famous formulations of this critique appeared in the French film journal Cahiers du cinéma in 1968: Jean-Louis Comolli wrote that the “entire series” of Lubitsch’s “milieu” films could be considered “the most anti-Semitic body of work ever to be produced, if . . . Ernst Lubitsch had not been Jewish himself!”32 In light of the ambivalent attitude of German Jews toward Eastern European Jews, one might wonder if Lubitsch was perhaps mocking his father’s origins among the latter for the amusement of the former—and indeed for the amusement of non-Jews as well, thus reinforcing antisemitic stereotypes for that larger audience. In Lubitsch’s defense, other critics point out that he did not simply reproduce such stereotypes uncritically but rather exaggerated them with an ironic distance.33 The film scholar S. S. Prawer calls it the “tongue-in-cheek, self-mocking spirit familiar from Jewish jokes.”34 Jewish humor, after all, can’t be reduced to “self-hatred.”

      Lubitsch himself, in an interview he gave in 1916, addressed Jewish humor. This was the same year that Shoe Palace Pinkus premiered. In the interview, Lubitsch defended Jewish humor as a component that the cinema could not spare; it was only negative when overexaggerated;35 this of course would also be true of any other comedic ingredient. Even Eisner, in her somewhat condescending description of the “cynical humour of the Konfektion” that she saw in Lubitsch’s work, explains that humor as “the comic fatalism peculiar to people used to enduring pogroms and persecutions.”36 Valerie Weinstein, who interprets Lubitsch’s ironic appropriation of antisemitic stereotypes as comparable to the strategies of “camp” as practiced in gay culture, argues that we should not read Lubitsch’s milieu films of the 1910s “only through the prism of the Holocaust.”37

      Did contemporaries in the 1910s see his “Jewish” films as antisemitic? In fact, in the period in which they were made, there was no criticism of these films in the Jewish press (or in the film press) on the grounds of encouraging antisemitic sentiments. In contrast, there had been concern, and protest, in the Jewish press about the Herrnfeld theatrical farces for being objectively antisemitic.38

      Bigger Budgets: Comedies and Historical Costume Epics, 1918–22

      Lubitsch’s success in the first two “Jewish” comedies in which he appeared led him to become a director of such comedies, and the success of such films, like Shoe Palace Pinkus, led to larger and larger budgets. Soon he was able to hire more actors and slowly ease himself out of acting in the films he was directing. The actor who came to dominate these later comedies was the young woman Ossi Oswalda. Thomas Brandlmeier has called the comic persona Oswalda developed in her films for Lubitsch the “female alter-ego” of the Jewish male protagonists Lubitsch himself had played.39 The obnoxious but irrepressible Jewish “bad boys” of the early films were replaced by the obnoxious, spoiled “princesses” that Oswalda portrayed, irrepressible heroines who were tamed only by the formulaic heterosexual “happy endings” of these films, a generic convention that shouldn’t be taken any more seriously than the rest of the film, in which such conventions—generic and social—were satirized.40 After all, the films with the “bad boys” had also usually ended in marriage. In any case, these happy endings always involved Oswalda’s character getting the man she desired—it was her desire, not his, that drove the plot. Throughout Lubitsch’s career on both sides of the Atlantic, his films were known for women characters who took initiative sexually.41 And it was his success at directing female actors that led Mary Pickford to bring Lubitsch to Hollywood to direct her in a film in 1923.

      The male protagonists of the earlier films were motivated primarily by discontent with the restrictions of their class and ethnic identities, but the films with female protagonists thematize social restrictions based on gender identity as well; in fact, one comedy starring Oswalda even focuses on sexual identity. Ich möchte kein Mann sein (I Don’t Want to Be a Man), which premiered in October of 1918, just before the end of World War I, features Oswalda as a rebellious adolescent who escapes the restrictions placed on her as a girl by dressing as a man and sneaking out to a night club. There she encounters the man her uncle has hired to serve as the strict guardian who will “tame” her of her rebellious ways. In drag, she gets drunk with her guardian, and soon they are kissing. Although Oswalda’s cross-dressing never places the heterosexuality of her character in doubt, that can’t be said for the guardian, who kisses her while believing she is a young man. The next day, when he learns that the young man is actually his young female charge, he pleads with her to keep their secret. Their romantic relationship will continue, but she will have the upper hand.42

      A much more famous example of a film with Ossi Oswalda would be Lubitsch’s first feature-length comedy produced after the end of World War I, The Oyster Princess, a big-budget film that premiered in June 1919. It is a comedy of upward mobility about the daughter of a nouveau riche American millionaire; for his dominance of the oyster market, he is known as the “Oyster King.” At the beginning of the film, he is constantly accompanied by a troop of Black servants who pamper him at every turn.43 The Oyster King tries to placate his spoiled, demanding daughter, the Oyster Princess, portrayed by Oswalda. He promises to buy the Oyster Princess a prince to marry, an impoverished European whose only capital is his aristocratic pedigree. While the excesses of the nouveau riche Oyster Princess and her father are supposedly meant to make fun of Americans, in Germany the very same stereotypes about new money were more commonly ascribed to Jews, as was the dream of “marrying” old money. “Marrying up” was a favored strategy of the Jewish male protagonists Lubitsch portrayed when acting in his earlier comedies. The Oyster Princess not only gets to “marry up” but also to marry someone she loves, when it eventually turns out that the Prince her father “buys” for her is a man to whom she is genuinely attracted. At the end of the film, the desire of the female protagonist is triumphant—she achieves increased social status and wins love, too.44

      By this point in his career, Lubitsch had already begun directing big-budget costume dramas starring Pola Negri, a Polish actor who would almost always play the exotic vamp, another irrepressible protagonist who, as opposed to the female protagonists of the comedies, usually came to a tragic end. Instead of getting married off, she would be killed off. This fits the plot of Lubitsch’s Madame Dubarry of 1919: Negri’s character is a lowly but irreverent and ambitious seamstress who sleeps her way to the top of French society, becoming the mistress of King Louis XV of France, only to be punished for this later by the French Revolution. This film, again, had such international success that Hollywood became interested in Lubitsch.45
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        Fig. 7.3. Ossi Oswalda as the title character in Oyster Princess (Germany, 1919). Screen capture.

      

      The one exception to the tragic fate suffered by Negri’s characters was in Lubitsch’s final German comedy, Die Bergkatze (The Wildcat) of 1921.46 In this film, Negri got to play the comic heroine, the female leader of a gang of bandits in the mountains fighting the organized army of a mythical Balkan country. Another one of Lubitsch’s untamed heroines, Negri in this film conquers the heart of an enemy, a vain officer who is a “lady’s man.” This romantic comedy, which Lubitsch meant as a parody of militarism, is also characterized by excessive visual stylization. It is thus arguably a parody of somber expressionism as well.47 In the film, the wild female character does not get “tamed” by the civilized dandy. Rather, she tames the officer, among other ways using a pistol, in a comic version of the “woman with a pistol,” the object of fascination and fear for right-wing German paramilitaries in the early Weimar Republic.48 At the end of the film, she doesn’t marry the “tamed” officer—she drops him.

      Hollywood, Part 1: Sophisticated Comedies and Musicals, 1923–34

      Arriving in Hollywood in December 1922, Lubitsch would in fact not end up directing historical costume dramas on the epic scale of the ones he made in Germany, even though it was with such films that he had attracted the attention of Hollywood. Instead he would become famous for his sophisticated sex comedies. Whereas his German comedies had been anarchic, broad farces, in the more puritanical United States he needed to be more subtle—and of course he had been hired in part to bring European artistry and sophistication to Hollywood.49 His sophisticated comedies were usually about adultery or the threat of it, and they were almost always set in Europe, often in a mythical Vienna or Paris (e.g., The Marriage Circle, 1924; So This Is Paris, 1925). This exotic distance made it easier to avoid censorship, as did Lubitsch’s development of what became known later as the “Lubitsch touch,” a way of implying with visual means much more than one could get away with in the text of a title card—a telling image or the discreet use of cutting from one scene to another, indicating a time lapse that often implied some sexual transgression. Lubitsch became even more famous for this once sound came to the cinema, but as Sabine Hake has pointed out, it is a legacy of the silent cinema, specifically its goal of telling a story exclusively through images, with as few titles as possible.50 Another element of the Lubitsch touch is the effect created between images—by what is not shown, by ellipsis.
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        Fig. 7.4. Pola Negri as the title character in Madame DuBarry (Germany, 1919): DuBarry at the guillotine. (Courtesy of Deutsche Kinemathek, Berlin.)
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        Fig. 7.5. Pola Negri as the title character in The Wildcat (Germany, 1921): The “woman with the pistol.” (Courtesy of Deutsche Kinemathek, Berlin.)

      

      As mentioned above, besides making sophisticated silent comedies, Lubitsch also experimented with other genres in the late 1920s, genres that were popular in Germany; he made a Heidelberg romance (The Student Prince in Old Heidelberg, 1927) and a Bergfilm, a “mountain film” (Eternal Love, 1929). But with the transition to sound, he returned to comedy—and the operetta. In doing so, he had no trouble transforming his sophisticated comedies from silent to sound cinema; already in 1929, he pioneered the film musical as a new form for his sex comedies. These films were not just “sophisticated” but also much more advanced cinematically than most early American film musicals, which tended to be filmed stage shows. Lubitsch made a series of five musicals, beginning with The Love Parade in 1929 and culminating in the lavish The Merry Widow for MGM in 1934. All were in the style of operettas, and all but one set in part in fictional, tiny central European or Balkan kingdoms.
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        Fig. 7.6. Miriam Hopkins and Herbert Marshall in Trouble in Paradise (USA, 1932): Two thieves seduce each other. Screen capture.

      

      In 1932, he started making “straight” sophisticated comedies with sound, in addition to the musicals. That year he made the film he later said was his most perfect work in formal terms, Trouble in Paradise (1932).51 This is a film that begins in Venice with two clever jewel thieves who seduce each other and then become a team. Soon they are in Paris, where they scheme to rob the rich widow of a perfume manufacturer; both take jobs in the widow’s home, a stylish, deco mansion. The plot gets complicated, however, because the gentleman thief actually becomes infatuated with the rich widow whom he is supposed to lead on and whom he and his female partner want to rob. The viewer begins to wonder whether the noble thieves will be separated by the desirable, wealthy female capitalist. This seemingly escapist comedy of desire among the elegant set in Europe contains clear references to the Great Depression. The end of the film sides with the two hard-working thieves of lower-class origins who pretend to be sophisticated, and not with the elegant and seductive capitalist widow, who is clearly of the leisure class.52

      Late Career and Politics: Hollywood, 1935–47

      It was the Great Depression, not the transition to sound, that created problems for Lubitsch. Up to this point, most of his films had been very successful, critically and commercially. As the depression worsened, the fashionable sophisticated comedy set in Europe among the elite began to lose out to a new genre: the American screwball comedy. This more populist and much more American style of comedy corresponded in certain ways to the New Deal, with a different emphasis on the politics of social class. The screwball comedy was a form that Lubitsch would have difficulty mastering.

      Another problem was the strict enforcement of the Motion Picture Production Code beginning in the summer of 1934, which heralded a backlash against openness about sex; even Lubitsch’s sly references to sex were suspect.53 Lubitsch had worked for Paramount since the late 1920s—in fact, as mentioned above, Lubitsch’s connections to Paramount actually went back to his final German films before leaving for Hollywood. Paramount had been famous for its European sophistication, and Lubitsch even served as head of the studio for a brief period in the 1930s. But he was fired from that job and soon thereafter was dropped as a director (after three box office flops in a row). According to Ramona Curry, Paramount had moved in a more American, and a more puritanical, direction; within a few years, the sexual sophistication of Lubitsch; the obsessive, fetishistic aestheticism of Josef von Sternberg; and the frank sexual humor of Mae West had all been eliminated from Paramount films.54 In the case of Lubitsch, there is evidence that concern about the market in Nazi Germany may have played a role in Paramount’s decision.55

      Lubitsch may never have mastered the kind of populism found in the screwball comedies of Frank Capra, but he did develop his own populist politics over the course of the 1930s. In 1933, the Nazis, who hated Lubitsch, came to power in Germany. In 1935, the Nazis stripped him of his German citizenship; within a year, he would become an American citizen. Engaged in Jewish and antifascist causes, he helped Paul Kohner and others establish the European Film Fund, which collected money from successful émigrés in Hollywood to help bring over film artists (mostly Jews) trying to escape Europe, and to help find jobs in the industry for them once they got to America. The struggling Austrian-Jewish screenwriter Billy Wilder had finally “made it” when he was hired to work on two Lubitsch films. Afterwards, Wilder always considered Lubitsch his mentor.56

      At the end of the 1930s, Lubitsch again made a successful film, one that was both more populist and also more political, but not because it was less European, rather because it focused more on what was happening in the real Europe (as opposed to the imaginary one Lubitsch had so long featured). In 1939, just before the war broke out, he completed the romantic comedy Ninotchka (the second Lubitsch film for which Billy Wilder cowrote the screenplay). This was the film that reinvented Greta Garbo’s career by giving her a role in a comedy. Set in Paris, the film is about a somber female Soviet envoy who comes to France to discipline three Soviet trade representatives who have become corrupted by the “capitalist decadence” of Paris.

      The arrival in Paris of the Soviet envoy, portrayed by Garbo, is the occasion of a joke that seems to anticipate the Hitler-Stalin pact that was soon to be announced—after production of the film was completed but before its release. The Soviet trade representatives await the arrival of the Soviet envoy in the train station without knowing what the official looks like (they have no idea that the official is a woman). One man seems a likely suspect, and they begin to follow him, only to be shocked when he greets a woman, presumably his wife, with the Hitler salute. The representatives then immediately remark that he cannot be a Soviet, but the film has made the point that a Soviet and a Nazi bureaucrat could seem interchangeable.

      Then comes an even darker joke, one that references the Stalinist show trials in Moscow. Now having realized that a woman, Ninotchka, is the superior they’ve been waiting for, they ask her how things are in Moscow. She states that the mass trials have been a big success: “There are going to be fewer, but better Russians.”

      The critique of the Soviet Union that emerges in the film had its origins in Lubitsch’s own visit to that country in 1936, when he met with German communists in exile there. After that visit, Lubitsch lost sympathy with communism; it made him ambivalent about joining the Hollywood Anti-Nazi League, which he considered a communist front group.57 Ninotchka’s politics are not simply anticommunist, however; the film’s sympathies are much more with the Soviet Ninotchka than with the aristocratic White Russians in exile in Paris whom she meets.

      Ninotchka, who begins the film as a stern, ascetic Soviet official, lets herself gradually become seduced by Paris; she falls in love with an aristocratic gigolo, a French count named Leon, who is the kept man of the White Russian Grand Duchess Swana. Allowing herself to wear a glamorous gown, she accompanies Leon to a night club. After tasting champagne for the first time, she is confronted by her rival, the Grand Duchess Swana. When Ninotchka mentions the lashes that the Cossack whips had inflicted on the Russian people before the Revolution, Swana agrees that it was a mistake to let the Cossacks use their whips. After all, she says, “They had such reliable guns.” The film, like Ninotchka, is clearly not on the side of Swana and pre-Revolutionary Russia.58 The film’s populism at this point, in fact, meshes quite well with New Deal populism in America; by using the Grand Duchess Swana, an idle aristocrat living off her inheritance from Russia, as the antagonist of Ninotchka—and as one of the main representatives of “capitalism” in the film—the film reminds us of President Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s campaign in the late 1930s against “economic royalists,” the capitalists who opposed the New Deal. While clearly critical of Stalinism, the film promotes a capitalism tempered by Ninotchka’s concern for social justice, not one represented by Swana’s idle—and cruel—aristocracy.59
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        Fig. 7.7. Greta Garbo as the title character in Ninotchka (USA, 1939): The somber Soviet envoy arrives in Paris. Screen capture.
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        Fig. 7.8. Greta Garbo and Melvyn Douglas in Ninotchka (USA, 1939): Ninotchka falls for the French gigolo. Screen capture.

        [image: ]

        Fig. 7.9. Carol Lombard and Jack Benny in To Be or Not to Be (USA, 1942). Screen capture.

      

      The best example of Lubitsch’s overtly political work is his anti-Nazi comedy To Be or Not to Be, which went into production in the fall of 1941, before Pearl Harbor, at a time when Hollywood was in general still relatively timid about challenging the Nazis or even making it clear to the world that Jewish writers and actors were involved in American filmmaking.60 By the time the film premiered, in the spring of 1942, of course, America was in the war. While the film was a commercial success, some critics, especially the influential Bosley Crowther at The New York Times, found a comedy about the Nazi occupation of Poland to be in bad taste.

      This film is Lubitsch’s most personal and most political, and today critics consider it one of the very best antifascist films, much more complex and much less sentimental than Chaplin’s antifascist comedy The Great Dictator (1940)—which had influenced Lubitsch’s film.61 It is definitely a comedy, but not a sophisticated one; it is a very broad comedy starring Jack Benny as a second-rate but very vain actor, with Carole Lombard as his wife. Famous above all for her comic roles in screwball comedies, Lombard got top billing in the film. In it she plays another untamable Lubitsch heroine: she is willing to risk her neck to fight the “good fight” against the Nazis, but she is not willing to restrain her interest in other men.

      This comedy anticipates the very critical controversy it caused: it thematizes the question of whether comedy is an appropriate genre for an anti-Nazi film. This happens at the very beginning of the film: after a brief opening in Warsaw, the film cuts to what seems to be Gestapo headquarters in Berlin, where Jack Benny, as a Nazi functionary, and his assistant are interrogating a young boy in a Hitler Youth costume about his father’s loyalty to Hitler. In the interrogation, the boy starts to tell an anti-Hitler joke his father has told, and Benny’s assistant provides the punch line. Benny’s character is scandalized that his assistant would know such a joke, and so the flustered assistant attempts to prove his loyalty by shouting “Heil Hitler!”—to which Benny and the boy must respond by shouting the same thing. Suddenly soldiers in the hall outside seem to echo their shouts with their own loud proclamations of “Heil Hitler!” There is a cut to the doorway, and a uniformed official steps in to announce the arrival of the Führer. Then Hitler himself appears in a medium shot in the door. Immediately Benny, his assistant, and the small boy shout “Heil Hitler!” yet again. There is a cut back to the doorway, and Hitler raises his hand in response and says, “Heil myself!”

      Immediately there is a cut to a man we soon learn is the director of a play, who shouts, “That’s not in the script!” It becomes clear that we have been watching the rehearsal of a play about the Nazis, not “real” Nazis themselves, in a theater in Warsaw in August of 1939. The cast and the director then argue about what is appropriate for a play about the Nazis. The cast is in favor of jokes and improvisation, such as has been attempted by the actor playing Hitler, but the director insists that the play is a “realistic drama,” a “document” of Nazi Germany in which comedy has no place.

      This is how Lubitsch begins his dark and not very realistic comedy about the Nazi invasion of Poland, which mixes comedy with action and melodrama, “screwball” elements with what we would now call “noir” elements, combined with this self-reflexive investigation of the controversy about what the correct artistic form is to employ when fashioning art against the Nazis. His film depicts a company of second-rate Polish actors who go on to fool the Nazi occupiers of Warsaw with their own impersonation of the Nazis, portraying them to be blowhard bullies who must constantly perform fanatical loyalty to Hitler. As Gerd Gemünden puts it, Lubitsch shows us that Nazism is performance.62 Even bad actors can perform it well enough to fool party bureaucrats who are constantly insecure that they are not performing their loyalty convincingly enough for it to seem “real.”

      This is also the first film Lubitsch had directed in America that includes an “overt” Jewish character: Greenberg, the extra portrayed by German-Jewish émigré Felix Bressart.63 Greenberg jokes that a fellow actor is something he could not eat; “How dare you call me a ham,” the actor responds. Greenberg wants above all to play a big part—namely that of Shylock in Shakespeare’s Merchant of Venice. Ultimately he courageously performs Shylock’s most famous speech, not onstage, but in front of (real) Nazi soldiers, asking whether the Jews don’t feel hunger or pain like other human beings—but also whether they won’t also demand revenge if they are wronged. By doing so he creates a diversion at one of the most precarious moments of the film, saving his fellow actors in the resistance (who are playing Nazi soldiers).64

      Lubitsch could not have known what was actually transpiring in concentration camps in eastern Europe; while everyone knew about concentration camps, which the Nazis had built for communists and socialists already in 1933, few knew yet about death camps. As Mladen Dolar points out, To Be or Not to Be was shot in November and December 1941, and its premiere was in March 1942; meanwhile in February 1942, the Wannsee Conference in Berlin was deciding upon the “final solution.” 65 While Lubitsch could not have known that, he did make Nazi hatred of the Jews crucial to the plot of his film.

      Lubitsch’s anti-Nazi comedy turns on the question of identity but also on survival: it is called To Be or Not to Be, as the most famous speech in Shakespeare’s Hamlet begins, a scene that the film burlesques again and again over the course of the film. The film does not posit any concept of an “authentic” identity—in contrast to the Nazis, who proclaimed they were defending an authentic, “pure” German identity. Yet in the film they are shown to be insecure phonies, and naïve ones at that: they are fooled by a clearly inauthentic Hitler, and the authentic anger behind Greenberg’s portrayal of Shylock leads them to fall for yet another deception. Greenberg in effect “comes out” as Jewish in front of the Nazis—saving his friends and tricking the Nazis by revealing his “authentic” Jewish identity (by performing Shakespeare). Moreover, he does this in an American film made in 1941–42. Even after Pearl Harbor, and throughout the whole war, Hollywood would shy away from calling attention to the plight of the Jews.66 Lubitsch did not.

      Lubitsch and the Transnational

      An examination of Lubitsch’s work reveals, at its center, transnational mobility. His origins, his career, and his films were indelibly marked by migration: his father’s migration to Germany, his own migration to America, his early portrayal of Jews who migrated to Berlin, his representation of “European sophistication” in the American cinema, and his growing concern with European politics as an émigré in America in the 1930s and 1940s.

      Most Lubitsch films, from both his German and his American careers, are comedies of simulated, mistaken, or hybrid identities. In the sophisticated American comedies (almost always set in Europe), mistaken identities lead a married spouse to suspect infidelity when there is none and to ignore it when there is. Identities are often assumed or disguised, as with the Polish actors playing Nazis in To Be or Not to Be, but also for the thieves in Trouble in Paradise ten years earlier, who simulate elegant sophistication to steal from the rich. This is true as well for the cross-dressing girl in I Don’t Want to Be a Man.

      Identities in Lubitsch films are rarely what they seem; characters often need to indulge in masquerade or passing. Identities are something about which his characters are usually insecure: they need to overcome their identities, or they must compensate for them by taking on other identities. We find this in Lubitsch’s early German comedies of migration, upward mobility, and assimilation—but also in his very last film, Cluny Brown (1946).67

      For all the traumas of migration and (worse) of forced exile, by migrating, many were able to reinvent themselves. In Ninotchka, the romance can only happen because in Paris the Soviet envoy overcomes her ascetic dogmatism and starts to laugh—but at the same time, the French aristocratic gigolo needs to become more serious, and to take Ninotchka’s political convictions about social justice seriously. In the end, they can find happiness neither in France nor in the Soviet Union, but only in a third country.

      Transnational migration was crucial to Lubitsch’s career and to his films. Again: his “vernacular modernism,” his father’s migration background, and his sympathy with the “underdog” gave him an affinity with American cinema (and the Jews who ran so many Hollywood studios) before he set foot in the United States. Once in America, he fabricated an imaginary Europe for his “sophisticated” sex comedies, all the while staying in close contact with the German film industry during the 1920s, and then helping to bring its exiled film artists to America in the mid- to late 1930s.

      His focus thus shifted to the real Europe and its troubled politics over the course of the 1930s, but after making his masterpiece, To Be or Not to Be, his controversial anti-Nazi comedy, at a time when he had lost the European market because of the war, he made his biggest American hit: Heaven Can Wait (1943), one of the few American films he ever made that was set in America. Following its wealthy American protagonist’s life in New York from its start in the late nineteenth century, the film was nonetheless very autobiographical, depicting in many ways Lubitsch’s own family in Berlin. It did not glorify the “innocence” of American small town life as so many nostalgic films of the 1940s did when they looked back on turn-of-the-century America; instead Lubitsch celebrated an urbane, cosmopolitan New York City.

      In some ways he adapted to American cinema, but he also changed it in unprecedented ways. He created a transnational hybrid composed of a number of elements in tension: European and American, German and American, German and Jewish, German-Jewish and eastern European Jewish. He juxtaposed old money sophistication with nouveau riche brashness, bourgeois respectability with transgressive sex, and antiwar and antifascist politics with slapstick and black humor. All of this hybridity is characterized by sympathy for the underdog and the marginal, with the humor directed at the social norms of the dominant classes.
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      Chapter 8

      America Abandoned: German-Jewish Visions of American Poverty in Serialized Novels by Joseph Roth, Sholem Asch, and Michael Gold

      Kerry Wallach

      In 1930, Hungarian-born Jewish author Arthur Holitscher’s book Wiedersehn mit Amerika: Die Verwandlung der U.S.A. (Reunion with America: The Transformation of the U.S.A.) was reviewed by one J. Raphael in the German-Jewish Orthodox weekly newspaper, Der Israelit. This reviewer concluded: “Despite its good reputation, America is a strange country. And Holitscher, whose relationship to Judaism is not explicit, but direct, has determined that to be the case for American Jews as well.”1 The reviewer’s use of the word “strange” (komisch) offers powerful insight into the complex perceptions of America held by many German-speaking Jews, which in 1930 were at best mixed and ambivalent. An earlier travel book by Arthur Holitscher (1869–1941) from 1912 depicts America more favorably, though it is widely believed to have provided inspiration for Franz Kafka’s unfinished novel, Amerika: Der Verschollene (Amerika or The Man who Disappeared, published posthumously in 1927), which famously opens with a description of the Statue of Liberty holding aloft a sword rather than a torch.2

      But Holitscher’s views of the United States markedly changed during the 1920s, particularly after he spent five months there in 1929. Accordingly, Wiedersehn mit Amerika offers cynical commentary on the covert antisemitism present in American businesses, the ephemeral nature of prosperity due in part to unequal capitalist wealth distribution, and the nature of Jewish life in the most destitute parts of New York City. As Holitscher observed in 1930: “In the peering filthy alleys of the oldest Jewish quarter, the benches of residents form ranks, the residents driven out of their apartments by the heat and stench of neglected ruins, according to customs of the old home.”3 Such analogies comparing New York Jews to their destitute European counterparts exemplify a trend that gained currency in the early 1930s, prior to the shifts in and after 1933: that of decrying Depression-era America as beyond hope.

      Indeed, Holitscher’s change in perspective from 1912 to 1930 is representative of a more general shift within the transnational Jewish public sphere in the late 1920s and early 1930s, from optimism to social critique of America. European Jews of different backgrounds exchanged stories and information about the immigrant American-Jewish experience in the pages of the interwar German-Jewish press. Major periodicals reached audiences in German towns and cities including Hamburg, Berlin, Frankfurt, and Munich, and also crossed geographic, cultural, and political borders to connect readers in such locations as Breslau, Vienna, Prague, Zurich, Basel, Warsaw, Budapest, Copenhagen, Paris, Tel Aviv, and Jerusalem. The press thus warrants consideration in theoretical approaches to transnationalism, which has been defined by anthropologists as “the processes by which immigrants forge and sustain multi-stranded social relations that link together their societies of origin and settlement.”4 Works of fiction that were serialized in the German-Jewish press, too, brought visions of America to doorsteps across Europe and thereby facilitated their dissemination throughout international Jewish networks.

      Building on this notion of connections shared among different places, I examine German-Jewish transnationalism in two distinct contexts: in a literal sense, with respect to social relations of European Jewish migrants living in or traveling to New York; and in literary and print media, insofar as representations of Jewish life in America contributed to the construction of Jewish identities in Europe. More than only a place of settlement, the idea of America also provided an emotional haven for German Jews over the course of nearly two centuries, from the 1730s until the 1920s. Even before the mass immigration of eastern European Jews to America in the 1880s, at least 250,000 Jews from German-speaking lands had immigrated to America.5 Communication between American Jews of European origin and Jews in Germany yielded a transnational culture that flourished especially in periodicals and in literary works in circulation in multiple locations.

      Various processes of translation have enabled the development of transnational Jewish cultures, many of which rely heavily on exchange among different national and linguistic traditions. To some extent part of a larger quest for authentic Jewish culture, interwar periodicals aimed at Jewish readers of German imported and translated literature from at least thirteen languages, including English and Jewish languages, and especially Yiddish and Hebrew.6 This newly assembled corpus of modern Jewish literature constituted a print base through which German Jews engaged with and understood themselves as part of the global Jewish community. It was also by way of the German-language Jewish press that many central European Jews became acquainted with the changing circumstances of life in America.

      Literary depictions of New York Jewry in German-Jewish periodicals reflected and reshaped Jewish life the world over. Through consistently negative representations of the United States that focused on poverty, and to some extent antisemitism, these depictions might have even discouraged immigration to America during the years leading up to 1933. A significant number of prominent, popular literary texts published and reviewed in the German-Jewish press from 1928 to 1932 dealt with impoverished Jewish immigrants on New York’s Lower East Side. It was nothing new for German Jews to deliberate about immigration to America; as historian Avraham Barkai has demonstrated, German Jews were not only considered pioneers of Jewish migration in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, but they were also a population shaped by crises of migration.7 Nor was it unusual for readers of German-language Jewish periodicals to encounter reports of both successes and failures in America, yet through the early 1920s, they were more likely to come across favorable images of America as a supposed refuge for European migrants.8 What is striking, however, is the fact that the period from 1928 to 1931, when fiction and journalism joined forces to paint an overwhelmingly gloomy portrait of America, correlates almost exactly with the greatest period of decline in actual Jewish migration from Germany to the United States during the years 1920 to 1933, as Doron Niederland’s research confirms.9 Statistics about migration during this period corroborate what the literature reveals: a familiarity with America’s darker sides.

      The notion of America as an idealized “golden country” of promise and salvation was first diminished by the implementation of increasingly restrictive immigration quotas in the 1920s, and was demonized in the German-Jewish press in the late 1920s and early 1930s. Three popular novels reprinted in the press from 1928 to 1931 conveyed in no uncertain terms that it would be best for would-be immigrants to abandon dreams of America: Sholem Asch’s Chaim Lederer’s Return, Joseph Roth’s Hiob: Roman eines einfachen Mannes (Job: The Story of a Simple Man), and Michael Gold’s Jews Without Money. Social critique appears on nearly every page of these narratives: the terrible working conditions of American factories drive men insane, such as the eponymous protagonist of Chaim Lederer’s Return; Roth’s Mendel Singer, a village teacher who leaves his shtetl for America, is punished repeatedly as he and his family are visited by the plagues of shame, mental illness, and death; and finally, in Michael Gold’s partly autobiographical novel, the young Mikey comes of age on the Lower East Side in what German Jews subsequently interpreted as a literal hell unfit for Jewish immigration. These novels appeared against a backdrop of variable interwar press coverage of American poverty; they were serialized and read during a period of extreme hardship.

      Further, the wide reach of the German-Jewish press enabled three authors—Asch, Roth, and Gold—born in regions with official languages other than German (Poland, Galicia, the United States), who originally composed texts in three different Germanic languages (Yiddish, German, and English) while residing in various world cities (Paris, Berlin, New York), to make an impact on a range of Jewish readers interested in discovering more about America. In this instance, the notion of “German Jewish” extends beyond national borders and even linguistic and other cultural ties. German was the common language that brought these Jewish authors and their stories together; the idea of America served as a third common denominator. The German-Jewish press provided a unifying forum for multidirectional transnational exchange.

      Universal Hardships: America in the Interwar German-Jewish Press

      Throughout the 1920s, German depictions of life in America became progressively grimmer, peaking after the onset of the Great Depression in 1929. But it was already during the years immediately following World War I that the German-Jewish press began to contest idealized preconceptions of America. Not only was New York thought to be bursting at the seams from constant waves of migration, but American antisemitism also began to permeate German-Jewish consciousness. Only after a period of relative ambivalence during the mid-1920s did a range of German-Jewish periodicals begin to convey unequivocally negative images of America to readers who, given the worldwide economic crisis, may have opted to stay in Germany rather than risk entering an even worse situation. The hardships of Jews in the United States were increasingly assessed as similar to, or even worse than, what European Jews faced.

      A few early 1920s critiques of New York, and America in general, presciently pointed out that Jews in the United States were likely to encounter many of the same universal problems they faced in Germany. For example, in one 1922 piece in the liberal C.V.-Zeitung, the newspaper of the Centralverein, or Central League of German Citizens of the Jewish Faith, writer Carl A. Bratter maintained that New York’s Lower East Side was nothing but a collection point for the poorest Jewish immigrants from eastern Europe. An American immigrant from Germany who authored several German-language books about America, Bratter provided insight into American culture for Jews and non-Jews alike.10 Like Holitscher’s works, Bratter’s article also voiced feelings of disillusionment: “In Germany there is a widespread misconception that antisemitism in America is a new occurrence. Already when I arrived in America in 1885, there were newspaper ads that read ‘No Jews,’ or ‘Hebrews not wanted,’ or ‘Hebrews need not apply.’”11 Bratter pointed out that although antisemitism in America was less explicit than in Europe, it nevertheless could be found everywhere. Similarly, the ubiquitous nature of poverty was reflected in literary works serialized in the early 1920s, such as American author Anzia Yezierska’s “The Lord Giveth,” which tells of the confiscation of charity food given to a starving family, and appeared in German translation in Der Israelit in 1924.12

      Yet even while German-Jewish periodicals continued to publish stories about impoverished Jewish families who had managed to reach American shores, the further reduced immigration quotas (first instituted in 1921) and the Johnson-Reed Act of May 1924 ironically reinforced the notion of America as a land of unattainable promise. As the quota system greatly decelerated European Jewish immigration to America, it also slowed the brief wave of imagery disseminated about deplorable conditions. In the mid-1920s, the majority of articles in the German-Jewish press focused on the problem of what to do about the many eastern European migrants who otherwise would have been bound for American shores. Other journalists examined the role of Jews in American organizational life, from their affiliations with different religious groups to their engagement with social welfare work. American-Jewish women in particular were praised for their exemplary contributions in the field of social work.13

      The year 1929 marked the most significant turning point for transnational Jewish visions of America: more restrictive immigration quotas and worsening economic conditions contributed to worldwide perceptions of America as an impossibility. As historian Tobias Brinkmann has determined, an executive order signed by President Hoover caused an immediate decline in overall Jewish immigration beginning in 1929.14 After the stock market crash of October 1929, German-Jewish periodicals took an even more cynical stance vis-à-vis the alleged prosperity of America, suggesting to would-be immigrants that, even if they should be among the privileged few to receive permission to enter, they might be better off staying in Germany. Just as Holitscher changed his views in Wiedersehn mit Amerika, others made similar observations about the sudden shift in America’s quality of life. In one article in a Munich-based Zionist paper, Das Jüdische Echo, Bernhard Kahn, the European Director of the American Joint Distribution Committee, described the destitution he had witnessed on a recent visit: “Anyone who visits the East Side of New York today is affected by the atmosphere of gloom, which dominates a quarter once filled with a cheerful existence. Street begging, previously a practically unheard of occurrence, is now more noticeable there than in many Jewish cities in eastern Europe.”15 Perhaps more visible in New York than in many eastern European cities, American poverty was readily apparent to the casual observer.

      Beggars and penniless street peddlers, also typical protagonists of classic Yiddish literature, became symbolic icons of Jewish life in New York; poverty and antisemitism, despite their universal nature, similarly acquired an American connotation. To be sure, most of the Lower East Side’s poorest Jews were of eastern European and not German origin; this was also the case in Germany, where immigration to America was sometimes viewed as a solution to the so-called Ostjuden problem. The origins of impoverished Jews notwithstanding, stories published in the German-Jewish press—ranging from the Orthodox Der Israelit, to the Zionist Das Jüdische Echo, to the best-selling, nonpartisan Israelitisches Familienblatt—served as cautionary tales aimed at all Jews. Several fictional texts seemed to target the consciences of German-Jewish readers by referencing the roles German Jews played in the class stratification of New York Jewry. Literature originally written in Yiddish, German, and English by some of the most prominent Jewish authors of the period portrayed New York as far worse than any shtetl: it was to be avoided at all costs.

      Chaim Lederer’s Shop-Sickness: Sholem Asch and the Poverty of the Mind

      Remembered today in part for his controversial writings on Christian subjects, Sholem [Schalom] Asch was a widely known and beloved Jewish author during the first four decades of the twentieth century. His life during this period included regular travels between locations in eastern, central, and western Europe, as well as the United States. Asch (1880–1957) was born in Kutno, a Polish town near the Prussian border, and later moved to Warsaw. He studied the Bible and the Talmud; his father had hoped for a son who would become a rabbi. But Asch was more inspired by the dramatic works of Goethe, Schiller, and Hebbel, which prompted him to compose his early works in Yiddish rather than Hebrew; he later attempted to write in Hebrew, only to return to Yiddish at the urging of author I. L. Peretz. Growing up in the 1880s, Asch observed masses of Jewish immigrants fleeing westward to escape Russian pogroms; he claimed to have been aware of the fantastical concept of “America” already in his earliest childhood years.16 Following the success of his provocative drama, God of Vengeance (1907), which director Max Reinhardt first brought to the Berlin stage in German translation, Asch traveled to America, where he lived for several years beginning in 1910. In New York, Asch witnessed firsthand much of the poverty that formed the subject matter of his later works, including the novels Uncle Moses (1918) and Chaim Lederer’s Return (1919).17 He became a US citizen in 1920, though he spent the final years of his life near Tel Aviv.

      Regarded by writer Stefan Zweig as “the sole world-renowned only-Jewish author” alive in 1930, Sholem Asch was regularly translated into German and English, and his works found a vast readership in Germany and the United States during the interwar period.18 Within the context of the German-Jewish transnational sphere, Jewish newspaper editors in Weimar Germany notably reprinted translations of several novels by Asch that focused on American-Jewish life. In doing so, they followed in the footsteps of Abraham Cahan, the editor of the Jewish Daily Forward, the most popular American Yiddish-language newspaper. Cahan serialized nearly all of Asch’s works and was instrumental in making Asch one of the most highly acclaimed Jewish authors of his time, which he remained until 1939.19

      Through their experiences with factory and sweatshop-related illnesses, Sholem Asch’s protagonists reflect a type of poverty that extends beyond material destitution, but which in his texts seems no less threatening. Serialized in two different newspapers in the late 1920s, the Israelitisches Familienblatt and Das Jüdische Echo, Chaim Lederer’s Return focuses on the spiritual journey of an established Polish-Jewish immigrant whose success as owner of a shirt factory would seem to exemplify the American Dream, though its protagonist never experiences the satisfaction he thought wealth would bring.20 After Chaim Lederer retires at age sixty and leaves his business to his son, Morris, he finds he cannot escape the compulsion to work and feels continually drawn to his factory. Diseased and miserable, Lederer represents the fate of the eastern European immigrant who cannot find his way in America, illustrating for German-Jewish readerships the mentally unbalanced state of even the most successful Jews.

      Shop-sickness, a poverty of the mind, confronts Asch’s New York Jewish immigrants in the form of dehumanizing processes. The problems protagonist Chaim Lederer formerly encountered in Poland continue in American sweatshops: “Lederer soon came to realize that there was little difference between the shops here and in the old country; the shops here were marked by the same hopelessness and helplessness as were those at Lodz—in fact, they were a thousand times worse.”21 Not only does life as a worker in America provide sickening continuity of the life he knew before, perhaps with fewer concerns related to hunger, but it also further strips Lederer of his desire to think for himself. Lederer becomes but a mechanized cog in the machine of the city: “He himself was suspended from the leather belts which passed over the wheels in his factory, and, like his machines, he too was driven to his work by some mysterious force.”22 The “steel monster” of the subway spits Lederer out into different parts of the city; he becomes a slave to the business that tosses him back and forth from office to factory.23

      The pitiful man who Lederer becomes exists somewhere between Poland and America, Yiddish and English, textile shops in Lodz and sweatshops on the Lower East Side. In all of these spaces, the experience of poverty constitutes the very fiber of his being. Its privations are “in the very marrow of his bones and in his blood”; he barks at his family simply for their enjoyment of butter, sugar, and other luxury goods.24 Envy for his loved ones and their connections to well-off presumed “German” families—New York Jews from Germany, Hungary, or Galicia, as opposed to Poland or Russia—contributes to Lederer’s growing bitterness and instability. The rift between the Lederers and the civilized and sophisticated Nuernberger family, including the young Nuernberger fellow who hopes to marry Lederer’s daughter, Stella, illustrates the stratification between Jewish groups of different origins. Yet unlike Lederer, the well-established old Nuernberger feels comfortable in his ongoing role as businessman. Asch depicts Nuernberger’s position of “old wealth” as one that is perhaps enviable, and certainly unattainable, for all new immigrants.

      Try as he might, Chaim Lederer cannot escape his dreams about the “golden time” of his earlier years in Europe, even while surrounded by material wealth in America. He feels alienated from his wife and children, who are better adjusted to their new, elevated social position. Like his devoted worker, Mottke, who leaves the shop but returns for lack of anything else to do, Lederer develops a sense of nostalgia for his work: “When we stop working and haven’t anything to do, we want to go back; we’re like old workhorses; they’re so used to being in harness, they’d die any other way.”25 America has turned Lederer into a creature more animal than human; he needs a harsh master to guide him. Asch’s original Yiddish extends this metaphor more elaborately, stating that sweatshop workers are “exactly like the horse, the mule, the ox.”26 In defiance of expectations, Lederer determines he can enjoy life only while working, and he decides to embrace a “return to poverty.”27 His son finds the supposedly retired Lederer sitting in the shop among the workers, sewing shirts; a few weeks later he disappears, though the novel concludes with a report that Lederer has been seen working in a factory in Boston.

      Written while Asch was living in Paris in the late 1910s, Chaim Lederer’s Return contains a profound criticism of American affluence that rang true particularly as the economic bubble of success burst in the late 1920s. Literary scholar Dan Miron has argued that this and other novels by Asch from that period “clearly expressed his sense of alienation and his disgust” for America, which extended to those Jewish immigrants who partook in its material affluence.28 An annotated edition of the novel found among Sholem Asch’s papers suggests that by the time the book version of the German translation was first published in 1929, Asch had another title in mind for this work: Chaim Lederers Shop-Krankheit, or “Shop-Sickness.”29 Though the German novel never appeared under this title, but rather only as Chaim Lederers Rückkehr, a literal translation of the original Yiddish title (Khayim Lederers tsurikkumen), Asch’s act of crossing out the original title in favor of a new one implies a wish to underscore the mental illness contracted by many shop and factory workers in America.30

      That Chaim Lederer’s Return was serialized in two very different German-Jewish newspapers indicates not only that a variety of readers had access to its anti-American messages, but also that Jewish audiences in Germany were eager for a satisfying critique of America. For readers of the German-Jewish press, including some who owned or worked in clothing businesses in Germany, and who all would face the same migration difficulties were they to leave, Chaim Lederer’s fate represented a universal (Jewish) problem that could not be solved through emigration. Prior to printing the novel, editors of Das Jüdische Echo characterized Asch’s depiction of Lederer’s psychological trajectory as a “Jewish fate characteristic not only of America,” hinting that both shop-sickness and capitalist materialism were problems of global significance.31 In contrast, the Familienblatt’s introductory paragraph prepared its readers to confront particularly harsh realities in America: “This story reveals the ‘promised’ land America in all of its ice-cold, naked, soulless brutality, which makes it impossible for the European immigrant to find a true home here.”32 With the selection of the general term “European,” the Familienblatt literary editor (likely Heinz Caspari) implied that not only eastern European but also central European and German immigrants could not find adequate homes under these conditions. Together with Asch’s novel, both of these introductory statements hint that Jewish immigrants in America immobilized themselves by orienting their entire lives around, and obsessing over, the very poverty they fought to overcome. The American Dream was gradually supplanted by the whirr of sewing machines and the whims of the steel metropolitan monster.

      America as Evil Cause of Affliction in Joseph Roth’s Hiob

      Like Sholem Asch, Joseph Roth (1894–1939, born Moses Joseph Roth) found his way from his Eastern birthplace in Brody, Galicia, to points farther west: first Lemberg and Vienna, and, following the First World War, most notably Berlin and Paris, and also Frankfurt, Vienna, and Amsterdam. Roth’s success peaked with his position as a journalist for the mainstream Frankfurter Zeitung; he continued working intensively in the field while also writing fiction, and he was better known as a feuilletonist than as a novelist.33 Not all too pleased with Berlin and Germany, Roth spent the better part of his life in France after 1925. By 1934, Roth and Asch often referenced each other in letters to mutual friends including Stefan Zweig; they likely spent time together in France. In one letter, Roth calls Asch “the greatest Jewish writer of our day.”34 When given the opportunity to travel to America for the Frankfurter Zeitung in 1926, Roth declined.35 Roth’s Juden auf Wanderschaft (The Wandering Jews, 1927) instead paints a highly unfavorable portrait of the Jewish experience in America as construed from afar: Roth despised America and Americanization almost as much as he professed to hate Berlin.36 In fact, literary scholar Marc Caplan compellingly interprets Roth’s America as a signifier for Berlin.37

      The monstrous city of New York similarly engulfs unsuspecting Jewish immigrants in Hiob, Roth’s best-known Jewish-themed novel, which bears some similarities to the biblical Book of Job. After disembarking from a fifteen-day voyage by ship across the ocean, Mendel Singer is simultaneously confronted with the Statue of Liberty and the foul stench of New York, both of which portend the evils and hardships that await the Singer family. In contrast to Karl Rossmann, the protagonist of Kafka’s Amerika, who incorrectly perceives a dangerous sword in the statue’s hand rather than a torch, Roth’s protagonist learns that the light in Lady Liberty’s torch cannot be extinguished, for it is lit using electricity.38 The power of this torch is deceptive: though benign at first glance, it represents the subtle “tricks” performed in America, which figure in Hiob as a manifestation of the hidden evils to be found there. It is my contention that in Joseph Roth’s Hiob, America figures as the villainous, devilish force that causes Job-character Mendel Singer’s many afflictions. Even with its technological advances and modern configuration, America sends Singer to the brink of despair and makes him long for his previous life in Russia, the difficulties he encountered there notwithstanding.

      Unease and extreme physical discomfort constitute but two symptoms of America’s effects on the Singer family. Having experienced great loss already before arriving in New York, midway through the novel, Mendel Singer is ill-prepared for his situation to worsen. In highly subtle ways, Joseph Roth draws on motifs that recall Karl Rossmann’s arrival in America, thereby amplifying the novel’s sense of apprehension and mysterious struggle. Whereas Karl Rossmann plunges back into the depths of the ship on a disorienting quest to find his lost umbrella in Kafka’s Amerika, Roth’s Mendel Singer notably remembers his umbrella while disembarking—but finds that its wooden handle “was hot and couldn’t be touched, as if it were made of red iron.”39 Aflame with warning, Roth’s umbrella signifies danger and triggers a physical response. Along with an overload of sensory provocation, the umbrella and surrounding chaos prompt Mendel Singer to lose consciousness: “America besieged him, America broke him, America shattered him. After a few minutes he fainted.”40 In Roth’s novel, the anthropomorphized specter of America causes unexpected physical damage to its inhabitants.

      Its initial success as a book, coupled with the novel’s highly visible presence in a range of periodicals, ensured that a large number of German Jews in 1930 had access to the text of Hiob and its many reviews, all of which warned readers of the universal nature of the immigrant encounter with poverty and the sinister character of America. In fact, Hiob was by far the most popular German-language Jewish-themed novel of 1930, and possibly the entire interwar period; it was serialized or reviewed in at least eight different German-Jewish periodicals, including the papers with the largest circulations—to say nothing of its serialization in periodicals intended for a general readership, such as the Frankfurter Zeitung.41 Because the entire novel appeared in the literary supplement of the Israelitisches Familienblatt, approximately 35,000 subscribers—or an estimated 90,000 to 100,000 readers, over 15 percent of the Jewish population in Germany—had the full text of Hiob delivered to their doorsteps.42 In addition, large advertisements promoted the book widely, often alongside reviews by Stefan Zweig, who believed in the success of Hiob and acted as a patron to Joseph Roth, who was constantly broke.43 Indeed, 8,500 copies of the book were sold in the first six weeks after it appeared in October 1930, and it was promptly translated into numerous other languages including English and French.44

      Through the trials and tribulations of Roth’s Mendel Singer, an eastern European Jew, German-Jewish readers of Hiob gained both new perspectives on, and critical distance from, the early years of Depression-era America. Dirty, dark, acrid, and pest-filled, the New York tenement buildings appear to the Singer family as a prison of poverty. As Germanist Thomas Kniesche has noted, Juden auf Wanderschaft contains a description of the Statue of Liberty as visible for third-class ship passengers only through the “prison bars” of steerage, thereby negating America’s guarantee of freedom.45 For the Singer family, this prison comes in the form of a lack of resources so severe that for Mendel’s wife, Deborah, Russia appears bright and sunny.46 At age fifty-nine—nearly the same age as Asch’s retiree, Chaim Lederer—Mendel Singer, too, realizes that he has never seen the supposedly glorious parts of America.47

      Even from his limited perspective, Mendel Singer battles more than his share of plagues imposed by America, including a number of creatures. He observes the rats, the fleas, and other vermin as they reproduce in his apartment: “The vermin [Ungeziefer] in Mendel Singer’s apartment multiplied unstoppably.” The bedbugs, too, are characterized as relentless: “The bedbugs crawled in long orderly rows down the walls, [ . . . ] waited in bloodthirsty malice for nightfall and fell onto the beds of the sleeping.”48 Even more than the biblical Book of Job, these vermin recall the plagues of the Book of Exodus; the word Ungeziefer appears in the Luther Bible with respect to the fourth plague in Egypt, usually translated in English as “lice.” In an inversion of the biblical command to be fruitful and multiply—and the American directive to flourish—Roth points out that it is parasites, and not people, who are able to multiply and prosper at the expense of New Yorkers. Read in a German literary context, the word Ungeziefer in Hiob also invokes the large beetle into which Kafka’s Gregor Samsa finds himself transformed in Die Verwandlung (The Metamorphosis, 1915). Roth’s usage of the term Ungeziefer thus further cements the links between Roth’s America and a Kafkaesque world of horror, or the “Amerika” Kafka might have described had he lived to see the transformations it underwent in the late 1920s.49

      Like the biblical figure Job, both Mendel Singer’s body and his family are attacked by America despite the so-called freedoms present there. The waking nightmare continues as two of Mendel Singer’s sons are killed in the First World War, and Deborah dies of a broken heart. Roth portrays Mendel as a member of the living dead: “I am no longer Mendel Singer, I am the remains of Mendel Singer. America has killed us. America is a fatherland, but a deadly fatherland.”50 In the same way Gregor Samsa is able to continue living for some time despite the gradual loss of his faculties, Mendel Singer carries on like one of the deceased. His daughter, Mirjam, who some argue is a reflection of Roth’s wife, Friedl Reichler, is institutionalized as mentally ill after cheating on her beloved.51 Singer realizes he was mistaken in perceiving America as a land of freedom; rather, it is worse than Russia and rife with even more insidious opportunities for tragedy.

      America, producer of endless amounts of vermin and cause of mental instability, further reveals its demonic character in ways that recall the trope of a Judeo-Christian notion of hell as a torturous inferno. From the hot umbrella that burns Mendel Singer’s hands, to the overwhelming summer heat, to the fire he builds for the purpose of burning his prayer books and phylacteries, Singer’s encounter with America is replete with subtle signifiers of hellfire. Roth gradually introduces this metaphor by analogizing the hot wind blowing in Mendel Singer’s face to “the fiery breath of hell.”52 Later, the comparison becomes more explicit when Mendel Singer wishes to confront God, claiming: “I am not afraid of hell, my skin is already burned, my limbs are already lamed [ . . . ] all the torments of hell I have already suffered.”53 Left to its own devices, America serves as a raging hotbed of pain and affliction. Not until an intervention from Russia, when Mendel Singer’s youngest son, Menuchim, miraculously shows up unexpectedly, does the novel reach a turning point and resolution. The novel closes on a hopeful note, hinting that Mendel Singer may be able to escape from America by returning to Europe with his son.

      In Hiob, America does more than fail to deliver its promises of health and wealth; instead, it actively engages as a powerful form of evil incarnate. America preys upon Jewish immigrants by means of vermin, war, poverty, and psychosis, leaving them to navigate the fiery streets of New York. Though Roth refrains from conflating America and the devil directly, it becomes evident from the depictions in Hiob that little imaginable could be worse than America. The thousands of German Jews who had access to this work, both in serialized form and as a best-selling book, were thus familiar with America’s hellish potential.54

      Damnation on the Lower East Side in Michael Gold’s Jews Without Money

      Unlike the novels by European-born Sholem Asch and Joseph Roth, the stories of Michael Gold (1893–1967) offer a truly Americanized glimpse of New York Jewish life, though not one that was any more favorable. Literary scholar Gabriella Safran has postulated that as someone who was raised in America, Gold maintained a distance from the Old World that enabled him to adopt a perspective of nostalgia about Europe and skepticism about America.55 In fact, American-Jewish author Michael Gold’s semi-autobiographical novel Jews Without Money (1930) provided German Jews with the most explicit critique of Jewish poverty on the Lower East Side to date. The child of immigrants from Romania and Hungary, Gold—who changed his name multiple times, first from Itzok Isaac Granich to Irwin Granich, then to Michael “Mike” Gold in 1921—created “Mikey,” the protagonist of Jews Without Money, in his own youthful image. A Harvard dropout turned communist journalist who traveled to the Soviet Union, and whose writings appeared in numerous left-wing newspapers, Gold wrote to incite outrage and a desire for radical change.56 Interestingly, Gold was later read and studied as a cherished author in communist East Germany; his writings about the struggles of the American proletariat under capitalism held international appeal that extended far beyond Jewish circles of the 1930s.57

      The German translation, Juden ohne Geld, appeared on the literary scene in early 1931, when German Jews were becoming more aware that the global economic crisis had prompted a rise in antisemitic incidents. The translation further combined the efforts of international Jewish artists: its book cover bore a photograph of a poor New York bag peddler taken by German-Jewish photographer Ruth Jacobi in 1928.58 Due in part to various reprintings of Jews Without Money, contributors to the German-Jewish press writing in 1931 expressly concluded that New York, and with it, capitalist America as a whole, was thoroughly unfit and even akin to a hell for Jewish immigrants. Although the entire text of Gold’s book was not reprinted in the German-Jewish press, it was excerpted, advertised, and widely reviewed; its depictions of filth, deprivation, illness, and hunger portrayed America as utterly unfit for potential immigrants.59

      The press’s coverage of the book showcases Mikey’s antisemitic encounters and the defense instincts he acquired growing up on the Lower East Side. One half-page ad in a short-lived magazine, Freie jüdische Monatsschau, describes the book’s subject matter in this way: “The Jews had fled from the European pogroms, moved to the new land of promise still full of faith. Poor and foreign, the East Side awaited them with its sweatshops, brothels, and great affliction.”60 The accompanying excerpt from Juden ohne Geld explains, using the first-person, how Mikey was forced to eat nonkosher soap by his antisemitic schoolteacher: “Soap eating is nasty. But my parents objected because soap is made of Christian fat, is not kosher. I was being forced into pork-eating, a crime against the Mosaic law. [ . . . ] O Teacher for little slaves [ . . . ] you should not have called me ‘Little Kike’ (kleiner Saujude).”61 Class struggle and antisemitism are intertwined in Gold’s stories; the well-off oppressors are bigoted Christians, the poor oppressed are persecuted Jews.

      Like Asch, Gold describes the dehumanizing aspects of impoverished life in New York, with a particular focus on navigating the tensions of its street life. “Buffalo Bill,” the chapter of Jews Without Money reprinted in German translation in the Israelitisches Familienblatt, tells of exotic yet “primitive” sights and sounds in New York, but also describes the violence between Jews and non-Jews.62 Mikey dares to walk toward Mulberry, a predominantly Italian street, only to pay a high price: “Bang. I had been slugged over the head. I jumped in surprise and turned to see who had hit me. I was in the hands of the enemy! Eight Italian boys with sticks surrounded me, whooping like Indians. [ . . . ] ‘Christ-killer!’ someone yelled. All the boys took up the ancient cry.”63 Instead of mechanical cogs, Gold’s young Jews are transformed into gangsters out of an urgent need for self-defense. America hardens them; they learn to become resistant to pain.

      For Mikey, as for Roth’s Mendel Singer, immigrant tenement life further consisted of a hopeless battle against America’s plagues of bloodsucking vermin. An entire chapter in Gold’s novel poses the age-old question: “Did God make bedbugs?” Here, Mikey describes his mother’s efforts to rid their home of these pests: “It wasn’t a lack of cleanliness in our home. My mother was as clean as any German housewife. [ . . . ] What was the use; nothing could help; it was Poverty; it was the Tenement.”64 With this reference to German cleanliness, Gold’s words read as a threat to those who believe themselves to be beyond the reach of such tribulations. In Gold’s writings, poverty was the great equalizer of the Lower East Side, and all new immigrants residing there—even German Jews—were subject to indiscriminate torment.

      Reviews of Gold’s novel in the German-Jewish press characterized the Lower East Side as a prisonlike hellish space in which Jews of all national origins were transformed into members of the proletariat. The Familienblatt described Jews Without Money as “a powerful warning against the so-called joys of the ‘New World,’ [ . . . ] which conveys the gray facts and gruesome experiences of simple people, who are tethered to their misery and hopelessly shake the bars of their cage.”65 Again we encounter Kafkaesque descriptive imagery of people as imprisoned, caged animals, unable to escape from the terrors of everyday life. The editor of Das jüdische Echo, Ignaz Emrich, further deduced from Gold’s book that America “was oftentimes a hell; to get stuck on the East Side was to be permanently damned.” Along with a documented rise in antisemitic incidents, Jews Without Money provided Emrich with hard evidence that “America can no longer be regarded as a site for Jewish immigration.”66

      From this statement and others, we can deduce that literary depictions of America circulated by the German-Jewish press contributed to the notion that European Jews should reconsider immigration to America in the years immediately prior to 1933. Quotas aside, immigration prospects appeared dim and not worth pursuing when such extreme poverty awaited new arrivals; in contrast, Germany may have seemed like a relative paradise. In fact, fewer than six hundred German Jews immigrated to America during the whole four-year period from 1929 to 1932, down from nearly seven hundred in 1926, over five hundred in 1927, and nearly four hundred in 1928.67 These numbers correspond to a similarly drastic drop in the total number of European Jews who immigrated to the United States at this time, from 12,479 in 1929 to only 2,755 in 1932.68 This sharp decline also coincides with the most vivid depictions of American-Jewish poverty that appeared in German-Jewish periodicals between 1928 and 1932. It is worth noting that once the Nazis seized power in early 1933, many German Jews became desperate to emigrate to the United States and elsewhere regardless of the economic situation; however, these impressions of America may well have lasted into the years following 1933.

      The characterization of American Jewry as both impoverished and subject to discrimination had significant implications for the transnational readership of the German-Jewish press. Popular literature serialized during the early years of the Great Depression reveals that authors and readers alike harbored no pretenses about Jewish life in America. For the years before and after 1930, mass-circulated Jewish literature, including novels by Sholem Asch, Joseph Roth, and Michael Gold, and to some extent Holitscher’s travelogues and Kafka’s Amerika, provided scathing critiques of the circumstances endured by Jews in America. As the reviews suggest, their focus on the dire economic situation of Jews on New York’s Lower East Side became especially relevant as a provocative contrast to right-wing political attempts to place blame for the worldwide economic depression on the Jews. In demonstrating that New York Jews also suffered from antisemitism and pennilessness, Gold’s book in particular broke down stereotypes by refashioning Jews as victims rather than perpetrators of the economic downturn.

      Through repeated serialization of literary depictions of Jewish life, the German-Jewish press debunked myths of America as a golden land of promise and freedom. It did so by generating widespread awareness of the many Jews who left Europe only to find new battles with poverty, antisemitism, and illness. Newspaper editors presented readers with chilling stories about the harsh realities of New York tenement life, antisemitic discrimination, and the severe impact of the Great Depression on Jewish immigrants. As representative sufferers of these harsh conditions, Asch’s Chaim Lederer, Roth’s Mendel Singer, and Gold’s Mikey entered the homes of many Jews faced with the dilemmas of transnational migration. Taken together as published in widely circulated German-Jewish periodicals, these works with origins in at least three different lands and three different languages yielded a convincing refutation of the American Dream.

      Notes
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      Chapter 9

      “Irgendwo auf der Welt”: The Emigration of Jews from Nazi Germany as a Transnational Experience

      Joachim Schlör

      Refuge and Promise: Memory-Work and the Creation of a “Thirdspace” between Israel and Germany

      In January 1936, Arthur Prinz published an article, “Voraussetzungen jüdischer Auswanderungspolitik,” in the journal Der Morgen. Prinz, a leading member of the Hilfsverein der deutschen Juden (German Jewish Aid Society) and editor of the organization’s bulletin Jüdische Auswanderung, took a close look at the existential need of kleine Leute1—individuals, families, and groups of German Jews marginalized and alienated by the Nazi regime—to find a home, a new home—elsewhere, or even between different places. Since April 1933, he wrote, the idea of emigration has reached even those families who had been “most rooted to the German soil,” and the necessity to leave Germany had become the focal point of discussions in the Jewish public sphere. About one hundred thousand people, one-fifth of Germany’s Jewish population, had already made the decision, despite harsh German laws regarding the export of currency on the one hand and other countries’ laws severely restricting immigration on the other. As Prinz wrote, “At most, barely one-third of these 100,000 emigrants are still in Europe today. A second third lives in Palestine [and] at least a third in overseas countries. In particular, the Jewish emigration is, as far as one knows, spread over 40 states. These 100,000 people probably form just the vanguard of a continued vast emigration.”2

      As Patricia Clavin writes in her seminal text “Defining Transnationalism,” the concept, “despite its early identification with the transfer or movement of money and goods, is first and foremost about people: the social space that they inhabit, the networks they form and the ideas they exchange.”3 The same is true for memory and both public and academic work relating to it. Memory is not an abstract concept; it is closely related first and foremost to people, but also to specific places and to a specific time. In Israel, the criticism directed toward German-Jewish immigrants in the 1930s has long since been replaced by an admiration for the ways in which they tried to retain some aspects of their German and European identity and culture; their language; their love for books, music, and education; and many other aspects of their former life that they did not want the Nazis to take away from them.4 And what was initially described as a failure—to completely fulfill the Zionist requirements of equality, adaption (“Einordnung”), and making a break with Diaspora traditions and relations—has since turned into a very successful story of integration without complete assimilation. Walking around Jerusalem’s Rehavia quarter, Haifa’s Carmel Mount, or Tel-Aviv’s “Rehov Ben Yehuda Strasse,” we can still find traces of the German-Jewish heritage, and parts of it have been wonderfully preserved and presented in the German-Jewish museum in Tefen/Galilee, which today serves as a depository for the “material” (letters, diaries, photographs) that document the experience of Jews from Germany in Palestine and in the State of Israel. Memory-work based on these sources, such as the exhibition “Zuflucht und Verheißung”5 (Refuge and Promise) or similar projects that study the historical events with the intention to pass on information to, and indeed evoke empathy among, members of the next generations, creates a new space—to use Edward Soja’s notion, a “thirdspace”—between one place in Israel, Shavei Zion on the shores of the Mediterranean, and one place in Germany, Rexingen in the Black Forest, where the founders of Shavei Zion had come from.6 The exhibition could not have been realized only “here” or “there.”7

      Obviously there is a certain uniqueness to the experiences of German Jews in Palestine after 1933.8 But at the same time, the hopes, the illusions, the successes, the disappointments, and all the practical experiences of the German immigrants in Palestine and Israel are not so different from those in New York, Buenos Aires, Shanghai, Cape Town, or London. Finding a job, mastering the new language, adjusting to the climate, creating little Heimaten amidst foreign circumstances, thinking about Germany and the loss of friends and family—all these feelings and experiences were central to all emigrants.9 Based on my research in Israel, and between Israel and Germany, and inspired by a number of sources that show how families have been travelling all over the world in order to escape persecution and trying to build up networks of communication and support, this paper traces both geographical imaginations and topographical practices related to this experience.

      “Von der alten Heimat zu der neuen Heimat”: Thoughts on Mapping

      While the great majority of these emigrants never considered a return to Germany—a fact that makes this group different from other migrants examined by transnationalism studies10—there have been connections, partly through private initiative, partly in organized encounters (from the early 1960s on). Gal Engelhard wrote a dissertation at the University of Haifa on the institutionalized visits of emigrated Jews in their former German hometowns, concentrating on Leipzig, Nürnberg, Halberstadt, and Rexingen. As an ethnographer, he used participant observation to find out more about the spatial relationships between the visitors, their former hometowns, and their new homes. The returning Jews experience their visits in Halberstadt or Rexingen—and of course in Berlin, Frankfurt, and many other German cities—from perspectives that have been formed by their own diverse histories of migration and integration.11 These visitors arrive, invited by German municipalities, from all around the world. As Anja Kräutler has shown, sometimes they even meet friends and relatives while visiting the places they had left between 1933 and 1939 (and thought they would never see, or return to, again): “Often such group visits offer the opportunity, for the first time in decades, to see relatives or former schoolmates, friends, and acquaintances scattered all over the world. It is not uncommon that they learn about the fate of others only through the invitation to Germany, and so the stay in the country from which they were once expelled, sometimes turns into a family reunion.”12

      Thus, it seems necessary for research to integrate the idea of transnationalism—which, for the purpose of this study, might have to be reconceptualized13—and the relationships created, maintained, forgotten, or reestablished between friends, relatives, and members of one single family whose members have been dispersed by force and found (and still find) themselves “irgendwo auf der Welt.”14 The processes of emigration required a new “geographical imagination.”15 In order to find a practical way to approach the specific “social space(s)” that these emigrants and their descendants “inhabit,” to describe and analyze “the networks they form and the ideas they exchange,”16 we need to study cultural practices related to the emigration process, such as the use of atlases and maps and the difficult art of gathering knowledge about far-away places and the opportunities they offer. German-Jewish writer Hans Sahl, regarded during the 1960s and 1970s as one of the last emigrants, lived in New York, where he wrote for European newspapers. In his memoirs, he describes the cultural situation of Jews in Berlin forced to face the prospect of emigration: “Once more I went to the Romanisches Café where the ‘Einhergewehten’ sat and wondered that they still were sitting there, reading newspapers, and playing chess. They sat there like beings who had grown stiff in their postures and waited to be blown away, cleared away. It seemed as if they had lost their identity and waited for a new one that would save their lives. Some of them pored over railway and ship timetables or wrote letters to a relative who had once emigrated to America and seemed to have made it there. Blessed were those who had an uncle in Amsterdam or a nephew in Shanghai, a cousin in Valparaiso. I had no relatives overseas. My family remained in this land and fed itself honestly.”17

      There is a certain, delicate tension between those who emigrated to the one “promised land” that Zionism suggested, Eretz Israel (for example, to Shavei Zion) and the many other “lands” whose mere names at least suggested the promise of a refuge.18 Cartographical evidence can be found in a drawing by a young boy, Fritz Freudenheim, who emigrated with his parents in 1938 from Berlin to Montevideo, Uruguay. Under the heading “Von der alten Heimat zu der neuen Heimat!” (From the old homeland to the new homeland), Fritz drew a colored map which shows a short voyage by train from Berlin to Mühlhausen in 1925 (and, presumably, back in 1927) and a very long and extensive journey that brought the family, in 1938, from Berlin to Montevideo and Rio de Janeiro via Hamburg, Antwerp, and Casablanca.19 The map shows a straight line for the earlier, “normal” train ride—from a house in Berlin to another house in the province. The second trip starts with a second straight train line, from a new house in Berlin to the port city of Hamburg, from where a large ship finds its way, outside of a relatively over-large Germany (the old “Heimat”), along the coasts of Belgium, France, and Portugal, to northwest Africa and across the Atlantic to South America.

      While the African continent is represented on a small scale, there is no Asia—not even Palestine—no Australia, and no North America, but there is a very detailed representation of South America (the new Heimat). This is a striking and moving example of a migration process—remembered or “stored,” one might say, in the form of an image, a map, which contains, for those who can “read” it, the story not just of this German-Jewish family’s emigration from Nazi Germany to the New World but also, in a nucleus, the larger history of the global experience of persecution and exile in the twentieth century. As Deborah Dwork and Robert Jan van Pelt have stated, “Fleeing does not write refugees out of the story [of the Holocaust]; it simply takes the story elsewhere. Indeed: it takes it everywhere.”20

      There are many more such examples of maps drawn by “people who are emigrants and want to become immigrants,” as Ernst Freudenheim wrote in his Palestine diary in 1936.21 In more general terms, there are more examples of cultural practices related to maps, atlases, and the geographic imagination, that in their own way tell the story of those German Jews who, after 1933, were forced to search for “promised lands” elsewhere. Maps are graphic representations “that facilitate a spatial understanding of things, concepts, conditions, processes or events in the human world,” and “all mapping involves much more than the drawing of lines. Map construction, no less than writing text, is essentially a social act, one which involves the thoughts and beliefs of both map-maker and culture.”22 In this context there may have been different motives for the “social act” of drawing a map: to mark a “definitive” end to a multistage journey; to give a (perhaps false but reassuring) sense of having reached “journey’s end”; to make a multistage journey that in reality had pit-stops and deviations look as if it was “planned” or “worked out” in advance; to preserve the memory of an experience that was in itself, although of life-saving importance, relatively short and fluid; to establish one’s place on the map of the world—between two homelands; and to create an awareness of the many places of refuge friends and family members have been dispersed to.
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        Fig. 9.1. Federico (Fritz) Freudenheim, “From the Old Homeland to the New Homeland, Hamburg-Montevideo, 1938.” (Private Collection Irene Freudenheim.)

      

      Jewish history in general has sometimes been described as “a journey.”23 As Todd Presner has noted, “the spaces of German/Jewish modernity are marked by and inscribed with bodies traversing places, from the mass migration of Jews westward during the latter half of the nineteenth and early part of the twentieth century to the transnational swath of Yiddish modernism from its Eastern European roots to Western Europe, North America, and Israel.”24 It is necessary (and even of actual impact for an understanding of current migration experiences) to shed more light on the intermediate, the transnational, the moving elements in travel and migration as cultural practices and on their representation in memory. This aspect is especially relevant for the study of the manifold forms of the continuation of German-Jewish history and culture outside Germany since the Nazi persecution. Forced migration has dislocated German Jews, in Fritz Freudenheim’s words, from their “old Heimat” to so many different new ones. The analysis of mapping as a cultural practice in the processes of migration makes it obvious that both spatial and temporal elements belong closely together and cannot really be separated. To quote Adrienne Rich, “A place on the map is also a place in history.”25

      Movement matters. James Clifford has evoked the transitional spaces—hotels, train stations, airports, “somewhere you pass through”—as “chronotopes of the modern.” The starting point for his thoughts on “Traveling Cultures” can be found in “the diverse, interconnected histories of travel and displacement in the twentieth century.”26 In an effort to open up the question of “how cultural analysis constitutes its objects—societies, traditions, communities, identities—in spatial terms and through specific spatial practices of research,” Clifford makes a plea for the integration of external connections beyond the “field” of study itself. In anthropological research “the means of transport is largely erased—the boat, the land rover, the mission airplane etc.,” and “the discourse of ethnography (‘being there’) is too sharply separated from that of travel (‘getting there’).”27 This seems to be the case also in traditional studies of refugee experiences where the “arrival” is somehow taken for granted, whereas, in the minds and memories of so many refugees, the journey has not yet come to an end. “A tale of exile,” says Philip Schlesinger, “in broad outline recounts a rite of passage: it is a process of symbolic transition that involves stages of separation, marginality and reaggregation.”28 Fritz Freudenheim’s map brings the points of departure (the old Heimat) and arrival (the new Heimat) together and combines them by lines, by images of moving ships, by dates (15.11.38 Casablanca, 30.11.38 Montevideo). It even integrates images of “home,” old and new—Levetzowstrasse in Berlin and Calle Sotelo in Montevideo—and it follows personal views and memoirs rather than an actual or “real” topography. Mental maps29 of the migration processes have been constructed before the actual trip took place: by looking at an atlas, by choosing the countries of transmigration and immigration, by playing the “Aliyah Game,”30 by hearing news from relatives about where better (not) to go, by studying the guides of the shipping companies, or by following the news about world politics before or even during World War II. A fascinating source for this can be found in the German-language exile newspaper Pariser Tageszeitung, which, between February and July 1939, published a series under the heading “Wohin auswandern?” (“Where to emigrate?”) with tips, reports, statistics, and other important information about immigration countries from Uruguay to New Caledonia, from Australia to Shanghai—a map of places “irgendwo auf der Welt.”31
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        Fig. 9.2. Herbert Sonnenfeld, Leni Sonnenfeld with two students of the Theodor Herzl School playing the Aliyah Game, Berlin 1935. (© Jüdisches Museum Berlin, acquired with funds from the Stiftung Deutsche Klassenlotterie Berlin.)

      

      Such maps offer “a visualization of narratives of dislocation, encounter, and dispersal.”32 They represent the wide world of Jewish longing and belonging in terms of “spatial imaginaries” relating to Buenos Aires and Argentina, to South Africa, to Canada and the United States, to Birobidzhan, to Shanghai and China, and of course to Palestine.33

      Work on the transnational character of this German-Jewish emigration has only recently begun. Among the many and varied documents that former German-Jewish refugees donated to the Leo Baeck Institute’s archive, there are—as Atina Grossmann has observed—“plastic bags filled with postwar aerogrammes linking friends and relatives scattered all over the globe, from Tokyo to Tel Aviv, Capetown to Canberra, Buenos Aires to Boston.”34 Grossmann’s article on “Versions of Home” has been written from “the vantage point of someone who grew up in the 1950s and 1960s in New York City in a family of former Berlin Jews, for whom the Upper West Side of Manhattan became in some ways an inadequate ersatz extension of Weimar Berlin and in other ways a new and even better urbane metropolis.”35 This past, Grossmann argues, “had, after all, been not only exterminated, but also transferred in countless lifts carrying the accoutrements of German-Jewish life to all corners of the globe.”36 Sifting through the papers of her mother and aunt, she found “Baedeker guidebooks to virtually everywhere,” as well as “letters written by my aunts in London to the British relief agencies [that] beg for passage for their parents trapped in Berlin; letters exchanged by my maternal grandfather in Berlin and an uncle in Buenos Aires [that] try to arrange last minute passage out of Germany . . . ; letters between a young cousin who had ended up in (what was then called) Bulawayo, Rhodesia, and her sister in London [that] show both of them laboring desperately and in vain to organize emigration for parents left behind in Berlin.”37

      When, after the Nazis’ rise to power in 1933, German-Jewish families decided to emigrate, they had to acquire new cultural techniques: studying maps and atlases, identifying possible destinations, reading shipping time-tables—and trying to build up a network of international relations between the different places of transmigration and immigration. As David N. Myers put it, “travel is not only a condition but a practice.”38 Maps are constant presences at all different stages of the process: back in Berlin or so many other German cities, when people prepared their emigration; in the transit places of Vienna, Prague, Paris, Marseille, and Lisbon; on the ship and during the passage; and on arrival. In many of these places, different forms of memory-work, from individual autobiographies to large exhibition and museum projects, have tried (and still try) to document the experiences and cultural practices connected to the emigration and immigration processes, including relations and communications between members of families and friends “scattered all over the globe”—often including, as mentioned above, the former hometowns in Germany.

      It is hard to say when this experience ends. Elizabeth Colson has argued “that those who have been displaced fear further displacement even after years of resettlement.” Referring to former European refugees in the United States who claim to live as though with packed bags even forty years after their first flight, she says: “A settlement (for these people) is never a final settlement. Life is always at risk. Whether or not they suffer further displacement, once people have learnt from bitter experience that life is uncertain, possessions transitory, and human relationships brittle, it is to be expected that their coping strategies will take account of such possibilities even though these conflict with other urgent goals that they wish to attain.”39 In this situation, refugees turn to one another for mutual support, rather than to host societies, as supportive as they might try to be. Refugee communities “re-create viable societies”40 as far as the authorities and their own resources allow; and these societies are, by character, transnational—they cross borders, and they discover places.

      Transnational Connections

      There is a certain evocative quality to the names of the port cities (another hint to the close relationship between travel and migration) in the lists Petra Löber and Steve Hochstadt have put together for their research on German-Jewish refugees in Shanghai: “For the most part, young German and Austrian Jewish refugees boarded the ocean liners to Shanghai in Italy—Trieste or Genoa. In the course of the 1930s, the big passenger ship lines adjusted to the increased demand for travel to East Asia. The ports of departure were: Oslo, Danzig, Hamburg, Bremen, Rotterdam, Antwerp, Liverpool, London, Marseille, Genoa, Trieste, and Venice. . . . The crossing took between three and four weeks and went through Suez, Bombay, Colombo, Singapore, and Hong Kong.”41

      Later, ships had to take the longer route around the Cape of Good Hope, until in 1940 transport by sea was no longer possible and refugees depended on transit visas to cross the Soviet Union by train. During the earlier period, however, younger emigrants in particular could have experiences such as these related by Alfred Federer from Breslau: “I had a good time on board. It was over a three-week trip, and I had a real good time. I was very excited. Great big adventure. And I must say so did my parents. My mother had a great time playing bridge with all kinds of interesting people, and we had balls every other day. There were parties and people. There was dancing on the top of Vesuvius. It was the last ‘hurrah’ for people. And they were very conscious of it. I know my father was very conscious: let’s do it properly because once we land, we don’t know what is going to happen. As long as we were on board we had money, we were all paid up, we had a home. Once we landed . . . people couldn’t even fantasize what it would be like because nobody knew. It was absolutely unknown territory.”42

      Feeling at home on the ship—this seems like a surprising idea, and it should not be romanticized. It was true for a small number of people and only at certain times. Still, we can find the notion of a “suspended time” on the ship, between the acts of leaving and arriving, in many testimonies.43 This memory stayed with them after arrival in Shanghai and even after their continuing voyages to the United States, Australia, Israel, or, in some cases, back to Germany. In many cases, families were split up and had to reconstruct ties through difficult attempts at transnational communication. A file in the archive of the Kaplan Centre for Jewish Studies and Research at the University of Cape Town documents Sigmund Rosenbaum’s complete process of emigration from Berlin to South Africa, where one of his daughters was married to Bernhard Schragenheim in Johannesburg: business cards to use as an introduction to Dr. Feske at the bank of Mendelssohn & Cie. in Berlin who would arrange for the clearance of property to be moved in accordance with the German Devisenstelle; communication with the Palestine & Orient Lloyd about bookings of tickets on the Pretoria; provision of ritually pure food, organized by the Religiöse Auswanderer-Betreuung Agudas Jisroel Berlin; letters to and from the Palästina Treuhand-Stelle about certificates (unused); application for a passport to South Africa; letters from the relatives; attestations and birth certificates; documents on the sale of the house and other property; payment of emigration taxes (the Reichsfluchtsteuer); and handwritten notes from hotels on the way to the port. In a letter to his Jewish lawyer, written shortly before his own emigration, which the Schragenheims supported with an affidavit, Rosenbaum states that his other children now live “irgendwo auf der Welt”:

      
        	Julius Rosenbaum, born in Giessen on 28.3.1889—residing in Chicago, USA

        	Moritz Rosenbaum, born in Giessen on 11.12.1892—residing in Tucuman, Argent[ina]

        	Rudolf Rosenbaum, born in Giessen on 10.1.1903—residing in Petach Tikvah, Palestine

        	Melita Stillschweig, née Rosenbaum, born in Giessen on 14.7.1899—residing in Berlin.44

      

      How did they communicate? What did they write in their letters to each other? What did the network they created—out of sheer necessity—consist of? Did they ever meet again? In the case of the Rosenbaum family, they did, and their papers have even been saved and donated to an archive.

      The history of this emigration has been partly written, but it has not yet been mapped. How did Jewish individuals, families, and groups decide on the route(s) to take, and how did “cartographic knowledge” help in such processes? How—and with what results—did individuals, families, and groups communicate and interrelate over quite substantial geographic distances (between Berlin, London, New York, Buenos Aires, Cape Town, Shanghai, and Melbourne)?

      Attempts have been made to research the “macro-level” of emigration and immigration processes.45 Armin Bergmann’s dissertation, “Die sozialen und ökonomischen Bedingungen der jüdischen Emigration aus Berlin/Brandenburg 1933” (“The Social and Economic Conditions of Jewish Emigration from Berlin/Brandenburg 1933”), is one of the very few studies based on statistical as well as biographical information gathered by the German authorities (rather than on emigrants’ personal documents and accounts). The files that he discovered in “Personenakten der sogenannten Devisenstelle des Landesfinanzamtes Berlin” (personal files in the Foreign Exchange Office of Berlin’s finance authority) contain such information.46 Even based on such a relatively substantial amount of sources, generalizations seem nearly impossible. Still, some observations are interesting in terms of differences between families and single emigrants. Destinations in the United States, in Central and Latin America, as well as in South Africa were preferred by applicants who did not have children, whereas applications for Palestine were made by families with children.47 Towns and regions of origin also seemed to influence the emigrants’ decisions in their choice of country of refuge. Bergmann found decisive differences between applicants with an urban background and those from rural areas. Only 10 percent of those emigrants who applied for visas to the United States came from Berlin, while the percentage was much higher in certain rural regions—namely those, and this is important for our context, from where high numbers of German Jews had already emigrated during the nineteenth century.48

      Bergmann argues that immigration to the United States, which was dependent on affidavits by relatives already residing there, was especially high in such regions. The newcomers formed part and made use of an already existing transnational network! We can find access to the life-stories of German-Jewish emigrants and the “geographical imagination” that took them to so many places all over the world somewhere between such deeply needed conceptual reframing on the one hand and the banalities of bureaucracy and transport on the other. Financing an emigration was a crucial problem. Obviously, there were the direct costs for travelling, but beyond that, countries of immigration required money that could guarantee the costs for entry and maintenance (known in German as “Einreise- und Vorzeigegelder”). This is one reason why many emigrants, especially in the early years, opted for neighboring countries such as France, The Netherlands, Austria, and Czechoslovakia. If families did not have enough reserve assets or savings, they were forced to sell property—houses, furnishing, cars, and art collections, but also life insurance policies and securities. The very words convey the fact that the foundations of a living had to be sacrificed in order to achieve the means to find a new home.49 The applicants had to state where exactly financial support for their emigration came from: loans, donations, or an inheritance. One hundred and eighty-nine persons named family members—parents, grandparents, uncles and aunts, sisters and brothers—and close friends as their source of support—another piece of evidence of transnational communication and another source of primary material when we manage to locate relevant letters and documents.50 In this context, the obvious document one might wish to find is an address book. But, as Bertha Zuckerkandl writes in her memoirs, often old and established connections had become useless, and address books had to rewritten: “When a person escapes, he tends to forget the necessary things and takes along the most superfluous ones. This also happened to me. When I left Vienna, I left precious things behind. And when in Paris I opened the few manuscripts and books I had taken along, the first thing I found was my Viennese address book. Who had had the stupid idea to pack this now deadest of all books? . . . Memory wanders, homeless, back to home. It looks for a place among these names and numbers.”51

      While Bergmann’s sources offer an insight into the statistical dimensions of the decisions made by German Jews on where and when to emigrate, there is still a lack of documents that illustrate individual experiences. We can identify different periods of time—immediately after the Nazis’ assumption of power on January 30, 1933, after the anti-Jewish boycott of April 1, 1933, after the Nuremberg Laws in 1935, after the Olympic Games in 1936, after Kristallnacht in 1938—and the respective interconnections with anti-Jewish actions and Nazi laws.52 Bergmann recounts the necessary steps potential emigrants had to undertake: emigrants had to consult different offices and collect official documents before they even could make an appointment with the “Auswandererberatungsstelle”; they had to apply for visas and bring supporting evidence; and they had to cancel bank accounts, life insurance policies, leases, and to organize the sale of property. They had to “take away mezuzahs, remove name-plates”;53 they had to sign their children out of school; and they had to say good-bye to friends and family members. Finally, in terms of planning a life in lands envisioned as potential future Heimaten, time played a crucial role: “Every applicant needed time in order to find out the most fitting and most realistic country of immigration for themselves or for their families. They had to take into account important aspects such as language, climate tolerance, medical provision, the opportunity to find work in their old professions or to discover new professional openings.”54 One important but also delicate source for personal testimonies that can put individual faces to such general observations is the correspondence between the Jewish Museum Berlin and displaced Jews of German origin, which was collected during the preparation of the exhibition “Heimat und Exil. Emigration der deutschen Juden nach 1933,” starting in 2004.55 For future research, hopefully use can be made of the much wider and larger set of documents stored with the Berlin city-state government’s “Emigrantenreferat,” an institution that started to invite “former Berliners” as early as 1967. Going through the various letters and documents preserved in the Jewish Museum Berlin and reading answers to a questionnaire filled in by German Jews who had emigrated from Germany after 1933 and since lived in one of the countries of immigration and refuge is an exercise in the study of transnationalism. The last question in the questionnaire, number 27, was: “Do your relatives still live in different countries today? Are you in touch with each other?”56 In many cases, the responses to this question open a window into the transnational connections between family members and friends. But how do we read such sources? In the introduction to his edited volume Exile and Otherness: New Approaches to the Experience of the Nazi Refugees, Alexander Stephan asks why the study of German exile “has so rarely moved beyond the restrictive boundaries set in the early stages of basic research with their emphasis on positivistic data,” and he suggests the introduction of “new ideas into the field”: an interdisciplinary collaboration with anthropologists, scholars of art, communication and literature, political scientists and sociologists; the integration of notions such as “multiculturalism” and “creolization” into the research; and its placement, in general terms, in the wider field of the study of “transnational processes,” with the aim “to provide an arena for discussions of national identity, belonging, the sense of homeland, the crossing of borders, deterritorialization, as well as exile.”57 Informed by recent research in the areas of Diaspora studies and globalization studies, Stephan quotes terms and phrases that indeed sound exciting and suggestive: “hybridity,” “diasporic subjectivity,” “a liminal, dialogic space,” or “contributions to cultural formation by diasporas, migrations.” How such concepts can be applied to the experience of German Jews after 1933, especially those of kleine Leute, beyond the well-known figures in literature and the arts,58 will remain to be seen—in the context of a larger research project based on the letters from “Irgendwo auf der Welt.” Further information can be obtained from the many different newsletters and journals created by emigrants, the Exilpresse. An important means of communication and mutual information was the German-language newspaper Aufbau published in New York. As Atina Grossmann states, “Our family bible was the Aufbau.”59 Other, smaller periodicals, such as Das Jüdische Familienblatt in Johannesburg, had a similar function: “We know about the situation of Jews in emigration. The letters we receive from all parts of the world tell us enough.”60 This is no exaggeration. The editors of exile papers followed such reports closely and passed the information on to their readers. For example, an article from June 1939 related: five Hungarian steamers with three thousand emigrants on board had been stuck for four weeks in the Black Sea Port of Sulina. In Constanța, Romania, one hundred and fifty Austrians, escaped from Dachau, dwelled in some customs booths and did not know where to go. Two thousand Jews, deported from the Reich, found themselves in a no-man’s-land on the German-Polish border. All Jews from eastern Prussia had to leave the province by June 20: “No one knows were to.”61

      A certain discrepancy between such reports and the current celebration of homelessness and cosmopolitanism as the only possible form of existence in modern times cannot be ignored.62 This is not a general experience of mankind in the twentieth century. It is a very specific Jewish experience that cannot easily be translated into a kind of role-model for other migrant groups or indeed for the exiled situation of modern man (and woman) today. The “thirdspace” created between Rexingen and Shavei Zion presents a moving example of memory-work that opens the chance for a dialogue between “alte Heimat” und “neue Heimat”—but there are still many more spaces to be discovered and mapped.
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      Chapter 10

      Transnational Jewish Refugee Stories: Displacement, Loss, and (Non)Restitution

      Atina Grossmann

      Stories of Jewish migration and transnationalism have always, it seems, been deeply ambivalent, carrying the promise of adventure and new beginnings away from a rooted home, but also freighted with the panic of persecution and flight, the need as well as the desire to escape. For many German Jews, what was romantic and “modern” in the 1920s—to be cosmopolitan and to travel to exotic places, whether via film, literature, or actual voyages—was transformed by the 1930s into something more sinister, an experience of uncertainty, desperation, and loss. For some, the far-flung trajectories of expulsion and emigration nonetheless retained moments of wanderlust and thirst for new shores, catapulting those who managed to escape into places that had previously been the stuff of fantasy. These fraught stories of escape and postcatastrophe (necessarily incomplete and inadequate) restitution are necessarily transnational; they follow refugees as they flee into homelessness and statelessness and then, once transplanted—often numerous times—seek both to regain a sense of their own past and to establish the basis for a new future by claiming compensation for lives and possessions irrevocably left behind.1

      The intimate and inevitable connection between “Wiedergutmachung” and these complex emotions, played out within and across a wide transnational postwar refugee universe, has, in many ways, long been obvious. The battle within Israeli society over whether to accept a “blood money” agreement with the Federal Republic of Germany was fierce and intensely bitter. The battle in living rooms and kitchens throughout the globalized world of Jewish survivors and refugees over whether the potential gain of some unspecified material compensation was worth entering a Papierkrieg with a reempowered German officialdom and the painful confrontation with memory and loss—as well as the necessary recognition of a sovereign Federal Republic—it would entail, was no less anguished.2 And yet, we are perhaps only now beginning to think, at least in an academic context, about the particular emotions aroused by claims for restitution or compensation for objects, in addition to the less literally tangible losses of freedom, health, and educational opportunity engendered by, in the language of restitution legislation, National Socialist religious, racial, and political persecution.3 These meticulously constructed lists of porcelain services and silver tableware, Persian carpets, Singer sewing machines, curtains and books, velour covered armchairs, oil paintings and lithographs, and of course real estate, composed in highly diverse permanent or temporary new homes from Buenos Aires to Bulawayo, or Tel Aviv to Tucson, were a key element in the complex, controversial, and unwieldy process collectively and awkwardly known as “Wiedergutmachung.” Their fraught significance is only heightened perhaps by the fact that these ghostly reminders of a devastated world and culture were generally specific to German Jews who could document such losses rather than the majority of East European Jewish victims of the Holocaust.

      The extensive archival record of this restitution process presents a history of German Jews that began and was catastrophically disrupted in Germany but then individually remembered and documented within a transnational network of lawyers, physicians, consular officials, and claimants in many different locales who all had to arrange the story in order to make it intelligible, plausible, and “legitimate” to officials in a newly constituted Federal Republic. It makes clear that an examination of emotional responses should consider not only the refugees and survivors themselves with all their jumbled ambivalent feelings, but also the reactions, cloaked by references to legal paragraphs and statutes, of the various German officials, attorneys, and “experts” of all sorts handling the claims, as well as the “Aryanizers,” who are often an important part of the “conversation.” Moreover, we are also pressed to think about the emotions of the descendants retrieving the files, confronting their contents, and imagining what it meant for the claimants to engage in this process with German officials and, in some cases, also directly with the new owners of what had once been theirs.

      Especially at the beginning, these exchanges in which victims had to redefine themselves as legal claimants in a society that had expelled and persecuted them and where, moreover, their interlocutors were not infrequently former persecutors, read as frustrating, painful, and bureaucratically grotesque legal and semantic battles, often suffused with antisemitism.4 To study them even now, decades later, provokes anger and a kind of disbelief. Inevitably, however, such investigations, at least in the case of bourgeois Berlin Jews such as my family, can also provoke fantasies about a grand irretrievably destroyed “lifestyle” (perhaps the word is appropriate here) that might have been.

      Mixed Feelings: The Emotional Ambiguities of Fighting for Wiedergutmachung

      I grew up in a family where that strange and misleading term, Wiedergutmachung, was as much part of daily conversation as the weather, the international political situation, and the lack of good cafés and coffee on New York’s Upper West Side in the 1950s and 1960s.5 My father, who had practiced law in Weimar Berlin, was a restitution lawyer (Wiedergutmachungsanwalt) and our living room was continually filled with middle-aged German speaking friends and clients who came with their photos and their documents and their stories—on which I sometimes eavesdropped: this one had been a promising artist, that one a renowned biochemist, a doctor with a flourishing practice, a small storeowner, or a young student expelled from university. Some had been lucky enough to arrive in the United States directly from Germany in the 1930s, with time and resources to reconstruct comfortable lives. Others were still piecing together their new existences after more or less lengthy transit stops in more “exotic” locales such as Shanghai, Bolivia, Cuba, the Dominican Republic, India; some wore the bizarre mark of the camps on their arms. They came to plot, together with my father, the only realistic revenge, indeed the only “compensation” that could still be wrested from the catastrophe, namely material restitution, money, with all the painful pangs of conscience and mixed feelings that that implied. I sensed that my father, working mostly out of New York, took a great measure of bitter pleasure in pulling as much money as he possibly could out of the young Bundesrepublik, and even at a very young age I was acutely aware of the sudden turn in my family’s own fortunes in 1957 when the restitution money (Wiedergutmachungsgeld) for our own family and the commissions from his clients started rolling in. My father embarked on his first journey back to Europe, and I still remember the smooth suede of the elegant leather handbags he brought back from Spain for my mother, the aura—and the scent—of the continent and some long-lost luxury entering our cramped New York apartment.

      Something significant had definitely shifted for German-Jewish refugees in New York. The fabled Sommerfrische (summer holiday) suddenly moved from small inns with German-speaking clientele and hearty central European cooking (some kosher, some not) in the rolling hill towns of the Catskills, such as Tannersville and Fleischmanns, to the authentic nostalgically remembered Alps and the grand hotels of Zermatt, Sils Maria, or Arosa. The final approval of restitution legislation by the Bundestag in 1956 marked the slow end of the German-Jewish Catskills. And I could palpably, physically, sense the relief that washed through the Café Éclair, the Tip Toe Inn, the afternoon Kaffeeklatsch of the “Yekke” community in New York, as the money and the pensions began to arrive, bank accounts expanded, and a certain sense of security, mixed always with the pain of irretrievable loss (of which I was less clearly aware) settled into refugee life. So it was with that background that I came years later to my own family’s records, as a historian of postwar Germany researching encounters between defeated Germans and surviving Jews, and of course as a curious but wary participant observer. My examples of restitution cases come therefore from that hybrid place, so often viewed with suspicion by professional historians, between “history” with a capital “H” and memoir; I draw from fragments of the family archive, a move emotionally and intellectually both perilous and rewarding, and hence perhaps entirely appropriate for a discussion of the “emotions” of restitution.

      Emotional Entanglements: The Intergenerational Legacies of Loss and Appropriation of Jewish Property

      The Grossmann family files begin with the early postwar period before the promulgation of the Bundesentschädigungsgesetz in 1956, covering the period starting with the first allied restitution order, Military Law no. 59 for the Restitution of Identifiable Property to Victims of Nazi Oppression (Rückerstattung festellbarer Vermögensgegenstände an Opfer nationalsozialistischen Unterdrückungsmassnahmen) in the American zone on November 10, 1947 (adopted in the British zone in May 1949). They continue through the early 1950s after the Luxemburg Agreement of 1952, when survivors, particularly German Jews, were beginning to stake their claims to restitution of property and compensation—for losses that could not in fact be “made good” again. Their claims and the border-crossing correspondence that document them are part of the fraught early postwar and Holocaust encounters between Jews and Germans. During the occupation and “DP”(displaced persons) years from 1945 to 1948–49 and into the early 1950s in the Federal Republic, some cases were presented in actual face-to-face encounters with German officials. But underscoring the transnational nature of this historically unprecedented legal, political (and emotional) experiment, most restitution claims submitted by German-Jewish refugees now scattered throughout the globe, especially in the United States, Israel, and the United Kingdom, but also in Latin America and throughout the British Commonwealth (from Australia to South Africa), were transmitted by international airmail and mediated by lawyers in both Germany and the respective new home communities.

      In this early stage of an ongoing process of encounter and negotiation between Germans and Jews after the defeat of the Third Reich in which all sides, generally separated by the new geography of flight and emigration, had to “learn by doing,”6 the files mostly tell stories of nonrestitution. They reveal a young West Germany for the most part determined to evade the recent past and apparently entirely immune to expressions of loss, anger, or even embittered resignation, at least on the part of the claimants.

      The crumbling files of my family’s first Wiedergutmachung efforts from 1949 to 1953, based on the particular reparations edict imposed on Berlin by the Allied Kommandatura on July 26, 1949 (Article 23, REO, Rückerstattungsordnung, Order for Restitution of Identifiable Property to Victims of Nazi Oppression), tell a story that bears brief rehearsal in this context, even though it has been previously published, precisely because in its irreconcilable narratives of what had really happened in the Nazi period, it is entirely typical of the bitter gulf of experience and memory that separated those who had once been fellow Berliners after 1945. It is the story of a Berlin hotel, which according to a brochure published for tourists coming to Berlin in the millennium year 2000/2001, and then repeated on the hotel Internet site, was “purchased” by the grandfather of the present owner in 1938. After having been “partially destroyed by the vicissitudes of the Second World War,” the hotel is said to have “continued its prewar history . . . In a house which had been constructed in 1887 [where] according to old-fashioned artisan tradition, the charm and solidity of the past century could be preserved.” In fact, the Astoria’s early postwar years were marked by a bitter battle between my father, whose parents had owned the building from 1913 to August 1938, and the new owners over that prewar history, the sordid events of “Aryanization,” and the forced sale of Jewish property in Nazi Berlin.

      My grandmother, Gertrud Grossmann, who had taken over the property after her husband’s death in 1931, managed to elude her first deportation order for almost a year and a half, but in June 1943, the 39th Osttransport deported her to Auschwitz where she was murdered. Gertrud’s three sons survived. One was liberated at Mauthausen after having made it through two years in Auschwitz; another had settled as a doctor in Hartford, Connecticut; and the third, my father, had spent the war as an enemy alien interned by His Majesty’s government in British India. Now the two physicians were counting on their brother, the former Berlin lawyer, to use the reparations edict forced on Berlin by the Allies on July 26, 1949, to rescue what he could. While the new owners claimed that they had acquired the building by “a completely apolitical and economically justified contract in which no coercion or pressure of any kind had been applied,” my father’s memories of the 1938 transactions, transcribed in the court papers, were furiously different from their innocuous version. According to my father, the successful “Aryanizer,”

      
        had repeatedly boasted of his good connections to the party . . . and that if my mother did not sell him the house on his terms, he would find ways and means to acquire it in any case. Considering the general lack of basic rights for Jews in Germany, and . . . barely concealed threats, my mother and I decided it was only prudent to accede to his threats.

      

      After a lengthy and bitter court battle, the Wiedergutmachungskammer (Restitution Court) of the Landgericht Berlin on September 14, 1953, finally ordered the hotelier to pay the heirs of Gertrud Grossmann the modest sum (and today of course absurdly small amount for a property in the heart of Berlin) of DM 20,000.7

      There is a small coda to this story that suggests how raw—one could also say absurd and perverse—the emotions connected to the ownership of “aryanized” property might still be. Shortly after a brief article about my research on this piece of German history appeared in one of the last issues of the Aufbau, the transnational weekly that linked the global German-Jewish refugee community,8 I received, on heavy elegant stationery, a letter from a grandson of the post-1938 proprietor. It is, I think, worth quoting from this letter (in the rather awkward English translation he helpfully appended):

      
        You are known as a respected history scientist . . . I cannot comprehend the anachronistic relation between the aforementioned acquisition and the work of a descendant of the purchaser, who is director of the hotel two generations later. I can see the point you are trying to make but it is unscientific (unwissenschaftlich) in my opinion. I must say, though, that the purpose of it all is totally mysterious to me (völlig schleierhaft). The accusation that you are making in your article is hitting someone who did not experience World War II (born in 1948) and thus cannot be held responsible for the crimes of this era. Nevertheless, like for every other human—at least in Germany—it is my duty [to] keep these events in mind, so that there will never be a repetition [and to] always be openminded and without prejudices when to comes to person’s color of skin, religion, or nationality.

      

      And then came a key point that suggested that he did indeed have his own very real material concerns about, as he had put it, the “purpose of it all”: “Because of this, the whole issue of the purchase [sic] is settled in my mind”—and then he added, ritualistically, “regardless of the timeless criticism concerning the way Germans behaved toward jewish [sic] fellow citizens [the proverbial Mitbürger jüdischen Glaubens].”9 I never responded to this anxious missive, having already decided for myself that I was not willing to invest the resources of time, money, energy, and indeed emotion to wage the reopened legal battle that the grandson/owner of the Hotel Astoria obviously feared, just as I declined to pursue—for a host of reasons that I have not fully unraveled—the “looted art” case urged upon me by a zealous German attorney in order to discover, retrieve, or receive compensation for the impressive art collection that an uncle, the architect Leo Nachtlicht, had auctioned, sold, and lost sometime between 1932 and 1943. I preferred to take my minor but nevertheless heartfelt revenge in historical research and publication and assuring, among other things, that representatives of Jewish organizations no longer booked accommodation at the Hotel Astoria, a point that became moot in 2009 when the family finally gave up the ghost (literally I would say) and sold out to a hotel chain.10

      Imagine my surprise then when I discovered during casual conversation, while serving as a guest professor in a German university, that the son of this letter-writer, that is, the great-grandson of the “Aryanizer” (who had been mentioned in the letter as a budding student of history), had indeed become a historian of National Socialism, and—this is the intriguing kicker—while serving as a researcher on a project documenting German industry’s use of slave labor, intended in part to provide evidence for belated reparations payments, had apparently still complained about the shamelessness and “Unwissenschaftlichkeit” (lack of scholarly quality) of my accusations; his family had done absolutely nothing wrong in its “acquisition” in 1938 of the property in the Fasanenstrasse. In this case, it seems to me, the disconnect between an intellectual “objective” understanding of the crimes of the Third Reich and the necessity for restitution versus any sense of direct personal, familial responsibility or connection is rather breathtaking.11 This story underscores the premise that the question of the “emotions of restitution” should surely be extended not only to the descendants of the victims—those of us who are reading the files and reflecting on the consequences of those proceedings, which did indeed have very real impact on the course of our lives—but also to the heirs of the spoils.

      Objects, Emotions, and (Failed) Lernprozesse in Postwar Restitution Cases

      It is worthwhile therefore to think a bit further about the barely suppressed emotions that reveal themselves to the attentive (and personally engaged) reader of these documents. Norbert Frei, José Brunner, and Constantin Goschler point out in their detailed edited study of the processes of Wiedergutmachung (Die Praxis der Wiedergutmachung), especially between Germany and Israel, that in a strange but powerful way it was precisely those difficult, often agonizing, restitution cases that provided, indeed forced, the major forum for a postwar encounter between German-Jewish survivors, now widely scattered across the globe, and the country from which they been had expelled. This process sometimes unfolded in the direct form of a return to Germany in order to facilitate the processing of claims, but more often from afar, in letters, legal documents, and interactions (almost always distinctly unpleasant) with representatives of German consulates, including the dreaded (often Jewish) Vertrauensärzte (medical examiners) and psychiatrists who adjudicated disability claims. Over time, with shifting politics, this praxis, Frei et al. persuasively argue, can be understood as “a permanent learning process on the part of the groups and societies involved in it.”12

      Indeed, the German restitution bureaucrats, the lawyers for the “Aryanizers,” and all those on the receiving end of the claims could have, had they been been willing, learned a great deal about the lives of their former fellow citizens. As Leora Auslander has so wonderfully shown in her sensitive readings of French restitution claims, the files open up rich and poignant portraits of lives comfortably lived and then suddenly, traumatically disrupted.13 We find detailed CVs, often laboriously reconstructed without the help of the proper documents, lost in lifts (shipping containers) gone astray, in hasty flight through multiple destinations. Claimants submitted narrative Lebensläufe (life stories) dutifully notarized, cataloguing—with the proud defensiveness of those forced to prove what had once been self-understood—schooling, degrees, social position, truncated bright futures, as well as the hurdles to emigration, the difficulties of starting anew in old professions, and the fees and costs associated with new licenses and degrees. They submitted lists of their curious transitional jobs (the proverbial German-Jewish Fuller Brush salesman standing at our back apartment door remains a vivid figure), and painstaking comparisons of past and current (much) lower incomes. They included affidavits from friends and colleagues all over the new international refugee universe attesting to the veracity of the claims about a lost high standard of living. In my father’s case, a former law partner now living in Buenos Aires attested on January 15, 1954, to the lost pleasures of Weimar bourgeois life with its taken for granted balance of work and leisure: “He had an elegant apartment furnished in the most modern style . . . a shorter vacation in the winter for skiing,” and added, “even though only 30 years old in 1933 he had already built up a successful practice that would surely have generated a growing income—had not 1933 intervened.”14

      At the outset, however, this Lernprozess (education) involved for the claimants, as I think, my father’s desposition suggests, a toxic mix of disappointment, frustration, fury, and confirmation of suspicions about the German refusal of responsibility. Particularly striking is the refugees’ bitter sarcasm about the blatant injustice, the callous disregard of recent history, and the grasping for bits of authority by newly reempowered West German officials chagrined at having to deal with such unpleasant matters. The initial answers—certainly pre-1956—come carefully embellished with references to a multitude of legal paragraphs, concluding with a monotonous nein, nein, nein as claims were rejected. Current economic or professional difficulties described in these early claims were attributed to the obstacles imposed by emigration and destination nations (for example, in the case of Great Britain, by internment as an enemy alien), rather than by Nazi persecution. The causal relation between the Nazi expulsion and the multiple losses and injuries of emigration, in contrast to those sustained while still in Germany, including the ironic incarceration of fleeing Jews as a potential fifth column of Nazi sympathizers, was simply denied, not recognized—“no, the conditions . . . are not met” (nein, die Voraussetzungen sind . . . nicht gegeben).

      In my father’s case, an entirely logical if perhaps predictably quixotic effort to argue that had his passport not been marked by the clearly National Socialist addition of a “J” and added middle name of Israel, his plan to emigrate from a first refuge in Teheran to the United States via the Soviet Union and Japan would not have been derailed by the denial of a transit visa by a Japanese regime allied with Germany. Absent that Nazi imposed “racial” marking, he would not have been coerced into a risky journey through British India to catch a boat from Bombay to San Francisco, culminating in five years of entrapment in India, during which he lost, as the text with which I close this essay reflects, the remnants of his “respectable” identity: his remaining savings, his affidavit and visa for the United States, his professional outfits and credentials, whatever possessions he had managed to transport from Berlin to Teheran during his first hasty flight after 1933, and his chance to start over in the United States a half decade earlier, as a younger, healthier, and less traumatized man.

      Such reasoning, intelligible as it may seem to us, proved of course utterly unconvincing to German officials disinclined to take any responsibility for the wartime actions of their postwar occupiers. The Wiedergutmachungsamt Berlin in 1956 explicitly denied any connection between an “applicant’s emigration for racial reasons in 1936 and the loss of freedom in the year 1941” (aus rassischen Gründen erfolgten Auswanderung des Antragsstellers im Jahre 1936 und dem Freiheitsschaden im Jahre 1941).15 And these stories it is useful to keep in mind are those of former German citizens who, according to the text of the Bundesentschädigungsgesetz (BEG), belonged to the “German language and cultural sphere” (deutschen Sprach- und Kulturkreis) and were from the outset privileged in their entitlement to compensation, in comparison for example to stateless eastern European displaced persons in Germany who could only press claims based on harm to health and “loss of freedom.”16

      It is important to recall, therefore, that for the success story of Wiedergutmachung—and in many ways it is a story of a kind of justice finally rendered and of a carefully orchestrated encounter between perpetrators and victims, the early years reflect precisely the sheer “deep-rooted, stubborn, and at times vicious refusal to face and come to terms with what really happened,” as Hannah Arendt put it so brilliantly in her essay on her “Visit to Germany” in 1950.17 They are a key part of what Jewish observers in the postwar years termed the “enigma of irresponsibility.”18

      The responses by claimants came, as in my father’s submissions, with fury wrapped in Prussian formality and seared by a knowing sarcasm. My maternal grandfather, who had survived in hiding in Berlin, was laconic in his retort to the Senator für Finanzen in West Berlin on July 25, 1953, which, using the very documents he had submitted in his initial claim, had determined that the Oberfinanzpräsidium (OFP, Finance Agency) files documenting my grandmother’s deportation from the Grosse Hamburger Strasse ten years earlier clearly showed that, after all, he had no more possessions at that time. Accordingly, any additional claims would have to be buttressed by a precise accounting of each individual “misappropriated” (entzogene) item. He was enjoined to describe and to prove “when, where, and how an unjustified removal was carried out by which office of the former German Reich in favor of a legal entity which I represent.” In the absence of such evidence, no compensation could be provided. So my grandfather tried again, consciously deploying the language of his tormentors: he had lived in a “so-called grand bourgeois household” (sogennannten herrschaftlichen Haushalt, the adjective “so-called” adding a level of irony), buttressed by his wife’s substantial dowry, with expensive décor, over one thousand books (which a Friedenau bookseller had relieved him of for the equivalent of 30DM when he moved to a Judenhaus), even a Sportboot that the impassioned gymnast had anchored at the Spree-Ruderklub Grünau (rowing club), and was a certified fencer (with a “Diplom”). The former U-Boot (“submarine” or “illegal” as Jews enduring the war in hiding or with false papers called themselves), who unlike most German-Jewish claimants had directly experienced the wartime Third Reich, wrote, “I presume that I do not have to provide proof of the Nazi Reich’s guilt . . . I presume that I may take it that these details are sufficient.” But of course they weren’t; the claim (Antrag) was rejected again. His request that the precious remaining photos of his elegantly furnished home, submitted as “proof,” be returned to him, was not fulfilled—as I discovered decades later when I retrieved (and I might add, against all regulations, absconded with) them from his Wiedergutmachungs file in 2002.19

      Interestingly, in the particular family files that I have examined, the most loving and pained detail, it seems, is provided for the more mundane, the more everyday objects, the “modern” (an insistent emphasis) as well as “luxurious” domestic objects—a double bed, an armchair upholstered in velour, a “smoking table” (Rauchtisch)—rather than for the items that solicit bewildered gasps from me today, including oil paintings by Otto Dix and Kokoschka, several (“original” it says in parentheses) drawings by Degas and Liebermann, as well as “further oil paintings . . . I can no longer recall” that had graced the lavish apartment of the architect Nachtlicht at Trautenaustrasse 10, Berlin-Wilmersdorf. One of the Nachtlicht daughters made this clear in her claim on behalf of her parents. With her well-known and once highly successful father dead (probably by suicide) shortly before his deportation, her mother killed in Auschwitz, she clearly mourned her music notes and violin as much as the Buethner grand piano and the valuable artwork. For her, a skilled musician, now living the peculiar life of the European exile—privileged as white, but alien and disoriented as Jewish and a refugee—in Bulawayo (then Southern Rhodesia), those were for her the “the irreplaceable objects” (unersetzliche Gegenstände).20

      It is the private items that loom most vividly, quite in contrast to the values we set today—a circumstance that contributes in part to my confused discomfort with current efforts to claim “looted art,” so many decades later, so removed from the experiences of their owners or even their children. I understand the politics of holding the “Aryanizers” and the German galleries and museums that still will not fully account for the provenance of their holdings, responsible, but I am uncomfortable with distant relatives profiting potentially massively so long after the fact, and uncomfortable also with my own fantasies—“oh if only I had just one of those Degas or that Lovis-Corinth”—about how my own life or that of my children—even further removed—could be, or could have been, transformed by sudden riches acquired and lost in such a different world.

      Wiedergutmachung claims reveal or at least suggest the emotions of the now adult children who had escaped, reinforced by the eyewitness testimony of those who had been there and remembered. The daughter-in-law of another uncle attested that her husband was still so depressed by his inability to save his mother and brother that she had taken over the restitution process. She remembered helping her mother-in-law turn in valuable jewelry, diamond brooches, and the very finest silver, and even added sketches of these objects that she had conjured from memory in 1961. The two women had, she added, taken a taxi to the collection point (Sammelstelle) in the Jägerstrase, the silver carried in two laundry baskets. The family maid who still lived in Berlin and had submitted an earlier unsuccessful affidavit in October 1959 was most impressed by the family silver; it was, she insisted, really high quality (Edel), not mere Hotelsilber. The Sammelstelle, she noted, had still provided receipts, although those documents of confiscation and loss were also long since lost. In her recollection, however, the most valuable item, a glittering pearl necklace she valued at 16,000 Reichsmarks had, in a desperate and defiant act of trying to maintain some resource that might buy some food or maybe a visa, not been handed over but hidden away; it was discovered later during a Gestapo raid. For that item there was no receipt. But all those receipts—even had they been preserved—would have proved useless, at least for West Berlin authorities in the 1950s. These carefully reconstructed inventories of once secure and comfortable affluent lives, with “silver cutlery for 24 persons, full settings doubled, fish knives and forks, cake forks, tea strainers, cake servers, etc.,” that had been duly confiscated and recorded could not be considered for compensation because the Sammelstelle collecting Jewish-owned goods in 1939 had been located in the Jägerstrasse, which was now assigned to East Berlin. The relevant regulations conveniently only applied to “the jurisdiction of Berlin’s present-day Western sectors.” The West Berlin authorities did not consider themselves responsible for compensating any objects that been delivered to a site now behind the Iron Curtain.21

      Many claims, which had been summarily and repeatedly rejected in the early years of the Federal Republic, were finally resolved, more or less, in 1959. The Lernprozess began excruciatingly haltingly with encounters grounded in polarized memory and mutual suspicion. The history of this process remains unworked through, especially perhaps for the heirs of those who enriched themselves, or simply made their lives and homes more pleasant, more decorative, more “modern,” with Jewish goods and property, but also for those of us reading history—of everyday life, of material culture, of the postwar encounter between Jews and Germans—through the files of the Wiedergutmachungsämter.

      The Wish List: Fantasies Aroused by Lost Objects

      And then there is another level of emotion that connects to that which cannot be restituted, which resists the—not to be cavalierly dismissed—monetary compensation offered by even belated Wiedergutmachung. These are the immaterial losses, the identities forever disrupted that could never be put back together again, even if some refugees, especially if they were younger and/or had managed to arrive at their final destinations before the war, and were able to acquire precious medical or legal licenses, establish businesses, and identify with the Allies during the war, built new and often satisfying lives for themselves. Precisely these profound intangible losses are often linked to the reimagining—and then listing—of particular objects.

      Indeed, digging further in the musty family archives, I discovered another layer that speaks precisely to memories and fantasies aroused by lost objects or the lost lives such objects could represent. One particular find stopped me in my tracks, precisely because its poignant mix of the personal/idiosyncratic and the generalizable/“historical” speaks, it seems to me, directly to the emotional and intellectual difficulties of recruiting one’s own family history into the writing of what we think of as history. In the cellar of a house in Long Island still crowded with boxes of embarrassingly unpacked family memorabilia, still uncatalogued after decades, despite periodic efforts to make a dent, I happened upon a text, somewhere between a list and a poem, typed on blue airmail paper. The underlined heading read: Wish dream (Wunschtraum) after 10 years InnerAsia, 5 Years India, and 6 months Bombay. It had been composed by my father in Bombay after five years of internment by the British in the Himalayas, following five previous years as a refugee in Teheran, and then six months of limbo living in Bombay. He had been arrested in June 1941 in Quetta at the border to British India while attempting to reach his steamer, the SS President Garfield, to San Francisco, charged with being not only an “enemy alien” but a “suspected enemy agent.” He was tripped up, it seems, by that most typical of border-crossing Jewish occupations, trade or, as it is often knowingly (and with a wink) described, “import-export,” now a survival strategy for an uprooted refugee. Working with a Persian Muslim partner, he bartered with whatever goods came his way in the Teheran bazaar, from Russian furs to old German military buttons, all the while maintaining a diverse circle of acquaintances and clients, including among the small German-speaking community in the Iranian capital. Armed with this intelligence, the British accused him of “trading with the enemy” and working with “German firms,” thereby demonstrating to British colonial authorities fearful of a “fifth column” of Nazi agents hiding behind their “J” passports” that he had been a “persona grata to the German authorities.”22

      He had been freed from the camps but, visa-and-asset-less, was still not free to leave India. His list of “wish dreams” reflects the very specific desires of a quintessential Berlin Jew, a lawyer with a taste for the good life of what used to be called a “salon Communist,” nostalgic for the accoutrements of a bourgeois European life long since left behind, living in an “Oriental” world that was, as he always used to remember with irony, no place for a Berlin lawyer. At the same time, it piercingly articulates the classic yearnings of a stateless refugee (and former prisoner) without a passport, without papers, living out of suitcases, speaking the patois of the uprooted, who has lost access to his own language or any fluent language, without money or property, condemned to idleness (except the busyness of trying to free oneself and find a place in the world), reduced, as he says, to writing applications pleading for a return to individual agency and political identity and citizenship.

      The text tells us, it seems to me, a great deal about what it means to be free and not free, what we take for granted and what becomes important when one has, as the refugees had, survived a war and a genocide, avoided the very worst, but lost so much of what constituted one’s identity and so many one had loved, while still maintaining, as so many refugees did, a sense of humor and a zest for life and new adventures. There is nostalgia here, but it is not the oft-cited homesickness for a world—the vanished German-Jewish life—that had clearly disappeared, irrevocably, and to which one could never ever go home again. Strikingly, there is also a kind of nostalgia for the early years of flight, for the exotic life in Iran, and of course, for the romance with my mother, whom he is desperately trying to convince, after five long years of separation (and all male existence), to relinquish her own free and adventurous life in “Persia” and join him in what he hopes will be a new life in the United States and, surprising for me to read, perhaps in Palestine.

      The shock of recognition when I pulled out and read the typed blue aerogram-style paper was profound: his voice vivid, tinged with the self-irony that seemed to sustain so many German Jews through their multiple emigration journeys. He expresses (in clearly gender and class inflected terms) the longing to escape the tropics back into “culture” (never mind that that culture had turned incomprehensively barbaric). But he also, it seemed to me, channeled all the descriptions and analyses of refugee status that I had encountered in historical and theoretical texts (especially the classics by Hannah Arendt on statelessness and being a refugee); so many thoughts and fantasies tumbling out and mixed up in this one private text, the personal and the political inextricably intertwined. There are only hints of all that is unspoken, such as grief at not only the separation from but also the murder of loved ones (although acknowledged in other documents, including an extraordinary Kaddish he recites and records for an already defined “five” million victims at a service he led for fellow internees shortly after VE Day), as well as sexual longings and memories, alluded to but not directly articulated. He already knows a good deal but certainly not everything about the enormity of what has happened and what he has lost. He can, it appears, still imagine a reunion with lost family and friends; in Bombay in 1946, such a possibility is not yet completely ruled out.

      I include some samples in the order in which they were typed, collected under the title Ich möchte wieder einmal (I would like to once again).

      
        	Sleep at night under a woolen blanket

        	Go to the theater

        	See only people dressed in European garb

        	See shows and go skiing

        	Live in a room furnished accorded to my own taste

        	See a green forest and a meadow

        	One day not have to talk about internment and release

        	Sit at the wheel of a car

        	Chat about the latest and not so latest events (letzten und vorletzten Dinge)

        	Read a good French book

        	Not only spend money, but also earn some

        	See once again all those with whom I now only exchange letters

        	Eat a good roast goose

        	Write a book about the last five years

        	Be able to unpack all my suitcases

        	Lie in a tiled bathtub

        	Have a “Heimat” [with the scare quotes, and I felt somehow that here the term “Scare” quote applied]

        	Be able to master a foreign language perfectly

        	Express myself in a perfect German

        	Possess a bank account

        	Travel on a big ship

        	Be liberated from my chronic cough

        	Go hiking in the mountains

        	Not have everyday be a Sunday (nicht alle Tage Sonntag haben)

        	Wear a woolen suit and a winter coat

        	Weigh 10 kg. less

        	Live without mosquitoes, cockroaches, and moths

        	Have someone sew on a button for me

        	Live in another city

        	Listen to a good symphony concert

        	Ride on an Arabian steed [the memories of Iran]

        	Have a profession (Beruf)

        	Ride the subway/U Bahn

        	Experience the difference between summer and winter

        	Be liberated from the attribute “refugee”

        	See only people who are not in uniform

        	Own a gramophone with good records

        	Have guests

        	Be able to enjoy the anticipation of a vacation

        	Know where I will find myself in 6 months

        	Not give reason to be pitied

        	Eat gooseberry tart with whipped cream

        	Not have to talk to anyone for 24 hours

        	Fly on an airplane and ride a motorcycle

        	Appear as a defense attorney

        	Put on a dinner jacket (smoking)

        	Really celebrate my birthday

        	Read Heinsche (and other) poetry aloud

        	Have a night lamp [the power to turn the light on and off at will]

        	Feel fresh and rested when I wake up in the morning, just once

        	Own a library

        	Not hear anything about Indian politics

        	Be able to correspond without airmail stamps

        	See happy people in my immediate environs

        	Take a walk

        	Be liberated from the disease of playing cards (Patience-Legen)

        	Go out without sunglasses

        	Be required to leave for somewhere every morning at a particular time

        	Have all my cavities filled

        	Be 20 years younger

        	Take my meals at times agreeable to me

        	Spend a night alone in the moonlight

        	Not have to live only from “photos”

        	See a Raphael, Rembrandt, Renoir, Rodin in a museum

        	Tinker with a radio

        	Live without applications

        	Own a suit that fits

        	Travel to Switzerland

        	See the rest [meaning what???] of my family reunited

        	Much more, which will remain here and now unarticulated(unausgesprochen)

      

      What do I make of such a text, suffused with yearning for objects as well as emotions about an identity linked to the objects of bourgeois existence? It captures, I think, the sensibility of the refugee, the adventure of the Orient, the experience of the internee, the uncertainty of statelessness, the pain of longing. The historian’s question of course is: does it tell a specific story that is also generalizable? Perhaps most confusingly, at the “personal” level, how does this text match up with my memories of a man who did make it again to a museum, to a symphony, to custom-made suits, to light switches and telephones, and a passport, even to practice as an attorney, but never managed to regain those twenty years, his health, his lost family, or his intact sense of bourgeois identity. And yet, the family archives also contain artifacts of the new life that did begin, the transformation of refugees and survivors into citizens of new homes. Particularly striking to me: a menu, with pompous names for what seemed like dreadful British food, from one of my parents’ final refugee crossings, representing that liminal state between being a stateless displaced person and a once again regular passenger on an (albeit converted troopship) ocean liner, the SS Aquitania, which finally arrived in New York harbor on February 5, 1947.

      These are indeed topics that belong not only to the psychoanalysts, therapists, and fiction writers or memoirists to which they have been consigned. They need to be integrated into and joined within two new and evolving methodological approaches particularly suited to the history of the refugees and the forcibly uprooted, the transnational turn and the history of emotions, which consider especially questions of intergenerational transmission across time and place, and the fraught, mostly invisible, ways in which objects, tangible and remembered, still link the heirs of the looted and the looters.
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      Chapter 11

      “Normalization and Its Discontents”: The Transnational Legacy of the Holocaust in Contemporary Germany1

      Karen Remmler

      On a field trip with college students to the Museum of Jewish Heritage in New York, an eighty-year-old German woman joined us. After the tour of the section on the Holocaust, led by a Holocaust survivor, himself also eighty years old, the woman pulled him aside, looked him straight in the eye, and exclaimed: “You must admit that you encountered some good Germans!” His quiet, simple reply of “no” led to her gushing narrative about her childhood in Würzburg during World War II that included her vivid recollection of the November Program in 1938, her mother’s good deed of paying the Jewish tailor even after the boycott against his shop, and her insistence on the right to be a proud German. In other words, she was asking the survivor to listen to her story as though she were the one in need of acknowledgment and sympathy. The survivor listened patiently, allowing the woman, who towered over him, to place her hand on his shoulder. Finally, he thanked her for coming on the tour and turned to leave. The woman’s desire to receive some form of acknowledgment that good Germans existed did not involve a plea for forgiveness or expiation, but rather for sympathy.

      The irony of this encounter struck me as an apt image for German-Jewish encounters that have been fairly common since the 1980s. Having left Germany as a young woman and settled in the United States, the woman remained attached to her heritage and consistently sought out the opportunity to absolve herself and her nation from its uncomfortable past with the claim of its well-earned normalcy. In her plea to the survivor that she be seen as free from guilt, she enacted the very cognitive dissonance that often hampers the actual emotional working through of the impossibility of normalcy in the wake of the Holocaust, despite the political gains in achieving just that. I raise the question of the emotional residue of the Holocaust in contemporary German culture and the affective impact of that event on the descendants. What remains of the emotional work of memory when those who experienced the Holocaust first-hand are no longer alive? And how does this emotional work actually take place a generation after unification, when its presence in the public sphere of political normalization is no longer acute?

      Since the 1980s, writers and filmmakers have produced work on the different phases and forms of German Vergangenheitsbewältigung (working through the past). In many cases, they have depicted the entangled relationships between individuals whose inherited attachment to the past atrocity continue to determine their lives. In this essay, I argue that political “normalization,” the transformation of a once pariah nation (Nazi Germany) into a model country that employs Western notions of democracy in the aftermath of atrocity, may undermine the ability of citizens with prominent Nazi parents to take responsibility for the heritage they inherit. “Normalization” is a problematic term that coincides in part with the necessity for perpetrator societies in the West to reach a semblance of symbolic reconciliation, not between individuals caught in the matrices of victimization and perpetration, but rather for abstract expectations of civil stability through political or legal actions that hold perpetrators accountable. My goal here is not to claim that parallels exist between the political process of normalization and the ability of individuals to feel “normal” despite their Nazi heritage. Rather, I am interested in how descendants of Nazi perpetrators express an inability to participate in the rituals of political normalization that often mask the deep unease of family ties to atrocity. I will argue that seeking a national normalization is itself a tautology that is mirrored in the experiences of those who seek to establish a sense of normality in their family genealogies through transgenerational transmission of family histories.

      How might we interpret complex family relations within contemporary Germany in which victim and perpetrator histories become insurmountably entangled and socio-psychologically burdensome for descendants against the backdrop of national attempts at reconciliation and closure recognized within transnational models of normalization?2 For all intent purposes, Germany as a nation has atoned for its guilt, though the unforgiveable crimes committed can never be expiated, even as the descendants of perpetrators can distance themselves from the crimes of their parents or grandparents. Or can they? How does the psychological mechanism of resentment about this heritage prevent a process of normalization that would restore a semblance of health and of future-oriented action?

      Might we rethink the concept of normalization, then, as a product of unification, now devoid of the emotional meaning that the term unleashed in the 1990s? We might accept that the Western view of “normal” includes “a progressive state devoted to the rule of law and demonstrating that it has learned form history.”3 But what of the unprocessed feelings of some of its citizens whose attachment to the Nazi past is not measured by the political process in the national public sphere, but rather by the individuals’ ability to pass on to descendants a sense of psychic “normalcy”? How does the nation’s apparent acceptance into the fold of Western democracy clash with the actual affective lives of some of its citizens who feel a residue of resentment at facing the unforgiveable?

      I turn here to the generations who experienced WWII as children and their children. Just as unified Germany has striven to become “normalized,” so too Germans with Nazi family heritages search for a normalcy that resides in the desire to be praised for doing the right thing, for having a critical stance to their ancestors, and for acknowledging the abnormal emotional residue as part of their heritage, rather than a debilitating emotional burden. Thus, the film Hitler’s Children (2011) for example contains multiple interviews with the descendants of major Nazi perpetrators, Hermann Göring, Amon Göth, Rudolf Höss, and Heinrich Himmler, who struggle to live with the taint of their birth.4 As Dirk Moses has shown, this “moral pollution” supersedes the political process of reparation and the acceptance of unified Germany as a “normal” state within the European Union, as exhibited by Germany’s rise to a major economic power and uneasy savior of the current Euro crises.5 The politics of normalization, however wrought with cracks and relapses, does not necessarily coincide with a coming to terms with the past for a number of German citizens.

      The ongoing working through of the past as portrayed in texts and films that examine the actual refractured memories inherited by descendants in families with documented Nazi perpetrators reveal that so-called normalization itself mirrors the dissociation with past atrocities that blocks the recognition of their damaging remains. I will support this claim with reference to Christina von Braun’s Stille Post (Whispering Game, 2007), itself a family history embedded with theoretical considerations of the phenomena of postmemory and the impossibility of closure, and two documentary films: 2 oder 3 Dinge, die ich von ihm weiss (2 or 3 Things I Know About Him, 2005), produced and directed by Malte Ludin, the son of Hanns Ludin, German ambassador to the Slovak Republic from 1941 to 1945,6 and Gerburg Rohde-Dahl’s film Ein Weites Feld, Das Holocaust-Mahnmal in Berlin (Expansive Grounds, 2007).7 In the latter, the building of the Berlin memorial to the murdered Jews of Europe serves as a backdrop for the recollection of Rohde-Dahl’s happy childhood in Gdynia from 1940 to 1945, fifty kilometers from the concentration camp Stutthof. She couples her repressed happy childhood with the realization that her father was a staunch Nazi and unrepentant antisemite. I also consider Alexandra Senfft’s Schweigen tut weh. Eine deutsche Familiengeschichte (Silence Is Painful. A German Family History, 2007).8 Senfft, Malte Ludin’s niece, relates her mother’s depression as a direct consequence of the emotional upheaval wrought by the execution of her mother’s father, Hanns Ludin. Two generations of the Ludin family address the lack of normalcy in their family, even as the matriarch, H. Ludin’s wife, remains steadfast in her defense of her husband to the detriment of her children’s emotional well-being.

      Jacques Derrida, in a slim volume dedicated to promoting human rights, “On Cosmopolitanism and Forgiveness” (2001), considers the incommensurability of political processes of reconciliation in the aftermath of atrocity and the impossibility of forgiveness.9 That is, forgiveness can only be enacted if the deed to be forgiven is unforgiveable. Derrida’s essay within the volume, “On Forgiveness,” provides a theoretical foundation for examining this simultaneous necessity for reconciliation in this respect with the impossibility of a surrogate form of forgiveness for the perpetrators (and their descendants) by the dead. That is, forgiveness itself undermines the actual deep metaphysical reality of the unforgiveable, such as the atrocities committed by Germans during the Holocaust, because it assumes that closure is thus reached, rather than keep the memory of the atrocity alive. Whereas nations require a political solution to dealing with accountability for atrocity as they seek to make amends and to move on, individual relationships between victims and perpetrators, indeed between the living and the dead, are wrought with the impossibility of forgiveness. Whereas societies seek reconciliation in the aftermath of atrocity in order to move forward, individuals or groups who bear the painful remembrance of victimization and loss are left with a sense of futility. Who has the right to forgive in the name of the victims, no longer living?

      Reading Derrida’s highly political essay gives us a framework for understanding the desire to be forgiven and the certain knowledge that forgiveness is impossible. Derrida has often been criticized for applying metaphysical or religious concepts to processes of social relations and political responsibility. The ongoing dilemma of establishing political reconciliation in order to rebuild a nation or to carry on politically in contrast to the impossibility of forgiveness on an emotional or spiritual level might be better described as facets of a similar set of processes in the aftermath of atrocity, rather than as opposing forces or needs. We might turn to Jürgen Habermas, for example, whose “dialectic of normalization” implies that Germans can consider themselves “normal” even while acknowledging and integrating the broken national identity rather than deceiving themselves into thinking that abnormality is not part of nationhood.10 Indeed, the tendency of some descendants of Nazi perpetrators to feel stuck in the past implies their inability to imagine a future untainted by the past. Thus understanding the impossibility of forgiveness also means acknowledging the sense of resentment for having to seek it in the first place.

      Derrida notes that the majority of Truth and Reconciliations Commissions (TRC) do not require forgiveness as an element of the interchange between perpetrators and victims.11 Rather, the commissions create a space for the perpetrator to narrate his or her deeds and take responsibility for them. Forgiveness is not necessarily the response of the victims. Rather, they may begin to accept the perpetrator as a fellow citizen or human being. Thus the admittance of guilt by the perpetrator does not lead to a paying off of the debt, but rather to his or her accepting the impossibility of ever living without that debt. Depending on the particular context, a TRC may bridge the tension between the ethical necessity of “infinite responsibility” of the individual and the pragmatic needs within the larger community to reach reconciliation and thus a tentative conclusion. And yet, as in other cases of transitional justice, once the reparations and the new borders have been drawn between the perpetrator and victim (two categories that can be historically ambiguous or uneven) the affective work remains to be done. That is, government representatives can shake hands and sign treaties or initiate economic agreements (France and the Federal Republic of Germany in 1951, for example), but the trace of unresolvedness remains.

      It is this trace that I propose to explore through the interpretation of the aforementioned works. They address explicitly the impossibility of experiencing normalization as a citizen, even as a nation has achieved this goal. That is, the need to reach closure is fractured again and again by the discomfort of taintedness, of being associated with the perpetrator, yet feeling oneself as a victim of this “fate.” The feelings of victimization, however, backfire in the process of identifying with the actual victims of the Holocaust, as I will show in my reading of 2 oder 3 Dinge and Ein weites Feld. What remains is an ongoing negotiation between the pragmatic needs of a given society and the more intangible and extra-legal needs of individuals to live with the incompatibility of national and individual processes of reaching normalcy.

      Despite a collective political premise that marks Germany as “normal,” some children of perpetrators have expressed resentment at not feeling “normal.” They embody the trace of the unforgivable from which Derrida writes. The trace exists in the language spoken in encounters, direct or imagined, between the children of victims and perpetrators and among children within families. As the film Hitler’s Children demonstrates, even as the portrayed children of Nazis express anguish at their heritage, the underlying tone is often resentment at the moral imposition placed upon their own memories of a happy childhood. They mourn not their loss of innocence but the social pressure to delegitimize that feeling. This phenomenon is illustrated through the encounters in a number of memoirs and films made by children of Nazis. Thus, the interrelation between claims of national normality and the feelings of citizens may give us a new approach to examining the process of normalization and the dissonances that occur between Germany’s success as a revered model of modern democracy and the obsession with the Nazi past by Germans from perpetrator families. After all, as James Young and others have argued, Germany is one of the few nations to have commemorated its victims at such great length. Nevertheless, I would argue that these actions, as laudable and real as they are, leave untouched an affective element among some of its citizens of coming to terms with the past. This element exists within the relationships in families. Rather than claim that traumatic experiences and the rhetoric of recovery can be equivalently applied to nations and to the subjects of those nations, my work here is not about correspondences but about refracturing, as in the light through a prism that throws multiple colors depending on the stance or angle of the light.

      The work of Dan Bar-On and Harald Welzer has documented the mechanisms through which children of Nazis live with the stigma of their family histories by maintaining an idealized image of the tainted ancestor in question.12 At the same time, however, a number of films and works demonstrate that attempts to admit the stigma and to bear it often coincide with a sense of moral superiority as expressed in such sentiments as: “my father was a Nazi, but I am a human rights activist,” or “my family was split, and I take after the resistance side of my family.” But how accurate are these premises? How prevalent is the sense of resentment among descendants of families with Nazi legacies toward the responsibility expected in normalized Germany?

      What role do descendants of perpetrators play in working through the legacy passed on to them by the very fact of their birth into a family with a Nazi history? And what of the fracturing of this legacy within families, whose backgrounds include victims? Can we find a language of ethics that speaks to the concept of normalization without falling back on Judeo-Christian notions of guilt, redemption, or forgiveness, a task that Christina von Braun undertakes by focusing on the origins of family malaise in the unspoken unforgiveable?

      In her book Stille Post. Eine andere Familiengeschichte, von Braun begins by noting that the diaries, memoires, and letters of her family during the Third Reich tell very different stories about “die Geschichte” (the story).

      
        Not only the “silenced messages” are passed on within the family; family secrets often reappear, if transmuted, in the next generation. There is another form of legacy that one could describe as unresolved tasks, incomplete dossiers. Truth doesn’t matter in the “whispering game” (Stille Post). The game only reveals what the listener wants to hear. It changes the messages. Yet, astonishingly enough, I am convinced that society relies on this whispering game for a major portion of its memories: all the things that are kept silent, but are not allowed to be lost.13

      

      Indeed, the whispers that get transmitted from generation to generation are very much like “Stille Post,” information or experiences that are passed on and transformed: some silenced, others amplified. Like others of her generation, von Braun tells the story of a family member who resisted the Nazis within the matrix of those who did not. By focusing on the females in her family, including her grandmother, Hildegard Margis, who died in prison after being arrested by the Gestapo in 1944, von Braun recalls the refracted memories of other German families whose prominent members—here Wernher von Braun—also reflect the prism of legacies that are both part of the larger social and national process of “normalization” in unified Germany and in contradiction to it.

      Rather than tell a chronological story, von Braun intersperses the deciphering of documents, both official and personal, with letters to her dead grandmother, a woman who rose in the Weimar Republic from a hard life as a single widowed mother to one of financial independence. Von Braun puts herself in the story, as the medium through which the mostly unknown persecution of her grandmother in the Third Reich and the relative success of other family members within the more privileged spaces of the Reich becomes known. With frequent references to the uncanny coincidences between the topics of her research and silenced family histories involving these topics, von Braun writes her grandmother back into collective history in order to name the emotional distress embodied in her mother’s mostly restrained accounts of the past. The working through of her family’s secrets does not alleviate the culpability of family members who fail to acknowledge the loss of the grandmother, a loss that would diminish their ability to live with the knowledge of their relative gain. It is not normalcy that von Braun seeks to recover or to bring about. Rather, it is the naming and acknowledging of the unconscious, affective residue that is the memory of her grandmother.

      Similarly, Malte Ludin’s film documentary (2 oder 3 Dinge, die ich von ihm weiss) relates the tension produced by the fractured and whispered memories within a German family with a difficult legacy. Here, the mother figure also keeps at bay the acknowledgment of guilt pertaining to the patriarch of the family and convicted Nazi criminal, Hanns Ludin. Whereas the filmmaker places himself in the position of the narrator and unrelenting moral judge, his encounter with his siblings reveals the depth of the resentment felt by them toward a society that claims normalcy. The political “normalcy” achieved through “normalization” eludes them.

      These works represent the consequences within family histories of refractured memory. Rather than see the cultural artifacts as a working through of the past, I see them as the thwarted longing for an intact memory of a joyful childhood. The memory becomes fractured each time the actual historical and physical remnants of the conditions of that childhood come to the fore. Each attempt to integrate the memories that resurface into the national claim of normalcy amends the memory, so that a sense of shame, guilt, or stigma intrudes. Whereas third-generation writers, such as Senfft, have explored the impact of the refracturing on their parents’ lives, descendants of Nazi perpetrators have attempted to understand the process that Harald Welzer has coined “cumulative heroization,” an amelioration or even flat out denial of the deeds of the fathers. At some point, a refractory period sets in by which the individual psyche is unable to face the impact of the new knowledge. That is, the emotional upheaval remains hidden, even as the surface action coincides with the expected stance of the repenting German.

      But the residue of guilt remains, some of which now appears as resentment and an appropriation of victimization by Germans with clear or murky Nazi pasts. This is particularly illuminated by Ludin’s film 2 oder 3 Dinge, die ich von ihm weiss, a reckoning with his Nazi father, Hanns Ludin, and by his niece’s book, about the impact of her grandfather’s execution on her mother, Malte Ludin’s sister. The film attempts to put together a picture of the father drawn from radically different perspectives by the children and to expose the fallacy of his innocence, humanity, and heroism. Doing so means that a myth becomes jarred, if not toppled, thus leading to conflict and anxiety within the family. The niece’s memoir explores the psychological damage wrought by her mother’s ambivalent relationship to her father, H. Ludin. Senfft’s remembering of her mother and imagining of her mother’s life in the Third Reich creates a space for developing compassion for the children of Nazis, whose strong sense of guilt or denial leads to neuroses or depression. The anguish of the siblings, displayed in tight close-ups in Ludin’s film, also conveys a strong sense of suffering to the viewer. Indeed, in a review of M. Ludin’s film, Eva Menasse comments on her own discomfort with her feelings of sympathy toward M. Ludin’s siblings, who continue to defend the father even in light of the documentation of his direct responsibility for the deportation and subsequent extermination of thousands of Jews from Slovakia.14

      Throughout the film, the son, Malte Ludin, serves as the one handing out judgment, whereas sister after sister refuse to give up their faith in the inherent goodness of their father. One scene in particular illuminates the rift within the family. M. Ludin asks his sister Bärbel to tell him why their father acted the way he did. M. Ludin, in his sister’s eyes the little brother “Maltchen,” is relentless in his questioning and Bärbel is equally relentless in her insistence on her point of view. Against the backdrop of an eclectically decorated artistic and obviously bourgeois space, covered in design drawings, clippings, and art objects in paper maché, M. Ludin corrects Bärbel’s use of euphemisms to describe the annihilation of the Jews. She says “Aussiedlung,” he says “Deportation.” She says “Deportation,” he says “Ermordung.” The word battle escalates into an argument about the number of Jews who were able to escape Nazi Germany. Bärbel insists that her family would not have noticed the deportation of the poorer Jews. As she puts it, after all, “most of the wealthy Jews were able to escape.” Indignant, M. Ludin presses her to face the impact of what she says. She continues to defend herself. “I am not guilty,” she exclaims. She sees herself as a “child of a victim of this terrible time.”

      M. Ludin himself is not free of an initial attempt to release his father from guilt. In a conversation with Tuvis Rübner, a Slovakian Jew and the son of a man that Hanns Ludin most likely sent to his death, M. Ludin evades the confrontation. In response to Rübner’s statement: “The one [H. Ludin] to whom my parents and entire family fell victim,” M. Ludin directs the conversations to historical generalities. The normalcy he seeks is absent, and the encounter expresses the self-seeking anguish about who his father was and who he, the son, has become as a consequence.

      In another sequence, M. Ludin juxtaposes the description of the Ayranized house, in which the Ludins lived in Bratislava between 1941 and 1945, with the description by a survivor of his eviction from the same neighborhood. Bärbel describes with obvious joy the many rooms of the house and her fond memories of living in it. Parallel to her description, the camera cuts to a Jewish survivor, Juraj Stern, who had to flee from the neighborhood to which the Ludins moved. He describes leaving his beloved house behind and hiding as a young child in a feed trough in a barn. Thus the childhood memories are incommensurable, yet tied by location.

      Bärbel stands in for the descendant who shows no humility or remorse, even as her anguished attempts to claim her right to her own memories create a semblance of sympathy. Nevertheless, the film attempts to leave the viewers with a sense of precarious reconciliation: Malte marries a Czech woman; his South African niece, the daughter of his brother who emigrated to South Africa after WWII, marries a Jew. Whereas the family members reach no reconciliation, the third generation seeks to know the actual circumstances, reacting differently to questions about their sense of responsibility toward the family legacy. As the nephew, Fabian, notes in one scene: “One doesn’t do my grandfather, Hanns Ludin, any favor, by trying to prematurely exonerate him. Indeed, he stood without question to what he had done.”15

      In her book about her mother’s troubled life, Alexandra Senfft traces her mother’s unresolved attempt to process the guilt of her beloved father, Hanns Ludin. Senfft interweaves the narrative of her mother’s relationship to Ludin with commentary on the political and psychological consequences on the second and third generations. Even as she maintains the importance of not equating the causes of her mother’s depression and alcoholism with a suffering comparable to that of the victims of National Socialism, she ends her compassionate treatment of her mother’s death with a cathartic move: “The intensive confrontation with my family history has helped me to finally mourn my mother and her loss. Above all, however, I have found an emotional gateway to the actual victims: I can [ . . . ] finally weep for the dead of the Holocaust and feel the pain of their descendents.”16 This move implies that only through a process of working through family trauma can one make sense out of the larger national history and its legacy. That is, Senfft acknowledges the difference in the histories and yet realizes that her generation has the option of empathy if they witness and face the emotional effect of their parent’s struggle with the Nazi legacy upon them. Not only did her mother self-destruct under the pressure of facing Hanns Ludin’s culpability and thus stark contrast to her memory of him as a loving father; in her death, she remains trapped by the family’s continued refusal to see the traces of the irreconcilable family and collective histories in the emotional make-up of their kin. Like Christina von Braun, who notes repeatedly how her work as a scholar represents the working through of countless topics related to her family history, yet unspoken, except as the “chain of whispers and their underground channels,”17 so too does Senfft place her family history within a larger context of discourses about the relationship between forgiveness and reconciliation.

      This brings us back to the dilemma that Derrida raises about the impossibility of forgiveness as a category in political acts of reconciliation. What of the need for a symbolic act of forgiveness not of the Other but of one’s own, the crux of the works discussed here? How does enduring the responsibility toward the victims of the crimes that make up one’s legacy become itself an alternative to normalization? Similarly, the relationship between the act of forgiveness and its effectiveness in bringing about reconciliation on a national level dominates studies that explore the confluences between more formal notions of intergenerational or intrasocial aspects of reconciliation in the aftermath of atrocity. In her essay “The Role of Forgiveness in Reconciliation,” Yehudith Auerbach, in her reading of the process of rapprochement between Germany and Israel that led to the signing of the Reparations Act in 1951, explores the theory that reconciliation does not require forgiveness.18 Based on a series of internationally recognized conditions for achieving forgiveness, Auerbach demonstrates how strong leaders (Adenauer and Ben Gurion) were able to “normalize” relations between (West) Germany and Israel for pragmatic reasons. By paying reparations to Israel, Germany demonstrated its willingness to recognize its wrongdoing as inheritor of the Nazi legacy. Israel gained much needed economic support and a political ally. This reconciliation remains incomplete, however, as the national, official acts of normalization do not always coincide with the actual feelings between Germans and Israelis. As Auerbach points out, polls show that mistrust between citizens remains, thus raising the question of the effectiveness of a political reconciliation without a genuine set of encounters among individuals. She even goes so far as to agree with David Witzthum, that a “mutual demonization of images and perceptions” prevails, even if occasional points of connection overcome the embedded preconceptions.19

      Indeed, in the same volume Dan Bar-On, in his essay “Will the Parties Conciliate or Refuse? The Triangle of Jews, Germans, and Palestinians,” questions the possibility of applying the “micro-approach” of creating spaces for reconciliation between groups composed of descendants of perpetrators and victims to a “macro-approach.”20 Just at the memoirs discussed thus far in this essay have evoked a notion of a process for which closure is less than desirable, so too do encounters in small groups require an understanding of forgiveness not as a goal per se but as a step in a never-ending process of learning to live with one’s legacy. Rather than succumbing to despair or resentment, enduring the responsibility of this legacy seems to be a step toward recognizing the detrimental side effects of seeking the type of normalization prevalent in political processes. Thus, Bar-On notes: “Perhaps the learning achieved in the TRT [To Reflect and Trust] group can tell us about the symbolic, metaphorical stratum that will have to be addressed on the macrolevel so as to reach successful conciliation.”21

      In taking stock of such conjectures thus far, we are left with an unsettling suspicion that without the ability to work through family histories within Germany and to attend to the emotional apparatus that drives both resentment and the taking of responsibility for the legacy of perpetrator parents, the political normalization of unified Germany remains at risk. This is so because the process of bearing the pain of trauma in its specific historical manifestation, rather than as a diffuse, pathologized feeling borne by individuals, requires an acknowledgment of the affective remnants of the past that drive present-day Germany. I conclude with a look once more at an attempt to interweave familial, individualized versions of the past with the historical contingencies that have wrought the fractured memories of second-generation children of Nazis. These fractured memories produce attempts to empathize with the victims without identifying with them or expecting alleviation from their bearing the legacy without forgiveness.

      In Gerburg Rohde-Dahl’s film, Ein Weites Feld Das Holocaust-Mahnmal in Berlin, the filmmaker intermittently films the building of the Holocaust Memorial in Berlin.22 The film uses the memorial and an interview with its architect, Peter Eisenman, as a backdrop for interviews with passers-by, both German and non-German, who remark on the usefulness or, in contrast, the megalomania of the memorial. As the film unfolds, Rohde-Dahl inserts home movies from her childhood during WWII and asks the question, “How do I reconcile the happy memories with the consequences?” The trace of unfinished business is a self-obsessed but psychologically important move, an attempt to recover the right to that pleasant childhood. The simultaneity of the devastation to other children, brutally murdered, and the jolly scenes in the gardens creates a gap, a residue of difference that is incompatible yet intertwined.

      For normalization to be embedded not just in politics but also in the psyches of the citizens, the affective work requires recognition of the effect of feeling on public sentiment. The inability to admit culpability goes beyond absorbing the sins of the fathers and mothers. Literature on conflict transformation and on transitional justice has begun to recognize the need to delve deeper into the social relations among those who are descendants of the perpetrators and victims.23 Lest we erase the difference in the circumstances (comparisons of posttraumatic stress syndrome among children of Vietnam vets and Holocaust survivors, for example) we might recognize that politicizing mourning or recovery processes does not do justice to the ways in which the feelings may contribute to exposing the fallacy of normalization in the political realm.

      As Moses puts it: “to have real empathy with victims of the Holocaust entails a less affective relationship to the family community and nation because to acknowledge the implication—and thus the pollution—of these entities destroys basic trust in them.”24 Whereas present-day sites of memory in unified Germany, including those symbolically represented in public media, public spaces, and public commemoration, serve as a model for the outward process of “normalization” in political terms, the emotional and affective deficit remaining from one generation to the next is itself a sign that closure is not the answer nor is it desirable.

      Conclusion

      The working through of family histories by descendants of Nazi perpetrators, against the backdrop of political normalization, seems to come with the price of disassociation. Loss experienced by the children of perpetrators—loss of childhood, loss of innocence, loss of the sanitized memory of loved ones, and loss of “normalcy”—becomes the catalyst for allowing fractured memories to reflect upon the political process of normalization. Germany may be lauded as a national culture that has expended untold amounts of national energy and resources in documenting and recalling the crimes of its citizens in the past. At the same time, the clash between the political achievements of normalization embodied in Germany’s ascendancy in the global sphere and the legacy of the Holocaust as unforgivable continues to play itself out in the cultural production of memoirs and films depicting the family spheres of remembrance and forgetting.25

      Rather then see normalization, then, as a line drawn between past and present, the stirrings in private remembrances and documentary films show that the blurring of the lines can be a measure of the residue of resistance against normalization. If normalization rests in Germany having paid for its criminal deeds by building memorials and taking in asylum seekers, than the categories separating politics from the affective lives of citizens would seem to confuse political processes with religiously marked rituals. Just as work on international justice has noted the contradictions between the effect of criminal trials and that of truth commissions, so too the contradictions between the politics of normalization and its affective counterparts may not be as unrelated as one might think: “We cannot blithely assume the suitability of a truth commission whose logos is one of Western psychoanalytical theory generalized from the single patient to an entire society. It is critical not to implement restorative mechanisms that may be faulted for the same kind of externalization and transplantation that shadow internationalized criminal process.”26

      Thus, the processes of expiation practiced by the writing of memoirs or making of films by children in Nazi families mirror a growing shift among scholars and practitioners of international law to recognize that responses such as the Nuremberg Trials may no longer achieve the desired end of creating a space for citizens of perpetrator nations to work through their own involvement in perpetrating denial of crimes against humanity.27 Indeed, the tendency of the descendants of Nazi perpetrators to be stuck in the past implies their inability to imagine a future untainted by the past. Thus understanding the impossibility of forgiveness also includes the sense of resentment for having to seek it in the first place. Even as a collective political premise of Germany’s “normalcy” resides in the centrality of upholding European ideals of democracy in the face of a growing populist movement of xenophobia and anti-immigrant sentiments, not to mention acts, the children of perpetrators may stand as a reminder of the ongoing discontent at the citizen level.

      As M. Ludin’s film shows, for example, rather than seek forgiveness from the victims, his siblings seek to forgive their father in an attempt to live a fuller, richer life that includes forgiving the perpetrator. The attempt mostly fails. The political or moral issue here is the elision of the extent of the victimization. Rather than see their father as betraying them or other human beings, they see the judgment passed on him as unfair. On some level, forgiving the father means recognizing the unforgiveable. He cannot be forgiven for the crimes committed against humanity. Rather than resent him, they resent the state that demands they accept their status. Equally distressing is the role of the mothers, like Hanns Ludin’s unrepentant wife, in sealing the crypt of the past and thus blocking the emotional working through of the legacy passed on from one generation to another.

      As cultures of remembering in Germany become contested by current waves of xenophobia, the ongoing trials and tribulations of unification, and the rise of populist movements on the right, political concepts of normalization may no longer suffice. Even as direct encounters between former perpetrators and victims, Germans and Jews alive during the Holocaust, recede into memory, for those who come after the work of memory in the affective realm continues.
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      Chapter 12

      Between Memory and Normalcy: Synagogue Architecture in Postwar Germany

      Gavriel D. Rosenfeld

      Not long ago, on September 21, 2008, one of Germany’s newest synagogues, Congregation Beit Tikvah, was formally dedicated in the Westphalian city of Bielefeld. Architecturally, Beit Tikvah is a simple whitewashed structure with striking arched forms that evoke the rounded stone tablets of the Ten Commandments. As is true of nearly all Jewish houses of worship erected in postwar Germany, Beit Tikvah was built to replace its predecessor, Bielefeld’s Turnerstrasse synagogue (1905), which was destroyed on Kristallnacht in November of 1938. Beit Tikvah was also built to accommodate the needs of Bielefeld’s growing Jewish community, which, like others in Germany, has dramatically swelled in size thanks to the influx of Jews from the former communist East in the years since 1990.1 In one respect, however, Beit Tikvah is architecturally unique. It is the only synagogue in the Federal Republic that used to be a Protestant church.2 Originally erected in 1898, the Paul-Gerhardt-Kirche stood as a church for over a century until it was acquired in 2007 by the Bielefeld Jewish community, which was looking for new worship space. Soon thereafter, the community hired local architect, Klaus Beck, to renovate the building. In pursuing the project, Beck combined the old with the new, preserving the church’s ground plan but transforming its steeple and pointed windows into rounded forms graced with Hebrew characters. Today, the building’s transformation is undetectable. Few pedestrians who pass by Beit Tikvah would have any idea that it was once a church.

      The unique construction history of Beit Tikvah is symbolically significant on many different levels. For one thing, it speaks to the current state of Christian-Jewish relations in Germany. Initially, some of Bielefeld’s Christian citizens were deeply concerned about the church’s evolution into a synagogue, seeing it as a worrisome sign of waning religiosity. After all, the building’s sale to the Jewish community in 2007 went forward after church leaders concluded that dwindling attendance augured poorly for its future viability. The decision was controversial, however, and a radical group of dissident congregants went so far as to occupy the church for three months to try and hinder its sale to the Jewish community.3 There is no evidence that antisemitism fueled this activism. In fact, after the protests faded and the synagogue was finally dedicated several months later, many Christians stressed that the building’s transformation symbolized the common religious roots of Christianity and Judaism. Bielefeld’s Jews were naturally happy to share such expressions of interfaith fellowship. But most preferred to see the building as a sign of a different kind of reconciliation—between Germans and Jews in the wake of the Holocaust. When the prime minister of Nordrhein-Westfalen, Jürgen Rüttgers, declared in a speech delivered at the synagogue’s dedication that the new building symbolized “confidence and hope,” the president of the Central Council of Jews in Germany, Charlotte Knobloch, agreed, stating that the building symbolized “the renaissance of the Jewish community in Germany.”4
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        Fig. 12.1. Klaus Beck, Congregation Beit Tikvah, Bielefeld, 2007. (Photo courtesy of Andy1982 at Creative Commons.)

      

      The significance of Beit Tikvah extends beyond Christian-Jewish relations, however, and touches on intra-Jewish relations as well. Indeed, the building’s construction history can be interpreted as the by-product of important transnational forces that have shaped postwar Jewish life. One of these is immigration. The originator of the synagogue project was the Bielefeld community’s longtime leader, Irith Michelsohn. Born in 1953 in Tel Aviv of German immigrant parents, she later returned to the Federal Republic and eventually assumed a leading role both in the local Jewish community of Bielefeld and nationally in the Reform-oriented Union of Progressive Jews.5 Despite her ample leadership skills, however, Michelsohn had an imperious management style that ended up causing controversy. Her pursuit of the synagogue project sparked a major conflict within the Bielefeld Jewish community, some of whose members saw it as violating halakhic rules against utilizing profane structures for religious purposes (opposition to the project prompted thirty members to split from the congregation in 2007).6 As a result of the burgeoning discord, Michelsohn (together with the other members of the synagogue’s five member board, including Cologne-born cantor Paul Yuval Adam) was voted out of office in 2008 and replaced by a slate of candidates hailing from the former Soviet Union.7 On the surface, this power struggle appeared to pit two factions within the larger Bielefeld community against one another: an older, more established German group against a recently arrived eastern European faction.

      Yet the story gets more complicated. Following Michelsohn’s electoral defeat, the news emerged that she was not halakhically Jewish, having been born to a German Jewish father who had converted to Catholicism and later married a Catholic woman in Israel.8 This revelation, together with allegations that Michelsohn was guilty of various financial improprieties, prompted the emergence of further opposition against her from many of the Bielefeld’s community’s eastern European Jewish members. To a degree, Michelsohn’s weakened position as the Bielefeld Jewish community’s leader was an ironic byproduct of her own history of immigration. Although her German Jewish heritage should have given her a privileged status in the Jewish community, the revelation of her partly Christian background placed her in the same position as many recent eastern European Jewish immigrants to Germany who have also had their backgrounds halakhically questioned. And yet, just as these transnational forces complicated Michelsohn’s personal life, they may have stimulated the synagogue project that remains her most important legacy. Although Michelsohn vigorously defended her Jewish identity in public, she was clearly discomfited by her mixed religious background and may have tried to symbolically transcend them by pursuing the synagogue transformation project. Indeed, it is arguable that by leading the push to convert the Paul-Gerhardt-Kirche into the Beit Tikvah synagogue, Michelsohn strove to architecturally commemorate her own religious journey from Christianity to Judaism.

      As is shown by the case of Beit Tikvah, synagogue architecture in Germany is intimately tied to issues of postwar German Jewish identity. Ever since the collapse of the Third Reich in 1945, Jews in Germany have faced major challenges constructing a cohesive sense of community. The Jewish population’s small size and heterogeneous composition made the process of postwar reconstruction a painstaking one. Scholars have extensively examined the social, economic, and political dimensions of this struggle, but they have focused less on its cultural aspects.9 One topic that has received comparatively little attention is synagogue architecture.10 Examining the architecture of postwar German synagogues, however, provides a unique perspective on postwar German Jewish life. As architectural historians have long argued, buildings both reflect and constitute a community’s identity.11 German synagogue architecture thus closely mirrors the evolution of German Jewish life in the postwar era. Needless to say, a wide range of challenges, struggles, and successes have defined postwar German Jewish life in this period. In an important sense, however, all of them have revolved around the larger task of coming to grips with the legacy of the Holocaust. This chapter examines how the postwar evolution of German Jewish synagogue architecture reflects shifting conceptions of German Jewish memory and identity since the Holocaust. It explores the extent to which the interplay between architecture and identity has been shaped by transnational forces. And it concludes that Jewish houses of worship ultimately can be seen as standing in an uneasy tension between memory and normalcy. Synagogues in postwar Germany express the Jewish community’s intention to reestablish normal lives for themselves in the present without entirely losing sight of the traumas of the past.

      Synagogue Architecture and Transnationalism

      The history of synagogue architecture in postwar Germany can be divided into three phases. The first lasted from 1945 until the mid-1970s and witnessed a flurry of synagogue construction for Germany’s scattered Jewish communities. Most of the synagogues of this period were designed according to modernist principles and displayed few allusions to the Holocaust. In the second phase, from the early 1980s until German unification in 1990, there occurred a postmodern turn in German synagogue architecture. During this period, far fewer synagogues were constructed, but those that were displayed a greater sense of historical sensitivity and a willingness to confront the Nazi legacy. Finally, in the two decades since reunification, there has been a veritable synagogue building boom in Germany that has been typified both by stylistic diversity and competing approaches to wrestling with the legacy of the past.

      Throughout these phases, the evolution of synagogue architecture has subtly reflected the influence of transnational forces. Some of these have been socioreligious in nature. Because most Jewish communities in Germany after 1945 were too small to support more than one synagogue—and because their populations were diverse, encompassing German Jews, eastern European Jews, and even Israeli immigrants (all of whom often followed different religious traditions)—synagogue designs had to be flexible enough to be welcoming to all. In the early decades of the postwar period, the need to accommodate diverse groups helped ensure that the designs of most synagogues were architecturally modest. Modern architecture served this goal perfectly. By abstaining from historical reference and privileging function over form, modern architecture was sufficiently neutral and anonymous to serve as a common stylistic denominator for groups that otherwise might not have agreed upon that much socially or religiously. Modernism was also able to provide Jews in Germany with at least one thing that they were able to agree upon—the desire for privacy. Regardless of whether the Jewish community’s members hailed from Germany, Poland, or Israel, they shared a common desire to avoid attention from outsiders. The self-effacing character of early postwar synagogues reflected this larger impulse.

      In the last generation, however, this trend has begun to change due to a different set of transnational forces related to developments within the field of architecture. For centuries, the history of Western architecture has been an international affair, with design principles emerging in, and being shared between, different nations (the efforts of certain architects to claim national traits for their work notwithstanding). Modern architecture is a case in point, with the aptly named International Style being the result of a complicated process of cultural exchange between the United States and Europe between the 1890s and 1920s.12 To be sure, the influence of this architectural movement on early postwar synagogue design in Germany reflected the influence of universalistic, non-Jewish forces; yet a more Jewishly inflected movement subsequently brought its influence to bear on later synagogue design in Germany. With the emergence of the international movements of postmodernism and deconstructivism between the 1970s and 1990s, German synagogue architecture became more historically allusive and visually expressive. Both movements enabled synagogue designs to confront the Holocaust’s legacy in new ways, but deconstructivism deserves particular mention. Since two of the movement’s leading figures, Peter Eisenman and Daniel Libeskind, arrived at their radical architectural theories by meditating on the legacy of the Holocaust, the influence of their work on recent German synagogue design can be seen as another example of transnational cultural exchange. In short, what appeared to be an American import to Germany—deconstructivism—was itself the by-product of a German export—the legacy of the Holocaust.

      The Modernist Era

      In the wake of the Holocaust, the size of the German Jewish community had shrunk to around twenty-five thousand and the demand for synagogue space was comparatively small. Roughly two dozen synagogues were built in the early postwar decades in major towns and cities.13 Most of these buildings displayed an ahistorical modernist sensibility in the sense that they were designed with an eye toward functional, formal, and liturgical concerns and abstained from any historical references. As German Jewish architect and current vice president of the Central Council of Jews in Germany, Salomon Korn, has written, early postwar synagogues “showed no signs in their architecture of the historical context in which they were created—the period following the wave of synagogue destruction and genocide.”14 Korn has speculated that, in this period, the “memories and fears of the victims may have been too severe to find public expression in architectural form.” Especially as many Jews in Germany felt the “shame” of survival, the imperatives of “self-protection” led them to embrace an “architecture of . . . neutrality and silence instead of [an architecture of] . . . admonition.”15 For the most part, Korn is correct, yet it would be a mistake to see Jews in Germany as entirely advocating amnesia in early postwar synagogue design. Even in the ahistorical modernist buildings of this period, there were subtle signs of remembrance.

      To be sure, most synagogues were defined by modernist anonymity. While prewar Jewish houses of worship had been grandiose and assertive, postwar synagogues projected modesty and inconspicuousness. In the city of Offenbach, for example, one of Germany’s most prominent early postwar synagogue architects, Hermann Zvi Guttmann, designed a synagogue (1955–56) that differed substantially from its prominent early twentieth-century predecessor on the Goethestrasse by being located in a tree-lined garden behind an attached Jewish community center. Similarly, Helmut Goldschmidt’s synagogue in Münster (1960) abandoned its nineteenth-century Moorish predecessor’s welcoming street-front entrance in favor of a blank wall and a more forbidding entryway that reached the sanctuary only via a winding series of foyers. Finally, some Jewish houses of worship, such as Franz May and Karl Heinz Wrongel’s Hamburg synagogue (1960), had next to no identifying Jewish traits at all. None of these synagogues alluded to the recent Nazi experience in any way, preferring instead to focus on formal experimentation. This ahistorical impulse was typical of the modernist movement, of course, and was an international trend that affected nations throughout the Western world during this period. It is notable, for example, that the parabolic forms that defined many of Guttmann’s synagogues, such as the one in Hannover (1963), exhibited the same curvilinear features of the Nierentisch aesthetic that marked everything from living room tables to McDonald’s iconic arches in the 1950s. The anonymity of German synagogues, in other words, was hardly a specifically German phenomenon but was symptomatic of the era.

      That said, allusions to the Nazi experience were not entirely absent in early postwar synagogues. Guttmann’s work represents a notable exception in the way that it subtly explored aspects of the Nazi era that others ignored. In his posthumously published autobiography, Guttmann explained that his embrace of parabolic forms was part of a symbolic effort to counteract the architectural belief in “limitlessness” that had historically led to the “Tower of Babel.”16 (A parabola resists the urge to verticality by rising upward only to descend gently to the ground.) There is suggestive evidence that Guttmann’s biblically colored remark was meant to refer allegorically to the architecture of the Nazi regime, whose pomposity could be countered by the parabola’s modesty.17 It is notable that Guttmann redemptively described the parabolic shapes of his Jewish cemetery hall in Hannover (1958–60) as “the gate to the afterlife,” a concept that he said Jews had to believe in, for “how could Jews not believe in the afterlife after all that happened?”18

      Even more significant is the fact that Guttmann also used parabolic forms in his design for the Jewish memorial chapel on the grounds of the Dachau concentration camp outside Munich. Built in 1964–67, the chapel is a stone-clad structure, half buried in the ground, that features a parabolic roof, topped with a white marble menorah. It was one of the first buildings after 1945 to incorporate concentration camp iconography into its very form, most notably in twin black metal railings and a large iron gate that was crafted to resemble barbed wire. Guttmann said that his building was meant “to commemorate the horrible era of . . . persecution.” At the same time, however, he also wanted it to remind “survivors not to lose hope.”19 Guttmann communicated this redemptive message with the stone menorah that rose through the chapel’s roof. Crafted of marble quarried from the northern Israeli town of Peki’in—where Jews have lived without interruption since the time of the Second Temple—the menorah was intended by Guttmann to “symbolize the continuity of Judaism” despite the ravages of history.20
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        Fig. 12.2. Hermann Zvi Guttmann, Synagogue, Offenbach, 1955–56. The synagogue, which is set back from the street behind the attached community center, reflected the postwar German Jewish community’s desire for privacy. (Photo courtesy of Alfred Jacoby.)
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        Fig. 12.3. Helmut Goldschmidt, Synagogue, Münster, 1960. (Photo courtesy of Rüdiger Wölk at Creative Commons.)
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        Fig. 12.4: Hermann Zvi Guttmann, Jewish memorial chapel, Dachau concentration camp 1964–67. The parabolic chapel was one of the first postwar buildings to make use of Holocaust iconography, seen most clearly in the allusion to barbed wire in its wrought iron railings. (Photo courtesy of Gavriel Rosenfeld.)

      

      Not all Jewish religious architecture was so affirmative in addressing the Holocaust, however. This is shown by a final example: the Jüdisches Gemeindehaus, or Jewish Community Center, in Berlin. Designed from 1957 to 1959 by the Bochum-based architectural firm of Dieter Knoblauch and Heinz Heise, the Jewish Community Center was a largely nondescript, modernist building built of glass and steel. It displayed one unusual feature, however: remnants from the prewar Fasanenstrasse synagogue, which were salvaged after 1945 from the Nazi-ransacked, and later war-damaged, edifice and incorporated into the new Jewish Community Center’s façade. Proposed by Berlin Jewish community leaders, the inclusion of the front dome and a separate Mahnsäule (admonitory column) was meant to remind the German people of “[the] great guilt of the past.”21 As the Festschrift for the community center from 1959 declared:

      
        Everyone who passes by this house should gaze upon the warning column. Jews [should do so], in the awareness that the past obligates [them] to be wary of the future. . . .

        Non-Jews should remain . . . constantly aware of the guilt of the past, since what has happened cannot be . . . undone through reparations.22

      

      This was a powerful message on behalf of remembrance. It was reinforced architecturally, moreover, by the presence of the ruined Kaiser-Wilhelm Memorial Church around the corner on the Kurfürstendamm, just as it received institutional support from one of the most prominent Jewish supporters of admonitory remembrance in postwar Germany, the head of the Zentralrat der Juden in Deutschland and of the Berlin Jewish community, Heinz Galinksi. In the end, though, the Berlin Jewish Community Center was exceptional. For the first several decades of the postwar period, most German synagogues preferred anonymity and silence to public admonition.

      The Postmodern Era

      With the rise of postmodernism in the 1980s, however, German synagogue architecture underwent an important transformation. Now that architects throughout the West were returning to history as a nurturing tradition, it was merely a matter of time before architects in Germany began to demand a more direct architectural confrontation with the Nazi legacy. Salomon Korn was the chief representative of this trend, declaring in 1988 that the “time has . . . come for synagogue architecture to shift from a stance of reticence towards a painful, but necessary, one of remembrance.”23 Korn strove to implement his recommendations in his own architectural work, most notably in his Jewish Community Center of Frankfurt (1980–86). In designing it, Korn made the “historical cracks, fissures, and fractures of German-Jewish history the point of departure.” Believing that “architectural metaphors” could “symbolize the past’s effect on [the] . . . present,” Korn integrated an oversized version of the ten commandments into the building’s entrance, including numerous cracks on its surface as “a warning of the fragility of German-Jewish relations over the course of . . . history.” Korn stressed this point by placing a cornerstone listing names of the 10,000 Frankfurt Jews deported by the Nazis beneath the tablet. Yet he did not want his building to be merely an architectural admonition. He also strove to lend the building a more optimistic dimension by including three stylized menorahs in its facade as a “symbol of hope.”24
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        Fig. 12.5. Dieter Knoblauch and Heinz Heise, Jewish Community Center, Berlin, 1957–59. The architects incorporated portions of the demolished Fasanenstrasse synagogue in their building. The most prominent element was a stone portico at the building’s entrance. (Photo courtesy of Gavriel Rosenfeld.)
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        Fig. 12.6. Salomon Korn, Jewish Community Center of Frankfurt, 1980–86. A single tablet of the Ten Commandments, marked by cracks, stands at the building’s entrance as a symbol of the ruptures of German Jewish history. (Photo courtesy of Ulrich Knufinke.)

      

      Korn’s belief that synagogue architecture needed to contend with the past reflected the increasing attention to the Third Reich’s legacy in the late 1980s—especially the fortieth anniversary of Kristallnacht, the most pivotal event in twentieth-century Jewish architectural history. Few synagogues had a chance to confront the Nazi legacy during this period, however. Indeed, there was only one other major synagogue built in Germany during the 1980s and it represented a different kind of postmodern return to history. In 1988, German Jewish architect Alfred Jacoby’s design for the new synagogue of Darmstadt was dedicated. Boasting a series of high-tech domes and references to the Moorish revival of the nineteenth century, the synagogue’s use of postmodern historical references was far more nostalgic than Korn’s in Frankfurt. In embracing this strategy, Jacoby intended to move beyond the limitations of early postwar modernist synagogues, which he said were symbols of “insecurity” that failed to engage with their surroundings. Instead, he self-confidently aimed to design a building that would clearly be “legible as a synagogue.” Significantly, this goal reflected Jacoby’s desire to break free of the inhibitions rooted in the Nazi experience. Declaring “we must confidently display our Jewish identity,” the architect asserted that “a synagogue should not be an architectural memorial to the Holocaust.”25 Not surprisingly, Jacoby’s neohistoricist design did not go over well with Korn, who criticized it for having “glossed over [the] . . . scars left . . . by the . . . destruction of Jewish architectural culture in Germany.”26 Yet the synagogue satisfied German political leaders’ desire to move beyond the past and foster the future-oriented goal of German-Jewish reconciliation. In the end, Korn’s desire for German synagogues to confront the Holocaust’s legacy seemed destined to remain unrealized. As he lamented in 1988,

      
        it appears as though [the impulse to acknowledge the Holocaust] . . . has come too late! Most Jewish communities in the Federal Republic are too small and old to survive into the next several decades. Today, the construction of synagogues and community centers is largely complete. . . . While [some] . . . will certainly be built here and there, synagogues as a category of architecture have no meaningful future . . . in Germany.27

      

      Synagogues since Reunification

      As things turned out, Korn’s prediction was the opposite of prophetic, for a short few years later the end of the Cold War utterly transformed Jewish life in Germany by bringing about the influx of nearly two hundred thousand eastern European Jews. This development had immediate repercussions for the development of Jewish architecture in Germany, for by dramatically increasing the size of the Jewish community it forced congregations to expand their buildings or construct new ones. Between 1989 and 2009, plans for about thirty synagogues were considered and, at present, about twenty have been constructed.28 These buildings have been defined by two competing trends. Unlike the early postwar era, when Jewish houses of worship were defined by privacy, modesty, and anonymity, those built since 1990 have been far more conspicuous and have radiated a sense of normalcy. At the same time, they have also dealt more directly with the memory of the Holocaust.
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        Fig. 12.7. Alfred Jacoby, Synagogue, Darmstadt, 1986–88. Displaying prominent domes and interior ornamental flourishes, this postmodern building represented a partial revival of nineteenth-century historicist synagogue architecture. (Photo courtesy of Alfred Jacoby.)

      

      The first trend has been amply displayed in the work of the most prolific designer of recent synagogues, Alfred Jacoby. Since completing his synagogue in Darmstadt, Jacoby has designed nearly a dozen Jewish houses of worship, completing seven. In sharp contrast to Korn, who called for a symbolically allusive form of German synagogue architecture that could lay bare the scars of the recent past, Jacoby has employed a more restrained modernism in the effort to heal them. Opposed to making “Holocaust memorial[s]” out of his synagogues, he has said, “It is more important to have a vision of the future” and design synagogues in “a New Spirit,” as the title of an exhibition of his work proclaimed in the late 1990s. Although Jacoby conceded that the “destruction . . . imposed on the Jews . . . during the Nazi period” could not be “undone through any healing process,” he emphasized the need to design for “the survivors and those born after the war who needed a . . . future orientation.” Quoting historian Fritz Stern’s assertion that reunification in 1990 gave Germany a “second chance” to do right by history, Jacoby declared: “the new synagogues are stone vessels, within which a second chance for Jews and non-Jews to coexist in this country might be able to germinate.”29

      The best way to promote this goal, according to Jacoby, was to design synagogues that integrated themselves into the German urban environment while self-confidently asserting themselves as Jewish religious structures. A good example is his Aachen synagogue (1991–95), which uses yellow brick in a nod to regional building traditions, while also resembling Jerusalem stone. Similarly, the synagogue’s flat dome and overt Hebrew lettering on the façade makes its Jewish identity unmistakable, while at the same time the wide expanse of glass in its façade allows views of the activities inside the building and suggests openness and ecumenicism. The same is true of his synagogue in Heidelberg (1994), whose assertive cylindrical forms and overt use of Hebrew in its façade suggests a new level of Jewish self-confidence within the postwar German cityscape.

      If Alfred Jacoby’s work represented the effort to strive for normalcy by moving beyond the past, other synagogues reflected the desire to hold its lessons in memory. In recent years, several synagogues have been influenced by the important architectural movement of deconstructivism. Established in the late 1980s, the movement traces its origins partly to the theoretical writings of Peter Eisenman and Daniel Libeskind.30 Beginning in the late 1970s and early 1980s, Eisenman and Libeskind began to argue that Western architecture was at a dead end; modernism was exhausted and postmodernism was hopelessly derivative. They further believed that the two movements were guilty of aesthetically glossing over, and distracting attention away from, the era’s many problems, whether economic recession or the threat of nuclear war.

      The two architects’ most symbolically significant reason for rejecting modernism and postmodernism, however, was their conviction that they were inappropriate for the post-Holocaust world. Declaring that both movements were rooted in classical principles of order, stability, and harmony, Eisenman and Libeskind cited the Holocaust’s legacy in calling for a new architecture of dislocation, fragmentation, and loss. As Eisenman put it in 1982, “since the Holocaust and with the increasing potential for nuclear disaster, we live in a world of what I call memory and imminence—of what was before and what could potentially be. . . . It seems to me that architecture could reflect this condition symbolically.”31 To be sure, Eisenman and Libeskind had multiple motives in pursuing their radical architectural agendas. But the fact that they explicitly invoked the Nazi genocide’s legacy partly reflected the transnational forces that shaped postwar Jewish life. Although they hailed from different backgrounds (Eisenman was born in the United States in 1929, while Libeskind was born in Poland in 1946 and later moved to America after a time in Israel), both architects shared childhood encounters with antisemitism that made them feel like outsiders and encouraged them to develop a rebellious streak in their architectural thinking. Their experiences further led them to be receptive to another important international phenomenon, the upsurge in Holocaust consciousness (epitomized by the broadcast of the NBC docudrama Holocaust and the chartering of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum in 1978), which increasingly defined Jewish identity throughout the Western world after the late 1970s. It was perhaps predictable, therefore, that both architects eventually looked to the Holocaust as providing justification for their radical architectural work. In short, deconstructivism was, at least in part, shaped by American Jewish architects meditating on the tragedy of the German Jewish experience.
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        Fig. 12.8. Alfred Jacoby, Synagogue, Aachen, 1991–95. The synagogue strives to establish a sense of normalcy for the Jewish community by blending into its site, using local materials, and communicating a sense of openness with its glass façade. (Photo courtesy of Alfred Jacoby.)

      

      In the years that followed, Eisenman and Libeskind produced a variety of pathbreaking buildings that visually expressed their deeper historical vision. Among the most important were Eisenman’s Wexner Center for the Visual Arts in Columbus, Ohio (1983–88), and Libeskind’s Berlin Jewish Museum (1989–2001). These works were defined by a variety of traits that came to be seen as hallmarks of deconstructivism: the use of twisted, tilted, and scarred volumes; an archaeological interest in the history of site; and an eagerness to fuse new and old architectural forms in a state of dialectical tension. To be sure, the antitraditional impulse underlying deconstructivism was meant to symbolize more than just the disorientation of the post-Holocaust world. Yet the Nazi genocide’s legacy was certainly among the more important philosophical and historical forces that shaped the deconstructivist movement as it entered the architectural mainstream and began to influence buildings worldwide.

      In Germany, deconstructivism shaped the design of several new synagogues after the turn of the millennium. One of the most important was the new synagogue of Mainz. Designed by the German Jewish architect Manuel Herz and completed in 2010, the synagogue betrayed deconstructivist influences not only in its architect’s background (Herz worked for Libeskind in the 1990s) but in its dramatic external appearance. Subtly borrowing from Libeskind’s practice of basing the design of Jewish buildings on Hebrew letters—seen most dramatically in his Contemporary Jewish Museum in San Francisco (2009), which was based on the Hebrew word “chai”—Herz based his Mainz design upon the Hebrew word “kedusha.” Loosely translated as “holiness,” the word inspired the irregular shape of Herz’s synagogue. Herz took the Hebrew word as it appeared on the written page and traced an irregular line above its individual letters, arriving at a jagged segment that formed the contours of the building’s sawtooth exterior form.32 Herz saw the synagogue project as part of a positive effort to create a “Jewish conception of space” and affirm the Jewish community’s postwar revival. Yet he did not pursue these goals without keeping on eye on the past. Paying attention to the history of the site, Herz made a pointed effort to preserve in his design the surviving architectural remnants—four fluted columns from the entry portico—of Mainz’s original neobaroque synagogue (1912) that was destroyed on Kristallnacht. This ensured that the ensemble would function like the Jewish community center on the Fasanenstrasse in Berlin—as a gesture of faith in the future and an admonition about the past. In declaring his hope that the synagogue would “elicit attention, raise questions, . . . and [even stimulate] . . . annoyance,” Herz shared Jacoby’s belief that synagogues in the new Germany should no longer be inconspicuous, but highly visible structures.33
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        Fig. 12.9. Daniel Libeskind, Berlin Jewish Museum, 1988–2001, aerial view. (Photo courtesy of Studio Daniel Libeskind.)

      

      A second synagogue that displayed the postmodern era’s new sensitivity to Germany’s fraught history was the new synagogue and community center complex of Dresden (1997–2001). Designed by the Saarbrücken firm of Wandel Hoefer Lorch + Hirsch (WHLH), the building was influenced by the Holocaust’s legacy in several ways. As was true of new synagogues in other German cities, Dresden’s was built on the site of its destroyed predecessor, the famous nineteenth-century synagogue designed by Gottfried Semper, which was destroyed on Kristallnacht. The architects illustrated this historical rupture by orienting their plan to the vanished synagogue. The design comprised two structures: a synagogue and a separate community center separated by a small empty plaza, where the original nineteenth-century synagogue once stood. The new synagogue was a minimalist cube made of concrete blocks that—in a deconstructivist gesture borrowed from Eisenman—twisted noticeably several degrees so that it appeared unbalanced.34 This feature resulted from the architects’ decision to situate the synagogue’s plan perpendicular to the street, but then to torque it from above by some fifteen degrees in order to make it parallel with the floor plan of the vanished Semper synagogue. Between the synagogue and the community center across the plaza, the architects traced the outlines of Semper’s synagogue in glass shards, evoking the destruction of Kristallnacht. They also included fragments of the original synagogue, inserting stones salvaged from its excavated foundation into the retaining wall around the complex and reusing the original Star of David from the synagogue’s roof over the entrance to the new sanctuary.
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        Fig. 12.10. Manuel Herz, Synagogue and Jewish Community Center, Mainz, 1999–2010. The Hebrew word Kedusha (holiness) provided part of the inspiration for the building’s form. (Plan Manuel Herz.)
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        Fig. 12.11. Manuel Herz, Synagogue and Jewish Community Center, Mainz, 1999–2010. The tall angular structure at right is the synagogue sanctuary. Its form derives from the letter “Kuf” in Kedusha and alludes to a shofar. The stone columns at left are remnants of the prewar synagogue. (Photo by Manuel Herz.)
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        Fig. 12.12. Wandel, Hoefer, Lorch + Hirsch, New Synagogue, Dresden, 1998–2001. (Photo by Gavriel Rosenfeld.)
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        Fig. 12.13. Wandel, Hoefer, Lorch + Hirsch, New Synagogue, Dresden, 1998–2001 The new synagogue (left) is situated perpendicular to the street but is torqued from above to make it parallel with the plan of the original synagogue on the site (center), which was designed by Gottfried Semper in the mid-nineteenth century and destroyed on Kristallnacht. (Photo courtesy of Andrea Wandel.)

      

      In explicitly evoking the past, the building was more strident than Jacoby’s more accommodating synagogues. Its modern form refused to adapt to the city’s baroque skyline, its location atop a walled-off enclosure removed it from the street, and its windowless façade lent it the appearance of a fortress—a fact that more than a few annoyed Dresden residents complained about in the local press.35 The building’s assertiveness reflected the commitment of Christian German architects to admonish German society not to forget the lessons of the Nazi era. The firm’s principals have long been involved in commemorative projects related to the Holocaust and decided to make the building assertive in order to alert Dresden’s citizenry to the Jewish community’s renewed presence in the city.36 They have recently done the same in Munich, whose new Ohel Jakob synagogue—especially its rough limestone façade—contrasts sharply with the medieval turreted forms of the adjoining Jakobsplatz and displays signs of a Jewish sensibility in its evocation of Solomon’s Temple.37

      Taken together, the Jewish houses of worship built over the last two decades in Germany have displayed unprecedented inventiveness and have redefined the genre of synagogue architecture. That they have done so is largely due to their architects’ refusal to ignore Germany’s dark past, in which they have found creative inspiration. While some, such as Alfred Jacoby, have tried to heal the wounds of the Holocaust by designing affirmatively Jewish buildings that fit harmoniously into the German built environment, others, such as Manuel Herz and the firm WHLH, have tried to highlight the Holocaust’s legacy by producing eye-catching buildings that provocatively draw attention to themselves. All of these innovative structures attest to the vibrancy of contemporary German Jewish culture.

      Conclusion

      Germany’s newest synagogues also highlight the influence of transnational forces. In the final analysis, synagogue architecture in postwar Germany has been shaped by social and cultural trends that have been decidedly international in scope. These include changing postwar immigration patterns and developments within the discipline of Western architecture. The most important was the migration of Jews from eastern Europe to Germany after 1945. Arriving in two waves—the early postwar wave of the 1940s and 1950s, drawing mostly Polish, Hungarian, and Romanian Jews, and the much larger wave of Soviet Jews since 1990—eastern European Jewish immigration to Germany was the indispensable precondition for the construction of new synagogues in the first place. The second important catalyst was the emergence of postmodernism and deconstructivism, both of which were instrumental in liberating architects to draw on history as a source of inspiration for their building designs. Finally, the concurrent rise of Holocaust consciousness throughout the Western world prompted some architects—particularly deconstructivists—to seek inspiration in the legacy of the Nazi genocide. All of these factors have helped German synagogue architecture achieve new levels of expressiveness and sophistication.

      Whether or not the creative tension generated by the simultaneous embrace of memory and normalcy will continue to shape German synagogue design in the future is unclear. While a few major projects (most notably Libeskind’s design for a new liberal synagogue in Munich) remain to be completed, the building boom of the last two decades can largely be viewed as finished. With this development, the considerable attention that has recently been devoted to German synagogue design will gradually fade. Assuming the German Jewish population remains stable in its current size, the synagogues that have recently been completed will eventually become familiar, well-integrated objects in their respective cityscapes. In short, they will become architectural embodiments of normalcy.

      Notes
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      Chapter 13

      Klezmer in the New Germany: History, Identity, and Memory

      Raysh Weiss

      The sound of traditional Klezmer music popularly evokes images of sage-looking, bearded men in long, dark coats; babushka-clad women; decrepit little houses dotting winding, narrow roads; and a host of other iconic trappings of a bygone era in eastern Europe. For many, Marc Chagall’s The Fiddler, perhaps the classic portrait of the klezmor—the itinerant Jewish musician—seeking spiritual refuge in his instrument, has become the singular nostalgic image of European Klezmer1 and the quaintly exotic and long-lost culture with which it is associated.

      Paradoxically, however, while the culture from which Klezmer sprang has been largely eradicated, leaving only meager nostalgic traces, the music itself lives on, but remarkably, in significant measure, it does so in the hands of people with no historical connection to that culture.2 Some of today’s most ardent proponents of traditional Klezmer music have not only never set foot in the small, exclusively Jewish settlements of eastern Europe, which were referred to by the term “shtetl,” they are not even Jewish. The performance of Klezmer music in postwar Germany offers a fascinating case study of how a certain cultural expression can be relocated, both spatially and temporally, and adopted by new practitioners as a means of engaging with a complicated past to offer a new interpretation of the present. This paper will examine how Klezmer music traveled from the quaint ethnic marketplaces of European Jewry to the political arena of a healing antifascist postwar Germany, and finally made its way to the capitalist global marketplace as a form of world music.3 In attempting to understand this multilayered musical phenomenon, questions of memory, authenticity, and identity will help to structure and define both Klezmer music and those who perform the increasingly elusive genre.

      The very genesis of Klezmer music is difficult, if not impossible, to trace. Due to the overwhelming number of European Klezmer musicians who perished in the Holocaust and the scarcity of both sound recordings and written notation, the material available for analysis is quite limited. Pioneering Soviet Jewish musicologist Moshe Beregovski is responsible for preserving arguably the most important collection of Klezmer music to survive World War II. But Beregovski’s work is, nevertheless, limited in scope, since it dates back only to the nineteenth century and centers on Soviet Jewish music.

      However, emerging research is gradually offering a new picture of German Klezmer music. Musicologist Yale Strom’s findings reveal not only a pre-Enlightenment, small-town Germany, in which Jewish communities would habitually play Klezmer music at local simkhes (joyous occasions), but also an interesting overlap of Klezmer with the dawn of the Enlightenment.4

      For example, in 1690, Rabbi Khayim Yair of Hesse formally forbade those in his community to hire klezmorim for their celebrations. A few years later in Fürth in 1707, Rabbi Elkhanan Kirchen compiled a book of Yiddish songs in which he refers to the Jewish musician as a klezmer.5 In neighboring Prague, we find several references to Klezmer throughout the eighteenth century.6 Geographic reconception—specifically a new picture of prewar, pre-Enlightenment Klezmer beyond merely the Pale of Settlement—already challenges the presiding notion that Klezmer remains trapped in a historically determined glass museum box, never to be touched again.

      Although Klezmer music seems to have been part of the small-town Jewish landscape in the area that would come to be called “Germany” beginning in the latter part of the nineteenth century, Klezmer musicians of that period constantly met with opposition, both externally, on the state level, and also internally, on the communal level. While on the one hand state officials banned the employment of Jewish musicians,7 on the other, Rabbis within the community itself habitually reprimanded community members who engaged in mixed-gender dancing and the playing of “frivolous” music, a situation that would, understandably, have discouraged widespread performance of Klezmer music.8 However, the real catalyst for the decline and almost virtual disappearance of German Klezmer music was the European Enlightenment’s overwhelmingly anti-shtetl attitude. In post-Enlightenment Germany, Jewish communal leaders were hopeful to replace the image of the downtrodden, folksy peasant Jew, humbly eking out a living against the backdrop of dusty merchant wagons and cramped Yeshivot, or study halls (the type of Jew who would stereotypically be associated with the Klezmer music of the shtetl) with the model of a sophisticated, worldly, and most of all heavily-assimilated cosmopolitan Jew. This tension was especially present when, beginning in 1880, a wave of Ostjuden (Jews from eastern Europe) poured into Germany.9 The Ostjuden, generally scorned for their “outdated” dress and traditions by their culturally German, bourgeois fellow Jews, ultimately accounted for 20 percent of the overall Berlin Jewish population by 1910.10 (The majority of these Ostjuden resided in the Scheunenviertel, a poor section of the city, which interestingly and perhaps predictably was later transformed into a hip bastion of radical subculture during the 1990s Klezmer boom.)11 As the number of Ostjuden grew, so did the desperately self-conscious efforts of the “native” German Jews to assert their enlightened sophistication and to reject all elements of shtetl Jewishness, including Klezmer music.

      Beginning in the late eighteenth century, these efforts of the proponents of the Enlightenment to render all staples of shtetl Jewry, such as Klezmer music, obsolete and undesirable were largely successful. Already by the nineteenth century, when opportunities for both secular education and work steadily increased for German Jewry, Klezmer music had virtually disappeared from the German-Jewish community. Yiddish, the vernacular of the Ostjuden but an undesired reminder of a marginalized past to the “native” Berlin Jews, likewise receded from German-Jewish daily life.12 Several sporadic attempts were made to merge Klezmer with more “legitimate” classical forms,13 but even these few attempts did not surface until the late nineteenth century,14 and they were marked by very limited success.

      However, although Klezmer was effectively dead by the beginning of the nineteenth century in Germany, it was not entirely forgotten. The stereotype of the quintessential shtetl15 Jew fueled the sadistic imagination of prominent anti-Semites throughout Europe long after the existence of small-town Jewish life in Germany had disappeared. These stereotypical racist images became especially prominent a century and a half later, during the Nazi era, when, in the process of deporting Jews from eastern Europe to the concentration camps, SS guards in their zeal to devastate and humiliate the imprisoned Jews frequently forced imprisoned musicians to perform Klezmer music as their fellow inmates were marched to their deaths.16 For their part, the native German Jews—even when facing the horrific specter of Nazi antisemitism—tended not to associate with their East European brethren who, much to their chagrin, seemed fully to embody the much denigrated image of the shtetl, or “country bumpkin,” Jew.17

      Only after the Nazis were defeated and the camp prisoners were liberated were the sounds of Klezmer finally heard once again on German soil in an entirely nonironic context. Many of the concentration camp survivors lived temporarily in displaced person (DP) camps. There, in a bittersweet struggle for cultural preservation and ethnic rebirth, the survivors established a remarkable number of cultural organizations, including theater troupes, bands, and a Yiddish newspaper. Already beginning in 1948, with the establishment of the state of Israel, the DP camps began to close, and the already decimated Jewish population of Germany experienced an even further decline that would continue for the next few years.18 During this postwar period, European Jewish culture in its various shades and temperaments was, in the main, relocated to new lands, primarily to the Americas and Israel.

      Yet remarkably, despite the paucity of Jews in postwar Germany and the death blow that both Jewish culture and institutions had suffered, a tiny remnant of the prewar Jewish population did remain, and small shoots of Jewish life gradually began to sprout throughout Germany in the years following Hitler’s defeat. Immediately after the close of the war, Germany was actually the safest and most accessible place for Jews to live in Europe, even if temporarily.19 However, post-World War II Germany was clearly not a monolith. The country had been divided between East and West, and, accordingly, what was left of German-Jewish life also developed along markedly different paths in the two postwar German states.

      In East Germany, because of the need to emphasize the music’s antifascist content and political potential to arouse social solidarity in order to garner the approval of the Communist authorities, Jewish music was almost exclusively lyric-oriented. Among the greatest icons of this special brand of politically charged Yiddish folk music was Communist and Yiddish singer-songwriter guru Lin Jaldati, herself a Dutch survivor of the Holocaust.20 Jaldati, along with Perry Friedman, a Canadian-born Communist banjoist, cofounded Oktoberklub, a haven for young people to gather in East Berlin and hear subterranean, cutting edge, politically charged music, thus inaugurating the German hootenanny “Woodstock” movement. Already beginning in the 1960s, young, politically progressive Germans in the East sought refuge in music by reclaiming the form of the folk song as a vehicle for peace. This development was particularly noteworthy, since until this moment the German folk song had been inexorably tied to expressions of German nationalism, reaching its jingoistic peak with the ascendency of Nazism, when such folk songs became the anthems for the Hitler youth groups nationwide. Notions of Volk (people) were indelibly inscribed in German folk music, in which, together with loaded allusions to the Heimat (homeland), images of “the people” (and not just any people, the German people) had stoked the fires of a pronounced racialized national identity that, in some respects, has yet to die.

      With the rise of this new German Woodstock movement, the performance of Yiddish songs became especially popular in the emerging East German leftist folk scene, where German folk music’s politics changed radically.21 By assuming ownership of the old Yiddish folk songs—the music most immediately associated with the Jewish victims of the Holocaust—this new generation of disenchanted youth boldly declared its commitment to tolerance and cultural understanding while rejecting the ways and values of their parents.

      Understanding the political potency of folk music to create a better world, Jaldati mentored countless Yiddish folk music enthusiasts, Jewish and non-Jewish alike. Many of the more well-established contemporary German Klezmer performers, including singers Karsten Troyke and Hardy Reich of the Klezmer band Aufwind, both of whom lived in East Germany prior to reunification, were her disciples. Interestingly, but perhaps unsurprisingly, Jaldati was not invited to East Germany’s 1978 Festival des Politischen Liedes (Political Song Festival). Jalda Rebling, a contemporary German-Jewish singer and daughter of Lin Jaldati, attributes this to the GDR’s post-1967 antisemitism.22

      Another significant contribution to the proliferation of East Berlin Klezmer activity and interest was Rebling’s founding of the Tage jiddischer Kultur (Days of Yiddish Culture) in East Berlin in 1987 with the help of esteemed Yiddishists such as Jürgen Rennert.23 This initial three-day festival ultimately grew into a weeklong event that eventually assumed new leadership and direction and continued annually until 1997. In its early days, the festival represented the very heart of a unified Jewish cultural and intellectual renaissance that seemed impossible. Each year, the festival focused on a past geographic center of Yiddish culture. However, already within just a few years, a split developed between the scholarly “Yiddishists,” who were the driving force behind the gathering, and the more spectacle-oriented, internationally disposed “Klezmer revivalists” in Germany. While definite overlap existed between the Yiddish song connoisseurs and scholars and the ever-burgeoning German Klezmer scene, the increasing slickness and popularity of the Klezmer activity fomented a mild resentment among Yiddish culture purists.24 For example, when the Berlin Klezmer Society (Klezmergesellschaft), founded in 1990, organized its “Klezmer against Forgetting”25 concert in 1997 concurrently with the festival that year, Andreas Nachama, former festival coorganizer and esteemed historian and head of the Berlin Jewish community, remarked, “I’m not in competition with the so-called Klezmer scene. The so-called Klezmer scene in my opinion has no Jewish contexts at all.”26 This statement reflected the steadily widening rift between the festival’s original scholarly oriented Yiddishist purists and the ever-expanding faction of “Klezmer as emotional healing.” Eventually, however, as the Klezmer faction clearly emerged as the dominant cultural force, the organizers who have headed the continuing Jüdische Kulturtage since 1998 have come to terms with this reality and have targeted a more general audience, using most of their generous state-supported budget to hire and engage acclaimed Klezmer soloists and ensembles from around the world. These high-profile groups often correspond to the artists most sought after by recording labels and include many major international (but mostly European) Klezmer bands, as well as a significant number of Israeli performers. Interestingly, although the overwhelming majority of the groups and solo artists invited to perform at the festival are Jewish, the festival concerts do not garner audiences from across the broad spectrum of the German-Jewish population. With the possible exception of the more recent Soviet Jewish immigrants to Germany, most nonreligious German Jews (who constitute the majority of the German-Jewish population) do not frequent the local Klezmer concerts and other festival events. Instead, the majority of the attendees of the Jüdische Kulturtage festival include more religiously observant, actively identifying German Jews, some non-Jewish Germans, and a handful of Jewishly oriented tourists.27

      Toward the end of the German Democratic Republic, Aufwind, the first major non-Jewish German Klezmer band, came into being. The emergence of Aufwind onto the Jewish folk music/Klezmer scene heralded an unprecedented era of non-Jewish involvement in Klezmer music that persists in contemporary Europe and internationally. The members of Aufwind sought to internalize a deep understanding of the music they would perform; they fully immersed themselves in Yiddish culture and history, studying the language with Holocaust survivors and listening to old recordings.28 Interestingly, in 1990 Aufwind was invited as the first foreign Klezmer band to perform at the internationally renowned annual Klezmer Festival in the town of Safed (Tzfat) in Israel. On the whole, the Yiddish/Klezmer scene, wrapped up in its seductively rogue image as counterculture music, reached a peak in the East in the 1990s, and this momentum continued until unification irrevocably reshaped the direction of both Klezmer music and how it was understood and received.

      If Klezmer in East Germany was marked by pride, ownership, and mutual affirmation of a new generation of Jews and gentiles, Klezmer in West Germany carried the onerous baggage of residual shame and reconciliation.29 The audience for Klezmer music in the West was chiefly older and predominantly Jewish, and until the mid-1960s most of the performers were also Jewish. It should be noted, however, that many of the young listeners in the West were young, non-Jewish Germans who sought recourse in the fresh, distinctly non-German beats of other ethnic music. 30

      Beginning in the mid-1960s, non-Jewish performers of Yiddish and Klezmer music began to emerge. Among the more typical but fascinating examples of the emerging groups of non-Jewish performers of Yiddish music in West Germany was the Polish-German duo Belina and Jens Brenke, who released a collection of Jewish jokes and songs entitled Wenn die Jidden Lachen (When the Jews Laugh), an album precariously trafficking in a confluence of conflicting images and motivations: expressions of exuberant philosemitism and antisemitic caricature dancing dangerously close to one another. As Rita Ottens observed, the album’s cover was especially evocative of the classic prewar depiction of the deplored “Eternal Jew,” but in this new context, in the 1960s, these figures represented something a bit more nuanced: figures not necessarily to be laughed at but, rather, with whom young postwar Germans sought to laugh.31 Another noteworthy figure who emerged during this period was Peter “Pitter” Rohland, who was the first non-Jewish German to perform an entire repertoire of Yiddish songs. In 1963, Rohland’s Jiddische Volkslieder und Chansons met with great acclaim in Berlin and elsewhere in the West.32 At the age of thirty-three, Rohland died, leaving an already impressive legacy of Yiddish folk music in West Germany. His Lieder der Ostjuden I and II were released posthumously in 1968 and 1971, respectively.33

      While support and interest in all manner of things Jewish, including of course Jewish music, had been nearly unqualified in West Berlin as far back as the 1950s, Klezmer and Yiddish folk music spread like wildfire among the ’68er generation, with its distinctly progressive tinge. Perhaps best known during this period was the inimitable German folk band Zupfgeigenhansel, whose influential recordings included the seminal Chob Gehert Sogn (“I’ve Heard It Said”) album which sold thirty-five thousand copies upon its 1979 release and earned the group an invitation to perform in East Berlin.34 The “Zupfis,” as they were called, heralded a second wave of Yiddish folklore in West Germany.35 Other major groups, such as espe and the Hai and Topsy Frankel duo, also emerged at this time. An explosion of philosemitism undergirded by the competing forces of curiosity, empathy, guilt, commercialism, desire for reconciliation, and the definition of a new generation took hold throughout Germany, on both sides of the wall.

      By the 1980s, signs of a slowly depoliticized Klezmer began to emerge. American Klezmer bands performed in West Berlin beginning in the mid-eighties, creating new crises in the authority and direction of Klezmer “as an institution” for their German counterparts.36 These touring American Klezmer bands garnered wide acclaim and attracted very large audiences. At this time, many American bands, such as Brave Old World, began to offer Klezmer workshops in West Germany.37 As Klezmer musician Heiko Lehmann (formerly of Aufwind) notes, Klezmer workshops became a formidable phenomenon in Berlin by the mid-1990s.38

      Also during this period, in 1984, Klezmer achieved new cultural status in West Berlin with the presentation of Josh Sobol’s new play Ghetto, featuring clarinetist Giora Feidman as both an actor and musician.39 Feidman, a native of Buenos Aires and former bass clarinetist of the Israel Philharmonic, quickly became synonymous with Klezmer in Germany, as he began to churn out a series of books and recordings and offer lectures, workshops, and countless performances. The influence of Feidman’s classical training was apparent in all of his recordings. The sound is polished and the affect is high. But what exemplified Feidman’s distinct style was not his meticulous attention to the faithful reproduction of traditional Klezmer melodies but rather the branding of his affect. Perhaps most appealing to Germans aspiring to become Klezmer musicians was how accessible Feidman made the music. Feidman was the ideal messenger of the music for the new Germany: a Jew, but neither a German Jew himself nor the descendent of German-Jewish ancestry; born during the war, but not born in the war; a performer of Klezmer music, but a classical musician by trade. Feidman offered the cultural goods without bartering in the painful symbolic and emotional weight of the meaning. As Feidman rose to prominence in the German Klezmer scene, UNESCO, the United Nations organization involved in promoting international collaboration through the advancement of science and the preservation of world cultures, officially recognized Klezmer as a legitimate and official ethnic music.40

      To appreciate Feidman’s coveted position in the German Klezmer world one need only examine how he was characterized in the popular media. In Caroline Link’s 1996 film Jenseits der Stille (Beyond the Silence), Feidman makes a cameo appearance in which he prepares for a concert, standing before a video projection of Chagall’s fiddler. Feidman explains to the protagonist, a young German clarinetist named Lara, that Chagall understood that you need the

      
        “mundo as music” (curiously, he speaks to her only in English—a reminder of the commodified, cosmopolitan status that was to color Klezmer from this period onward).

        “You want to know the truth of music?” asks Feidman

        “Yes. I want to learn,” Lara replies meekly

        “Learn?! You don’t have to learn. You don’t need it. You have it inside. Listen to the song inside.”

      

      This scene is a particularly remarkable one, as Lara is thereafter seen in reverse shot, transfixed by Feidman’s performance of Klezmer music, followed by a montage of sentimental flashbacks of Lara frolicking with her now-dead mother. Klezmer is hence the catch-all receptacle for emotional suffering onto which anyone can transcribe her/his personal anguish and project personal fantasies of otherness. Those who have studied with Feidman speak of his raw intensity, the passion of his performance, his ability to sketch out what is the essence of Klezmer through notions of universalism. Such themes of universalism were echoed by Feidman’s many protégés who helped fuel the 1990s Klezmer boom. According to Berlin resident and Klezmer Gesellschaft e.V. (Klezmer Society) member Cecille Kossmann, Klezmer “speaks about the most important themes of life—love, death, and sadness—but also dancing and enjoyment.”41 Explains prominent Berlin Klezmer clarinetist Harry Timmermann, “Feidman spoke a lot about the meaning of Klezmer for one’s life, personally and politically. He emphasized working with the emotions as well as religious, political, and personal aspects. It’s all play.”42

      In the spring of 2007, I experienced first-hand the Feidman phenomenon while attending one of his performances at the Berliner Dom: there is something almost eerily ritualistic as Feidman slowly strides down the vast cathedral’s central aisle, playing to a sold-out audience (in more ways than one), carefully acknowledging the youngest and/or most visibly disabled listeners by anointing them, as it were, with the directional nod of his wandering clarinet. Beyond the immediate religious associations of the magnificent building itself, the cathedral is also home to the corpses of many members of the Hohenzollern royal family and other Prussian royals, who are buried in its crypt.

      Above all, Feidman, with a not so modestly sized Star of David dangling importantly from his neck, is performing a grand act of cultural transubstantiation. Inside the Berliner Dom, a cathedral that is not Catholic but, for political reasons, Protestant, appears a Jew, performing as officiant. Like a Catholic priest, he is transubstantiating the inanimate dead (namely the lifeless corpse of a tradition long gone) and bringing it back to life and substance. Feidman re-creates not only the music of destroyed European Jewry but also the entire memory of its cultural past, breathing life into it, in front of his audience that is waiting to be saved. In such over-sentimentalized, nostalgia-smogged representations, Jewish culture is understood to have been crucified on the cross of the Third Reich. Hyped by decades of German obsession, Feidman’s performance only reinforces preexisting paradigms of the caricaturized Jew and his fetishized suffering. During this heavily dramatized performance, my eyes could not help but drift upward, if only for visual respite from the mass spectacle of sanctified kitsch below. Inscribed within the interior of the impressive dome were the words,

      
        Sieg Sind Die Da Leid Tragen

        Sieg sind die Barmherzigkeit

      

      
        [Victory is those who bear suffering; Victory is Mercy]

      

      In this particular context, these ennobling, lofty words somehow rang hollow, or perhaps more accurately, ironic.

      Feidman’s Klezmer is based more on the mysticism of the Kabbalah than it is on the authority of the inherited music texts.43 The real voice, according to Feidman, sings inside the heart: “Indeed, it is more than just a melody, it is a language of the innermost soul—true universal communication which possesses the strength to liberate human emotion. . . .”44 “Klezmer is not Jewish music,” Feidman has boldly asserted, insisting upon the universal qualities of Klezmer music, much to the annoyance of many revivalists and historicizing neo-Klezmorim. Explains Feidman, “God gave us an instrument of song, our bodies. This is Klezmer.” The Hebraic roots of the word Klezmer (Kli = vessel and zemer = song) offers such an image of the “animated soul.” The notion of man as an animated musical instrument can, indeed, be found in connection with the music of the eastern European Jews beginning in the sixteenth century and is notably presented by famed Yiddish author Sholem Aleichem in his novel Stempenyu (1888), where he writes of this “animated musical instrument” amidst emotion and liberating sobbing: “Every heart, especially a Jewish heart, is a fiddle: You squeeze the strings and you draw forth all kinds of songs, mostly sad and gloomy songs.” But Feidman chose to universalize this concept, stressing the potential of every human, regardless of background, to realize her/his inner instrument.

      As a result of Feidman’s burgeoning popularity, as well as the expanding influence of American Klezmer bands that performed widely in West Germany beginning in the 1980s, Klezmer music suddenly rang out across the German soundscape, and particularly in West Berlin.45 As Feidman helped create a distinct “brand” or “school” of Klezmer in Germany, there emerged an increasingly defined Berlin Klezmer style and cannon. This standardization was only further strengthened by the reunification of Berlin in 1989.

      The Berlin Klezmer scene in the 1990s was simply unparalleled. Interesting social formations around Klezmer began to develop in the capitol. A regular Klezmer Stammtisch (lit. “regular’s table”) was formed by local Klezmer musicians (the main one being the monthly Klezmer Stammtisch at Café Oberwasser in Berlin) and, as such, represented a fascinating appropriation of this exclusionary ur-German patriarchic, lederhosen-wearing, beer-swilling tradition into a fundamentally democratic environment reveling in an age-, gender-, and ethnicity-defying Multikultismus. Of central importance to the development of Klezmer was the opening of the Hackeshes-Hoftheater as a venue committed to featuring regular Klezmer performances, hence rendering it the center of Berlin Klezmer. Workshops continued to flourish and Klezmer festivals were a staple of the Berlin cultural landscape.

      Around the time of German unification, as Klezmer became more readily audible throughout Germany, a number of prominent American-born Klezmer musicians began to assume residence in Berlin.46 After touring extensively throughout Europe and finally in reunited Germany, American musicians such as accordionist and composer Alan Bern, trumpeter and composer Paul Brody, percussionist Alex Jacobowitz, and clarinetist Joel Rubin were attracted to the thriving multicultural cosmopolitanism of Germany’s capitol and sought to make their distinct mark on the rapidly evolving landscape of the Berlin Klezmer scene. While most of these musicians pursued solo careers in Berlin and remained major international figures, continuing to tour extensively, each carved out a particular site-specific performance niche in the German Klezmer world. American Klezmer violinist Michael Alpert’s song “Berlin 1990,” composed shortly after the fall of the Berlin Wall, perhaps best expresses American-Jewish artists’ mix of conflicted affective responses to performing in the New Germany. “Nun sing, meine Fiedel, Spiel, meine Fiedel . . . und spiel mir ein schönes Diaspora-Lied vor . . .” (Sing, my fiddle, and play a beautiful song of the Diaspora.)47

      Alan Bern, a founding member of the groundbreaking Klezmer ensemble Brave Old World, which offered defining workshops at the dawn of the “golden era” of German Klezmer, continues to this day to offer workshops, now on his own, through his biannual EU and state-sponsored Weimar Klezmer Institute. Bern’s institute is the first and only of its kind in Germany, and Bern hopes that one day he can expand the institute into a school for different musics of the world.48

      Bern’s aspiration to expand his institute into the realm of world music reflects both a contemporary decline in popular interest in Klezmer per se (i.e., “Klezmer as trendy novelty”) and its shift from the realm of a specific, ethnic (namely Jewish/Yiddish) music into the realm of so-called world music, where it has, in the past decade, become one among many ethnic music varieties.49 It should be noted, however, that Bern’s project remains in a class of its own, both on the level of form—it incorporates the European master-class model with the more American “camp” model—and orientation: instead of reducing Klezmer to a cliché, the Weimar institution actively encourages lively scholarly debate and serious exploration of the music.

      By the start of the third millennium, Klezmer, which had earned its perch in the ever-expanding realm of so-called world music due to its unprecedented success in the 1990s, had begun to cede its singular role as the favored “other people’s” music to allied genres, such as Romanian and Balkan dance music, which began to soar in popularity, especially among Berlin youth. While these other forms of ethnic music share many stylistic elements with Klezmer, they do not carry the same emotional baggage. Even many Berlin-based groups and musicians that made their mark playing Klezmer music in the 1980s and 1990s have made a formal turn away from Klezmer as well. For example, the group Grine Kusine started out as a Yiddish song band, but now they rarely perform any Yiddish material, playing instead mostly Hungarian music. Likewise, Jalda Rebling, founder of the East Berlin Jüdische Kulturtage (established in 1987), has decided to move away from Klezmer: “Today Klezmer music is not my main interest. Since the beginning of the 90s, it became commercial. My first message, with Yiddish music, was that Jews were never strangers, but neighbors. The next challenge is to teach people the treasure of traditional davening (praying), to make our synagogues living places.”50 Rebling has since become an Aleph-ordained cantor and leads Berlin’s only Renewal Synagogue, Ohel Hachidusch, which she cofounded in 2007.

      Indeed, Rebling’s original goal had been to integrate Klezmer into the European landscape and teach people that this music is just as much a part of the European musical heritage as any other, and it would seem that Rebling has, indeed, succeeded—perhaps even too well. As Ottens argues, contemporary Klezmer music in Germany lacks the essential historical, religious, and cultural continuity, dooming it to lapse into “kitschy Heimatsgeschichte that is performed for its own lack of Heimat.”51 Klezmer today is not quite a “music with no meaning” (to invoke architect Peter Eisenman’s original name for the massive memorial to the Jewish victims of the Holocaust, later to be named “The Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe”) but, because of its familiarity, its power as a political statement has clearly been eviscerated, at least in contemporary Germany. Contemporary Klezmer music provides the imagined portal to an imagined memory. These sounds Leslie Morris aptly characterizes as “not simply Jewish sounds re-membered in the present, but rather ‘un-remembered’ sound that is produced and fabricated as a simulacrum of a remembered elegiac sound.”52

      In a stretch of only two decades, Klezmer has traveled a long way from political rallying music to a profit-producing, vaguely Orientalist object of interest with high cultural cachet. Perhaps, then, it is no small coincidence that Hai and Topsy Frankel’s 1962 album Wacht oif! Jiddischer Arbeiter und Widerstandlieder (Rise Up! Yiddish Workers and Resistance Songs) was rereleased in the 1990s under the conspicuously nonpolitical title Jiddische Lieder (Yiddish Songs).53 Postwar German Klezmer’s radical but quiet shift from a countercultural music to a noncritical, easy bourgeois form of overpriced multiculturalism illustrates the boundless potential of a micromusic’s54 capacity to evolve and transform, even within such a narrow window of history. In a sense, Klezmer’s journey corresponds to the broader tendency of globalization as Perry Anderson describes: “This expansion of the bounds of capital inevitably dilutes its stocks of inherited culture. The result is a characteristic drop in ‘level with the postmodern.’”55

      An essential definition or understanding of Klezmer remains both a semantic and conceptual impossibility. Rather, Klezmer can be viewed as the active battleground upon which culture wars are fought. Both in postwar Germany and beyond, Klezmer has provided a fruitful, if contentious, forum for asserting and affirming identity. As a projection onto which fantasies of authenticity and belonging are projected, Klezmer offers a litmus test of sorts, in determining how self and Other are defined. In the case of New Germany, where the implied Other often remains buried in the historical past tense, Klezmer music itself becomes the living fiction that holds the mixed potential to create a nonfiction.

      Notes
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      Chapter 14

      (Trans)National Spaces: Jewish Sites in Contemporary Germany

      Michael Meng

      In 1945, the physical markers of Jewishness in Germany were ruins—defiled synagogues, destroyed Jewish cemeteries, silent Jewish neighborhoods. Although a significant number of Jews rebuilt their lives in occupied and divided Germany, ruined spaces of prewar Jewish life were all that was left in most villages, towns, and cities. Jewish ruins have elicited a wide range of responses from Germans since 1945. Jewish sites have been protected, preserved, altered, restored, destroyed, or simply left alone; they have provoked anxiety, melancholia, nostalgia, and fascination. How Germans have dealt with Jewish sites has depended on how they have valued these embodiments of the past at specific moments in time and space. In the 1950s and 1960s, Germans on both sides of the Iron Curtain generally swept away many Jewish sites as worthless rubble. Yet, beginning in the late 1970s, some Germans began to see Jewish spaces as valuable relics of the past that should be protected. This interest in Jewish sites has continued over the past three decades and has become ever more transnational as people from various parts of the world—although mostly from the United States and Israel—have become similarly attracted to Germany’s built Jewish heritage.1

      In this chapter, I would like to explore the local, national, and transnational meanings that this rediscovery of the Jewish past in the built environment involves.2 I am interested in considering at one and the same time the national and transnational contexts of Germany’s recovery of Jewish sites. In some cities, especially post-1989 Berlin, Germany’s ethnically diversifying society and enlarged Jewish population has led to novel conjurings of Jewishness amid the proliferation of new Jewish spaces and transnational engagements with the Jewish past. As people with different backgrounds, interests, and histories encounter Jewish spaces and reflect upon the Holocaust, Germany’s long-standing national framing of memory as a hermetic ethno-cultural German practice appears to be loosening, suggesting, more broadly, the emergence of cosmopolitan memories among some segments of society in Berlin.3 And yet such transnationalization of memory is rare: many Jewish spaces in Germany remain deeply entangled in the identifications, meanings, and discourses of the nation-state. As the example of Essen shows perhaps most vividly, Jewish spaces still largely function as sites to manage Germany’s violent history for the production of post-Nazi national identifications in the present. Valued and framed as symbolic markers of national recovery, highly public and institutionalized Jewish spaces underpin Germany’s postwar redemptive understanding of itself as a nation-state that has successfully developed into a tolerant, cosmopolitan polity.4

      By looking at the two cities of Berlin and Essen, this chapter thus examines the interplay of transnational and national memories in the local built environment. The case of Essen unearths how memory and space remain anchored in local and national framings of the past, while some of Berlin’s newer and less institutional Jewish spaces point to the emergence of transnational memories. The chapter concludes by arguing that transnational memories emerge most visibly on the local level within efforts to transcend the hermetic identifications, meanings, and boundaries that Holocaust memory in Germany has now often come to reinforce. Put simply, this chapter attempts to capture the complexity of the contemporary moment defined by, on the one hand, the persistence of national framings of the past in Germany, and by, on the other hand, the diversification of the country’s memory landscape as different segments of society seek to invest the past with new meanings.

      Essen’s synagogue has had an unusual career over the past one hundred years. In 1913, the synagogue’s construction reflected the exuberance of Imperial Germany on the eve of the Great War: its majestic dome and monumental stone masonry captured Essen’s arrival as an industrial linchpin of Germany’s burgeoning global economy. “I am convinced,” exclaimed one local in the Essener Volkszeitung, “that the entirety of Essen is proud of this noble building, just as Essen’s citizenry is with the same right proud of the unprecedented development of our hometown, which now has experienced through this wonderful building such a splendid enhancement that so magnificently fits into the image of our city.”5 The synagogue was viewed as an integral part of Essen’s physical landscape and urban identity. Twenty-five years later, as Esseners stared at the burning building on November 9, 1938, the synagogue was seen as the very opposite. It was now a defiled structure that had to be expelled from the urban landscape. In 1941, urban planner Sturm Kegel, who later influenced the rebuilding of postwar Essen, envisioned demolishing the synagogue in general plans for the city’s reconstruction.6 In the end, that never happened. The massive stone building survived the Nazi period and the extensive bombing of Essen during the war. In 1945, the synagogue’s interior was charred, but it remained intact. The synagogue stood in fact as one of the few buildings in an otherwise ruined city that Esseners could recognize.

      After the war, Esseners struggled to figure out what to do with this once celebrated, yet now scarred and violated space. The town’s official Jewish community of 145 members no longer wanted to use the building. The synagogue had become a “defiled house of worship” and was, practically speaking, too large for their needs.7 The Jewish Trust Corporation owned the property but sold it to the city of Essen in 1960, when city officials finally reached a decision about the synagogue’s future after neglecting it for nearly fifteen years. City officials decided to turn it into an exhibition on the wonders of the German economic miracle, tying the synagogue into Essen’s new postwar identity as the “Shopping City” of the Federal Republic. On November 24, 1961, the exhibition opened its doors in a newly renovated synagogue, which cost the city two million marks to carry out. The interior had been altered completely, and the grand opening capped the building’s transformation with an odd negotiation between past and present. In a speech at the unveiling, the state cultural minister of North Rhine-Westphalia, Werner Schütz, noted that “perhaps it would have been a good solution” to turn the synagogue into a powerful monument “of the terrible things in the past,” but then suggested that the current exhibition might foster such remembrance.8 Schütz left unexplained how an exhibition of dishwashers, stoves, and irons was to represent the Holocaust, yet few in Essen seemed to question his logic, at least in public. “The synagogue has been used very well,” one visitor remarked. “The city of Essen could not have done any better.”9 The synagogue, now called the House of Industrial Design, was integrated into Essen’s postwar transformation as a thriving industrial and consumerist hub of the West German economic miracle. It showcased one of West Germany’s key post-Nazi identities as a nation-state defined by economic prosperity and ingenuity.

      The peculiarity of this appropriation of Essen’s synagogue was eloquently captured by Amos Elon, who travelled to postwar Germany in the mid-1960s and wrote about his impressions of its “reconstruction” in Journey Through a Haunted Land: The New Germany. Germany’s newness, prosperity, monotony, and tranquility struck Elon as particularly uncanny. In the country’s bland neon lights and twisting Mercedes stars, he saw a ubiquitous urge to start entirely anew, an ebullience to turn the year 1945 into a radically new temporal moment that would break through the continuity of the past: “Before one knows if Germany has changed, one sees it is new. In 1945 Germany was a pile of rubble; twenty years later—a ‘little America.’ The resurrected cities—brand new, clean, sober, infinitely monotonous—stand on the former ruins.”10 Even so, the past could not be erased; the dialectic of postwar reconstruction—the building of the new from the ruins of the past—failed to efface all physical markers of the past. Passing through Essen, Elon stumbled upon its synagogue:

      
        In the center of Essen, new skyscrapers have gone up next to Krupp’s old red brick enormities. Essen is the old armory of the Reich. Its fate is intricately enmeshed with the industrial revolution and the debacles of the German nation.

        In 1945 the center of town lay for the most part in ruins; today it is completely rebuilt. Fourteen large department stores and many smaller shops make Essen the shopping center of the entire Ruhr region. The larger Jewish synagogue has been transformed into an industrial exhibition; it had become too large for the few Jews still living here.11

      

      By the mid-1960s, a handful of Esseners began to voice unease with the synagogue’s modernist transformation. Local historian Ernst Schmidt, a member of the Association of the Victims of the Nazi Regime (VVN) and of the German Communist Party (DKP), became the most vocal opponent. In 1967, he prepared a proposal for the VVN’s annual meeting that called for the construction of a museum to be located in the synagogue. The museum would be on contemporary history and focus on ten themes, including the Nazi seizure of power, the persecution of the Jews, resistance, occupied Europe, Stalingrad, and postwar peace.12 Detlev Peukert, who rapidly became one of West Germany’s most imaginative historians before his sudden death in 1990, joined forces with Schmidt a decade later. The two forged an intergenerational alliance to advance knowledge about Nazi Germany and develop a permanent exhibition in the synagogue. After years of cajoling, they were able to convince city officials to support their plans.

      On November 9, 1980, their exhibition, “Resistance and Persecution in Essen, 1933–1945,” was unveiled in the redesigned synagogue. Mirroring Peukert’s scholarly interests in resistance and the broad sociocultural conditions that made Nazism possible, the exhibit discussed the rise of Nazism and local opposition to it.13 At the exhibition’s unveiling, Essen’s mayor, Horst Katzor of the Social Democrats, touched on the “terrible times,” “guilt,” “murder,” and “undesirable crimes” that the building symbolized before adding: “But this building in the middle of the city is also a symbol of courage, bravery, inner greatness, human dignity, steadfastness, sturdy belief, unique sacrifice—examples for us and future generations.”14 On the anniversary of the synagogue’s violent destruction during Kristallnacht, the mayor crafted a narrative of recovery and hope about a victimized German population that had made it through tough times, tragedy, and barbarism to build the peaceful, democratic society of today. If throughout the 1960s the synagogue displayed German industrial ingenuity, now it symbolized German suffering and resistance. As the local newspaper put it, the “synagogue is a memorial for all victims of violence.”15 This formulation oddly placed German Jews on the same level as non-Jewish Germans who were supposedly resisting rather than perpetrating Nazi crimes. Indeed, the pamphlet for the new exhibition began by describing a photo of the synagogue. It was not the one snapped in 1938, showing a crowd of Esseners gawking at the burning building, but one taken just after the war that showed the synagogue in the middle of the city full of rubble and ash. The pamphlet suggested that this picture symbolized “destruction in a material, moral, and physical sense” and the plight of the “few who were prepared to offer resistance.”16 This photo, placed in the synagogue, invoked the iconic image of the bombed-out German city to offer a spatial, visual, and mnemonic interpretation of German suffering and resistance.17

      This exhibition, though, did not last long. As the Holocaust became the subject of greater public discussion throughout the Federal Republic in the 1980s and gradually became an important aspect of German national identity during the bitter memory feuds of that decade, a handful of local church leaders, residents, and Jewish community members expressed interest in changing the building’s function to reflect more clearly its complicated, traumatic history.18 In the early 1980s, a local committee on the synagogue was formed to discus proposals to develop a new exhibition on Jewish history and to restore the synagogue’s interior to its original prewar design, which had been heavily damaged during Kristallnacht and altered in 1960. Local protestant church leaders were especially pushing for the building’s restoration.19 They were joined by former Jewish residents of Essen who returned to the city in the early 1980s only to find that the synagogue’s interior had been transformed into a functional exhibition space. As criticism of the exhibition mounted, Essen’s mayor announced in 1986 that the city would restore the building’s interior to its original form and revise the current exhibition to emphasize the Nazi persecution of the Jews. On November 5, 1988, the synagogue reopened its doors to a restored interior and new exhibition on Jewish life. It marked the building’s third post-1945 transformation. Just as in 1961 and 1981, so too now a large crowd gathered to hear speeches about the synagogue’s importance. Mayor Peter Reuschenbach said that the building counteracted “any attempts to smooth over our history,” while Johannes Rau, the minister-president of North Rhine-Westphalia and future German president, urged Esseners to act “against forgetting and silence.”20 The synagogue, long incorporated into Essen’s identity of postwar consumption and briefly turned into a symbol of German victimization, now appeared as a site of Jewish suffering that must not be forgotten.

      Today, the synagogue continues to serve this mnemonic function, but it has recently undergone yet another change—its fourth—that has broadened its purpose. In February 2008, Essen’s city council approved a 7.4 million euro plan to transform the building into a “House of Jewish Culture.”21 A building whose “Jewish character for too long was ‘deformed, concealed, or ignored’” is now no longer a memorial that “reduces Jews only to the role of the victim.” The synagogue seeks to be an “open house, a meeting point for lively exchange.”22 The newly designed space was unveiled in July 2010 in time for Essen’s debut as the regional hub of the 2010 “European Capital of Culture.” As in 1961, 1981, and 1988, Essen’s mayor spoke of the synagogue’s importance in front of a large crowd gathered in the building. He connected the restored synagogue to its original unveiling in 1913, saying that “today is once again a good day for this building and for our city.”23 Noting that “dealing with Jewish culture” has long been a “measure” of German “openness, humanity, and tolerance,” the mayor framed the House of Jewish Culture as evidence of Germany’s transformation into a tolerant, democratic polity. As Essen now positions itself as a “European” city, the recovery of its Jewish past provides a public symbol of cosmopolitanism. Passing over the building’s complicated history in two sentences and underplaying the complex realities of ensuring tolerance today in Germany’s diversifying society (24 percent of Essen’s population has a “migration background”), the mayor seemed to imply that Essen had now arrived at an appropriate use of the building.24

      In Berlin, the rediscovery of Jewish spaces is both quite similar and different from that of Essen. In the 1950s and 1960s, most of what remained of Berlin’s Jewish sites, especially the ruins of its synagogues, was cleared during urban reconstruction. Beginning in the late 1970s, Berliners on both sides of the Wall either began to discover the few sites that had escaped the wrecking ball or to commemorate the spaces of those now gone. In West Berlin, this interest in the city’s Jewish past largely involved demarcating what was no longer present, working through the absence of Jewish sites by publishing local histories, sponsoring museum exhibitions, writing guidebooks, and erecting monuments about them.25 These efforts emerged on the district level (Bezirk) with the rise of local and everyday history. In the 1980s, West Berlin became home to a number of local history workshops, which sought out historical narratives different from the generally political and social-scientific accounts produced by professional historians. These organizations embraced “everyday history” with its emphasis on experience as opposed to the grand, structural narratives of social history dominant at the time. Using less traditional types of historical sources such as oral history, they focused on understanding one’s local world, or as the saying went, to “excavate where you stand” (Grabe wo du stehst).

      In East Berlin, the rediscovery of Jewish traces in the built environment involved similar local efforts but was more centrally managed by the state in response to growing international concerns about the regime’s policies toward Jews. By the late 1970s, East Berlin’s Jewish community had dwindled to a few hundred members and its Jewish sites were crumbling away. Hundreds of tombstones had fallen over at the Jewish cemetery on Schönhauser Avenue in the district of Prenzlauer Berg, and the city’s most visible site, the New Synagogue on Oranienburger Street, remained in bombed-out form as it had since the end of the war. In the mid-1970s, state officials became increasingly concerned about these sites, urging that something be done with them, given the increasing number of “international Jewish tourists” coming to East Berlin.26 By the early 1980s, East Germany’s top leadership, including Erich Honecker, decided to restore some Jewish sites to mollify growing international protests and improve the regime’s image abroad in a shifting Cold War world. In 1988, Honecker announced that the New Synagogue would be restored to serve as a Jewish museum and monument to the past.

      The fall of the Berlin Wall soon intervened in Honecker’s plans, but the collapse of Communism only further stimulated interest in documenting, marking, and memorializing Berlin’s Jewish past. What began as small, localized, and selective efforts in the 1980s grew tremendously over the 1990s and 2000s and today continues to expand at an almost frenetic rate. Contemporary Berlin is perhaps ideal for such a vibrant rediscovery of Germany’s Jewish past. Edgy, young, energetic, and the current European darling of papers like the New York Times, Berlin has exploded onto the post-1989 imagination as a hip, cool, tolerant, free-flowing, almost-everything-goes kind of city.27 “Our image here is completely decoupled from that of the rest of Germany,” a tourist office spokesperson explained to Time Magazine for its article “Hip Berlin: Europe’s Capital of Cool.”28 Over seventeen million tourists visited Berlin in 2007, and many of them seem to absorb the image of the new Berlin. The majority of the 2,164 tourists interviewed by the city’s marketing firm described Berlin with such adjectives as “multicultural,” “creative,” “alternative,” “young,” “innovative,” “vibrant,” “historically interesting,” and “dynamic.”29

      This image elides the postwar and contemporary reality of Berlin’s streets. Berlin has problems with right-wing extremism, and its sizeable Turkish population remains, in the minds of some Berliners and others in Germany, segregated in districts such as Kreuzberg and Neukölln.30 These mythic Turkish districts—sometimes described as ghettoes—have provoked exaggerated fears about the growth of “parallel societies” in Germany, self-segregated neighborhoods whose supposed existence hinder immigrants from accepting Germany’s language, customs, dress, and democratic beliefs.31 From 1975 to 1990, West Berlin attempted to discourage additional migrants from moving into certain districts through a combination of urban renewal projects, rent increases, and regulatory measures such as stamps in passports (the so-called Zuzugsperre). Most tourists rarely visit these parts of Berlin where its socioeconomic divisions are more apparent.32

      The image of cosmopolitan Berlin hinges, partly and somewhat selectively, on the city’s public embrace of its Jewish past, which, as in Essen, has become a marker of Berlin’s transformation into a cosmopolitan metropolis after the collapse of Nazism and Communism. The explosion of the Jewish past into Berlin’s present is visible in a variety of media—print, film, music, and even food—but it has been expressed perhaps most of all in the city’s built environment and particularly in one area of town—the so-called Barn Quarter, more commonly known by its German name of the Scheunenviertel.33 Located in the middle of the city and once part of East Berlin, the Scheunenviertel and its surrounding environs have come to be seen as the closest area Berlin has to a Jewish district, a cultural construct that only partially reflects the area’s history. Since the 1700s, Jews had lived in this area, and many Jewish religious sites, bakeries, butchers, schools, and bookstores were built there. Moreover, East European Jews settled in the Scheunenviertel, especially in the 1920s, making it seem perhaps distinctly “Jewish” because East European Jews tended to stand out from their acculturated, middle-class German Jewish brethren.34 The district’s main street of East European Jewish life, Grenadierstrasse (today Almstadtstrasse), had around twenty prayer houses and many kosher stores on it.35 Thus, even if the Scheunenviertel was not quite a compact Jewish district, it has often been imagined as one, including to this day, thanks in part to tourism. In one week alone, at least ten city tours of “Jewish Berlin” can be found walking the streets of the city, moving often through the Scheunenviertel.36

      The Scheunenviertel is, though, hardly the only area in contemporary Berlin where Jewishness is practiced, performed, and imagined. Unlike Essen, where the House of Jewish Culture dominates, Berlin has a plethora of other Jewish spaces, which have proliferated over the past twenty years, with Berlin’s growing Jewish population.37 Some of these spaces, to borrow from Diana Pinto, are “Jewish-Jewish spaces” that are open to religiously defined Jews, such as synagogue services (these kind of spaces have of course existed since 1945 in both West and East Berlin, but they have expanded greatly since 1989).38 Other spaces, run by the Jewish community or a Jewish organization, are open to Jews and non-Jews (examples include, among others, the Jewish Cultural Days, the Jewish Evening School, the Heinz-Galinski School, the Jewish High School, the German-Israeli Society, and the American Jewish Committee). Still other Jewish spaces, which are operated neither by the Jewish Community nor a Jewish organization, are Berlin’s most open, public, and prominent Jewish sites (the Jewish Museum and the Holocaust Memorial). All of these Jewish spaces are managed by local, national, or international organizations, which are either religious or secular, private or state operated (or a mix of these in some cases).

      Finally, a number of other, less institutional Jewish spaces—actual physical sites but also conceived here more broadly as events, venues, websites, and places where Jewishness is performed, discussed, and interrogated—have also emerged in Berlin since 1989.39 In these new Jewish spaces, different, less institutionalized voices surface, including ones that engage with the memories and identities that some of the city’s most prominent Jewish sites reinforce. In 2009, for example, Maya Escobar, an American Jewish performing artist, organized an exhibition called Berlin’s Eruv. Berlin does not currently have an eruv, a space marked in public that allows observant Jews to carry items such as keys on the Sabbath, which Jewish religious law otherwise prohibits. Yet Escobar created a “metaphorical eruv” through interviews with Jews about the spaces they inhabit in Berlin, documenting a Jewish community “frequently overshadowed by the city’s prominent monuments and memorials commemorating Jewish life (death).” As she explains, “Berlin’s Eruv is a conceptual project that addresses the assumed non-presence of Jews in Germany. . . . Berlin’s Eruv weaves together voices from Berlin’s Jewish community in an attempt to construct a metaphorical eruv representative of a living Jewish Community. Just as the eruv exists in the minds of the people who abide by it, Berlin’s Eruv manifests itself through the conversations surrounding the idea of the piece.”40

      In a similar yet perhaps more provocative register, Daniel Kahn, a young Jewish Klezmer musician from Detroit, has been creating since 2005 alternative Jewish spaces in Berlin with his band Painted Bird, named after Jerzy Kosiński’s novel about wartime Poland.41 Kahn’s music, what he calls “alienating Klezmer,” deals with a range of economic and cultural themes but often references the Nazi past in some way.42 Kahn is not interested, though, in writing songs to reinforce lachrymose narratives of Jewish history. Rather, he seeks to unsettle that conventional identity by drawing attention to new forms of prejudice against other marginalized groups. “There is this idea of the abstract ‘Jew’ as the ‘Other,’” he told the Frankfurter Rundschau. “But in this world there are always more groups who become strangers, guest workers, exiles, or foreigners. And these groups are never really accepted into the majority society.”43

      Jewish suffering is Khan’s starting point for reflecting on exclusion and persecution in the contemporary world. In 2010, for example, he performed the lead role in a play, Warten auf Adam Spielman, about a multiethnic group of people who are looking for Adam Spielman from Detroit to save them from violence, persecution, and confusion. Written by Hakan Savaş Mican from Berlin and directed by Michael Ronen from Jerusalem, the play questions cultural, ethnic, and religious identifications. The themes of displacement, exile, wandering, and cosmopolitanism nourish in the play salvific hopes. Performed at Ballhaus Naunynstrasse, a house devoted to artists and visitors with “migrant and postmigrant identifications,” Kahn wrote and performed the play’s four-part “testament.” The last installment—“absolution”—speaks of bringing out the “Jewishness” in everyone:

      
        So when they ask you for your papers and you don’t know what to do

        Remember in this moment what you’re carrying with you

        Because the day will come when all your papers are refused

        And then you’ll find yourself in exile, too

        So learn to take the rootless cosmopolitan world view,

        Blood and land are things with which it doesn’t have to do.

        Religion is a matter most irrelevant here, too:

        I talk about the inner Other hiding inside you.

        I mean it as a question, not an answer to your blues

        The question is the answer and the question, it is you

        And the name I give this question is a Jew

        But a Jew can be an Arab or a German or a Druze.

        So if you have a better name that you would like to use

        I’d love to read the testament of you

        The imaginary messianic diasporic you

        The post-migrantisch kreuzberg wohnen naunynstrasse du . . .44

      

      These two brief examples of Khan and Escobar may capture briefly several broader cultural and intellectual shifts that are coming together in some of Berlin’s newest Jewish spaces amid the city’s emergence as a significant destination for Jewish travelers and artists. Long viewed as a space of death, attitudes toward Germany, and Europe more broadly, among some Jews in North America and Israel appear to be becoming more complex.45 As Zionism has lost its appeal among some Jews in the United States and Israel, some have turned to Europe and Germany to explore new questions about what it means to be Jewish and what it means to live in a world defined by different ethnic, religious, and cultural identifications.46

      In short, some Jewish spaces can be characterized as transnational in contemporary Berlin, and by this I mean not just through diverse encounters by people from different parts of the world, but more deeply through, as Kahn’s collaborative work in Warten auf Adam Spielman suggests, efforts to explore the multidirectional, cosmopolitan possibilities of memory and “Jewishness” in Germany’s diversifying society.47 Almost a fifth of Germany’s population is made up of immigrants or descendants of immigrants. How do they fit into Germany’s memory culture of the Holocaust? Do migrants have an obligation to remember the Nazi past? For years, Germany’s leading proponents of remembering the Holocaust, such as Jürgen Habermas, tended to exclude migrants from Germany’s memory culture.48 In recent years, this hermetic conceptualization of German memory has loosened somewhat but with seemingly ambiguous effects. The dissemination of Holocaust memory has increasingly become an important element of “integration.” In 2010, the CDU minister responsible for integration in North Rhine-Westphalia remarked that the Holocaust is “an important part of our national identity” and “a part of our shared guiding culture (Leitkultur).” “Especially when society changes,” he noted, “it is important to always embrace anew the legacy of our history and pass it on.”49 Such calls for memory integration may be genuinely inviting; but they may also reprise essentializing assumptions about Germans and immigrants: Germans, who have long been versed in the history of the Holocaust, may emerge as enlightened teachers imparting knowledge about the Nazi past to backward pupils whose “migration background” is declared as the reason for their lack of understanding about the Holocaust. Along with recent assertions that Germany’s “Judeo-Christian heritage” needs to be protected from the alleged Islamification of Germany and Europe, demands for Holocaust education can reinforce exclusive understandings of national belonging and membership.50

      These demands also unwittingly overlook the complexity of what is happening in places such as Berlin. To be sure, one can find ignorance about the Holocaust among migrants in Germany—although such lack of knowledge cannot be explained by essentialist arguments about ethnicity, culture, and religion (and indeed is by no means limited to migrants alone). But one can also find examples of people with various backgrounds reflecting on Germany’s past.51 Warten auf Adam Spielman is one such example, and many others exist in film, literature, music, and politics.52 These multidimensional efforts do not invoke the Holocaust as a component of “Leitkultur” but instead explicitly challenge such ethnonational framings of Germany’s past and present. As German society diversifies and Jewish subjectivities shift in a migratory world, pluralist initiatives in Jewish spaces are unfolding that consider the multiple meanings of the Holocaust and Jewishness.

      Nevertheless, Jewish spaces still reflect the complex temporal layers of Germany’s twentieth century, reflecting histories of integration, violence, expulsion, reconstruction, democracy, and remembrance. These layers of time have long been and still are today deeply embedded in the national context of German history. Reflections on the past have of course long been central to constructing and sustaining group identifications,53 but recently a number of scholars have argued that the entanglement of memory with one particular group—the national community—seems to be breaking down amid the processes of European unification and globalization. As people, goods, and ideas traverse national borders (both physically with migration and virtually with the Internet), so too are collective memories supposedly crossing boundaries as never before. In this view, the Holocaust often appears as paradigmatic of memory’s transnational mobility. In The Holocaust and Memory in the Global Age, Daniel Levy and Natan Sznaider argue that the Holocaust has become a universal memory.54 In Memory in a Global Age, Aleida Assmann and Sebastian Conrad intimate that the era of national collective memories appears to be ebbing. “Today, memory and the global have to be studied together,” they write, “as it has become impossible to understand the trajectories of memory outside a global frame of reference.”55

      Such arguments about the rise of transnational and global memories appear to rest on several key assumptions about memory, the nation-state, the contemporary period, and the Holocaust: first, memory tends to be viewed as a commodity that moves across, below, and beyond nation-states; second, the transnationalization of memory is assumed to define the post-1989 period when memory is viewed as moving across national borders like never before with the collapse of Communism in Eastern Europe, the expansion of the European Union, and the increased role of global actors and institutions with the expansion of trade and the Internet; third, the nation-state in general is believed to be diminishing in cultural force, especially in Western Europe; and fourth, arguments about the transnationalization of Holocaust memory in particular presume that the Holocaust marks the defining event of twentieth-century European history, if not global history.

      To conclude this chapter I would like to unsettle some of these assumptions. Memory is less a thing, something that is present or absent, recalled or repressed, nationally contained or transnationally diffuse, than it is an encounter with the past, an encounter that is nested in broader cultural meanings, identities, and narratives that change over time and space.56 These meanings, identities, and narratives have long been situated in and framed by various local, national, and transnational contexts.57 Much depends on the site and the broader urban landscape in which a particular site resides. Unlike Berlin, Essen is not a major international metropolis. The postwar history of Essen’s synagogue has been determined almost exclusively by locals (as is the case for the vast majority of cities, towns, and villages across Germany and Europe). The building’s shifting postwar history has mirrored the city’s changing political identifications over the past sixty years.

      Berlin, then, would seem like Essen’s foil: international actors have shaped encounters with its Jewish sites over the past sixty years, and Berlin is home to many different kinds of Jewish spaces, around which transnational memories are being expressed. Yet in Berlin, too, national narratives strongly structure interpretations of the past. Berlin’s two most prominent Jewish sites—the Jewish Museum and the Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe—are deeply framed by a redemptive narrative of national recovery. Both projects represent the outcome of a political consensus that emerged by the early 1990s about the role of the Holocaust in German public life.58 After a series of bitter memory feuds over the 1980s, a growing number of West German intellectuals, writers, academics, politicians, and journalists—first from the left but gradually from across the political spectrum—began to embrace a self-critical memory of their country’s past. This embrace has become a central theme in Germany’s postwar narrative of political redemption—that is, in its celebrated story of transformation into an introspective democratic society.59 Thus, arguments about the emergence of European and global memories of the Holocaust underplay how strongly national politics still shape interpretations of the past, even in palimpsestic and global cities such as Berlin.

      But it is precisely the enduring importance of the nation-state to which transnational memories of the Holocaust appear to be reacting. Cosmopolitanism exists in relationship to nationalism.60 This relationship often takes on the form of critique: cosmopolitan memories intend to controvert conventional national narratives and identities. This self-critical kind of memory-work often can be found on the grassroots level.61 In the 1970s and 1980s, some West and East Germans encountered the physical remnants of Jewish life in their towns and cities partly to critique dominant national narratives of German victimization. Although these self-critical efforts have continued in reunited Germany over the past twenty years, the cosmopolitan stakes of them have shifted from, first, securing a central place for the memory of the Holocaust in German public life to, second, now considering the pluralist meanings of memory when the country has diversified and Holocaust memory has become a core element of German national identity. The critical task of memory has shifted with changes in Germany’s political and social landscapes. Indeed, in some of Berlin’s less institutionalized Jewish spaces, efforts are now emerging to challenge rigid identifications and narratives that Holocaust memory has over time come to reinforce.62 These localized, more pluralist efforts do not imply that the Holocaust is a global icon above the many other cataclysms of the twentieth century, nor do they seek to overcome national narratives altogether. Rather, they consider the Holocaust’s intersections with other histories of violence and reflect on its potential meanings for Germany’s changing society and collective sense of self.
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