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Preface


The thirtieth volume of Studies in Contemporary Jewry, which was inaugurated in 1984 by three eminent scholars, Jonathan Frankel, Peter Medding, and Ezra Mendelsohn, continues to be produced on the Mount Scopus campus of the Hebrew University of Jerusalem and, since the third volume, has been published by Oxford University Press (USA). Eli Lederhendler, who served then as the managing editor and who for many years has been one of its editors, remains the only figure of the original team to be actively involved in Studies. Over the years, aided by the efforts of our small but dedicated and expert staff—Hannah Levinsky-Koevary (now retired), David Rechter (presently of Oxford), Laurie E. Fialkoff, and most recently Robin Zalben—we have striven to maintain the original goal of our predecessors. In his preface to the inaugural volume of Studies, the late Jonathan Frankel, stressing the growing international interest in modern Jewish studies, voiced the hope that the series would “provide a forum for scholars (Jews and non-Jews) who work in the field of contemporary Jewish studies but live in different countries and belong to different disciplines. … While the failure of this project would be ours alone, its success will be that of an entire community of scholars in many disciplines and many countries.”1 Indeed, the founding editors and their successors have been grateful to the many scholars worldwide who have enabled the international nature of Studies to continue unabated, and to the publishers of hundreds of books who have generously sent us review copies of works of Jewish interest in a wide variety of academic disciplines.

Over the course of three decades, each volume of Studies has been dedicated to what we call the “symposium,” a specific theme that is examined in depth by scholars in an array of fields. In line with that tradition, the present volume is dedicated to a theme that has emerged over the past several decades, and has even merited its own term: the “spatial turn.”2 Here, a mea culpa is in order. Several years ago, unaware of this new historiographic direction but inspired by a book by Israeli literary scholar Ariel Hirschfeld that was titled Reshimot ’al makom (Local Notes), Eli Lederhendler and I submitted a proposal to establish an Israeli Center of Research Excellence that would focus on “place in modern Jewish society.” We were successful, and under the name “Daat Hamakom” (from the phrase appearing in the Kol Nidre prayer opening the Day of Atonement), the center has sponsored and studied the phenomenon of place in a wide range of areas and cultures.3 Our choice of name reflects the elaborate connotations of the Hebrew word makom, which can demarcate not only place but also (and sometimes in addition) situations, signs, consciousness, symbols, and even the deity.

Makom, Eli and I hypothesized, is a strategic key with which to explore the tensions that characterize Jewish culture in modernity—namely, between the sacred and the secular, the local and the global, the historical and the virtual, and Jewish culture versus other cultures. The plasticity of the term includes particular geographic places and their cultural landscapes, theological allusions (Jewish sources often use Hamakom in reference to God), and an array of other symbolic relations between locus, location, and the production of culture. It was once common to assert that Jewish culture was characterized by its portability, abstractness, and lack of grounding in any given space. Yet when we ponder the Jewish past and recognize how dominant certain “places” were in formulating Jewish culture, there arises a necessity to rethink these general assertions. Notions of “place” have always permeated Jewish life and consciousness. The Babylonian Talmud was pitted against the Jerusalem Talmud; the worlds of Sepharad and Ashkenaz were viewed as two pillars of the Jewish experience; the diaspora (galut) was conceived as a wholly different experience from that of Eretz Israel; and Jews from Eastern Europe (Ostjuden) and “German Jews” were often seen as “mirror opposites” (in Steven Aschheim’s felicitous terminology), whereas Jews under Islam were often characterized pejoratively, especially because of their allegedly uncultured surroundings. Clearly, place has had profound meaning in Jewish culture, with internal battles fought by those belonging to or identifying with one or another place.

Yet notions of place have taken dramatic turns in modern times, particularly in light of modern processes of mass Jewish migrations and the inner “migrations” of Jews between different language communities. Essays in this volume show how boundaries were crossed and routes were traveled both in reality and in the imagination, in language and in spirit. Take the notion of “Orientalism” and how it became, on the one hand, a way to engage a culture and, on the other, a means of disparagement. “Orientalism” became an overriding theme in the encounter between the “West” and the “East” in the 19th and 20th centuries, and “Orientalized” images penetrated the consciousness of Jews in Western countries. Historians of modern Jewry have gradually taken note of this encounter between West/East and given it due attention, though in general they have been wary of seeing the cultural divide as part of the overall tension and sense of superiority that dominated the interaction between Western and Oriental societies. “Place,” or the imagination of place, were central to the notions that Edward Said developed in his classic work on Orientalism. There he claimed, as is well known, that the notion of the “East” was an essentialist construction of Western culture, promoted in particular by the English and French, who conjured up a mythic view of the East for their own self-definition. That is, the “East” had no monolithic identity, neither geographically nor culturally, but was merely a figment of the furtive Western imagination. The images the “West” maintained of the “East” became established principles and helped form the ways in which people from the West perceived those from the East. The latter were construed to be exotic, mysterious, decadent, lazy, non-scientific, and non-rational, in addition to lacking the principles of modernization, progress, enlightenment and rationalism—the hallmarks of Western civilization.

“Place” can also be a memory-marker for a physical site that was left behind, destroyed, or else recovered and reconstructed. European Jews were deeply acculturated in the countries in which they lived prior to the Second World War, and they often felt an intimate sense of belonging to their place, be it in Germany, France, Austria, or elsewhere. Their forced emigration or physical deportation left Europe profoundly scarred in the postwar period; over time, efforts were made to somehow “relocate” the Jews to their prior, prewar places. One remarkable attempt to tangibly “return” these murdered or displaced Jews to their former settings is the phenomenon of stolpersteine (stumbling stones), small brass plates that are each engraved with the name and dates of a Nazi victim of persecution/extermination, installed near the building in which the person resided prior to his or her emigration or deportation. Originally initiated in 1992 by Gunter Demnig, a German artist, to commemorate Jewish victims in Germany, the phenomenon has taken hold in many other European countries, and it has been extended to relate to other victims of Nazi persecution, though the vast majority of plates continue to bear the names of Jewish victims. The small brass plate has an insignificant “place.” One can easily stumble over it, as it is interred into the ground unobtrusively. Nonetheless, the stolpersteine have aroused debate in various cities and countries concerning the broader concept of “place” as relating to the cultural dilemmas of loss, nostalgia, yearning, utopia, memory, and absence. Certainly this phenomenon is dramatically different from (and may also be a strong reaction against) the more common form of monuments to be found in Germany and elsewhere. Such monuments have also received serious scholarly attention, in particular with regard to the ways in which they relate to specific contexts and locations and how they may become entangled in local controversies on the nature of local or national identity. At the same time, monuments can seldom provide the kind of memory-marker of the individual and his or her “place” in the manner of the stolperstein.4

In today’s global environment, the concept of “space” or “place” is itself undergoing a metamorphosis, heightening the polarity of the local and the universal, questioning the boundaries and meanings of “identity,” and raising issues about the accessibility of cultural products across borders. The physical and mental bridges that link people and places and that connect them across space, the meaning of the traffic that flows between them and the networks it charts—whether real or figurative—vitally enlarge “Jewish” places and also offer a new way of thinking about Jewish-Gentile relations. In this regard, it is worthwhile to mention the extensive interest in recent years in the ’eruv—or, more precisely, the ’eruv hatzerot (literally, an extension of the courtyards). The ’eruv is a means of allowing Jews to observe the Sabbath even as they carry objects between a private and a public domain—in the absence of the symbolic “fence” provided by the ’eruv, such an act would be forbidden by Jewish law. Yet as with so many other instances of Jewish practice, the ’eruv also involves interaction and accommodation between Jews and non-Jews. As Franz Kafka noted sardonically in his journal: “The telephone and telegraph wires in Warsaw are, through bribes, supplemented so that they form a complete circle, which turns a city into an enclosed area in the sense of the Talmud, like a courtyard, so that even the most pious can move within this circle on Saturday carrying odds and ends like handkerchiefs.”5 In her perceptive introduction to a symposium titled “Visualizing the Eruv,” Margaret Olin noted the ways in which modern artists have been attracted to this subject, claiming that the ’eruv in an urban neighborhood raises “implications for social relations, along with its associations with visibility and invisibility, public and private, closed and open.”6 Indeed, as shown by other essays in that symposium, attention to the ’eruv involved a variety of problematics that centered on the meaning of a Jewish space within a non-Jewish district, in various periods of Jewish history. Moreover, the portfolio of that symposium brings together a wide range of artistic explorations of the theme, some depicting actual practices such as demarcations of the ’eruv in various areas of Israel, while others use the concept of ’eruv to further a certain idea or ideology related to space (for instance, “queer ’eruv”). In this sense the engagement with the ’eruv admirably coincides with the growing interest in and production of digital maps to create spatial historical knowledge. Daat Hamakom is developing such an interactive map to enable people to visualize and listen to events and moments in Jewish history.

While working on this volume of Studies, the artistic creativity of Cheryl Goldsleger came to my attention. An accomplished artist who is presently the Morris Eminent Scholar in Art at Augusta University in Augusta, Georgia, Goldsleger’s drawings and paintings are held in museums in the United States and Israel, and she has exhibited widely. A recent catalogue of her work, Unquiet Territories (2017), provides another creative example of the present engagement with the themes that this symposium explores. Ms. Goldsleger graciously allowed us to reproduce one of her studies for the frontispiece of this volume.

Included in the present symposium are twelve essays that deal with various aspects of particular places, making each location a focal point for understanding Jewish life and culture. Scholars from United States, Europe, and Israel have utilized their disciplinary skills to shed light on the vicissitudes of the 20th century in relation to place and Jewish culture. Their essays continue the continuous discussion in this realm and provide further insights into the historiographical turn in Jewish studies.

Much of my thinking on place in modern Jewish society was formulated in collaboration with Eli Lederhendler, who also agreed to read and comment on these introductory pages. My sincere thanks to him, and also to Laurie Fialkoff, for her untiring (and often amazing) efforts to produce as clean and coherent a text as possible, and to our newest addition to the team, co-managing editor Robin Zalben, who has eased into her position in the finest of ways. The extensive book review section in this volume is to a great extent the product of Robin’s industrious work. Our sincere thanks once again to Mr. Eliyahu Honig, for his moral and financial support through the Nachum Ben-Eli Honig Fund, and to Daat Hamakom for its generous grant—one that recognizes this volume as a definite offshoot of its mission. I am grateful as well to my fellow editors, Anat Helman and Uzi Rebhun, who, along with Eli, were available for advice as we formulated the symposium of this volume.

RIC


Notes


1. J.F. [Jonathan Frankel], “Editorial Note,” Studies in Contemporary Jewry, vol. 1, Ostjuden in Central and Western Europe (Bloomington: 1984), xvi–xvii.


2. See, inter alia, Charles W. J. Withers, “Place and the “Spatial Turn” in Geography and in History,” Journal of the History of Ideas 70 (October 2009), 637–658; Charlotte Elisheva Fonrobert, “The New Spatial Turn in Jewish Studies,” AJS Review 33, no. 1 (2009), 155–164.


3. This name was proposed by Elchanan Reiner, one of the members of the center.

4. The literature on Holocaust memorials is extensive. Much of it has been alluded to in three volumes of Images (2, 6, 9) that were devoted to “spaces of the Holocaust,” introduced by Margaret Olin (2008, 2012, 2016).

5. Quoted in Margaret Olin, “Introduction: The Poetics of the Eruv,” Images 5 (2011), 9.


6. Ibid., 13.
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Home for the Homeless? The Hekdesh in Eastern Europe

Natan M. Meir
(Portland State University)


The hekdesh [was where] the dregs of humanity lived, all the lepers and diseased, anyone with a physical or mental disability, all the riffraff in their multitudes, teeming like a swarm of locusts ….— Tsvi Hirsh Lifshits Kolp1

One of the grimmest institutions in East European Jewish society was the hekdesh, the Jewish hospital-cum-poorhouse. It was an ubiquitous but at the same time marginal site, varying in form in different times and locales, and never generating much public discussion or description. In this sense, it is a somewhat elusive historical phenomenon. At the same time, the hekdesh is an exceedingly useful venue for examining traditional forms of Jewish charity in the Russian Empire as well as the dynamics of social marginality among Russian and Polish Jews—especially with regard to those who were most vulnerable and destitute.

Before proceeding, it is crucial to point out an important characteristic of Jewish charity: the tendency to distinguish between conjunctural poverty—that is, some form of temporary (or more long-lasting) economic setback—and structural poverty.2 As Elliott Horowitz has observed with regard to early modern Ashkenazic Jewry, people who fell on hard times were usually deemed pious and thus worthy of charity, whereas Jews who were born into poverty were sometimes perceived as undeserving. According to a trend in Jewish legal thinking that emerged in the Middle Ages and became widely accepted in the early modern period, members of the Jewish underclass—many of whom had no choice but to lead a life of begging—were understood to be morally suspect, since their frequent wanderings made it impossible to ascertain their moral character.3 Jewish communal and religious leaders, therefore, would often enjoin ordinary Jews not to give charity to such people, though of course it may be assumed that actual practice differed substantially from the approach advocated by religious decisors, since, as we can imagine, it was not always easy or possible to reject the entreaties of a Jewish beggar whom one might encounter on the street or on one’s doorstep. In traditional societies (as in our own), poverty, vagrancy, illness, and disability, whether physical or mental, were often intimately intertwined. For those born into a life without means and without family to support them, there was little chance of rising out of a life of misery and want. These were the people who became the primary denizens of the hekdesh as it developed in Eastern Europe.4

Our few sources suggest that, up to some point in the first few decades after the Partitions of Poland, the hekdesh in the Russian Empire was primarily intended for the indigent sick of the community; after this time, it seems increasingly to have served as a shelter for itinerant beggars. Complicating matters is the fact that the hekdesh generally housed the infirm and the poor indiscriminately. Sources are often opaque in distinguishing between the two, and in many cases, the terminology is also confusing. For example, in 18th-century Vilna, the Bikur Holim society for visiting the sick had two sets of wardens (gabaim), one for “the hekdesh for the sick” and another for “the hekdesh for the poor,” yet most documents confirm that there was only one institution serving the two cohorts.5 (Judging from the statistics at our disposal for 1765, when there were 18 sick people in the Vilna hekdesh along with three poor people, this was likely primarily a sickhouse—which makes sense, given that it was run by the society dedicated to caring for the ill.)6 In his Sefer midor ledor (1901), a popular, traditionalist history of Russian Jewry in the first half of the 19th century, Tsvi Hirsh Lifshits Kolp maintained that there were two categories of hekdesh: one for the sick and another that housed only beggars. Tellingly, however, Kolp subsequently used the term hekdesh exclusively in the context of beggars” hostels.7 Another example of the blurring of boundaries between sick and poor can be found in Lithuania, in the hekdesh of Birzh (Birzhai, Biržai), where, according to the 1804 regulations of the local Jewish burial society (ḥevrah kadishah), servants who had been ill for longer than three days, and who had no parents to pay for their medicine and care for them at home, were to be transferred to “the hekdesh for the poor in our community.”8

In the same period, the number of Jewish vagrants in Eastern Europe seems to have been growing steadily. Efforts at reforming and “productivizing” Jews in both Western and Eastern Europe from the late 18th century on usually included references to the Schalantjuden or Betteljuden (“beggar Jews”) as symbols of Jewish parasitism. Large groups of these Jews were expelled from Prussian- and Austrian-annexed Poland to the now-diminished Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth after the first partition in 1772.9 The problem persisted, or even worsened, in territories that fell under tsarist rule in the partitions, where the indebtedness of local Jewish communities was exacerbated by onerous, government-imposed taxes.10 An 1807 petition from a group of householders in reduced circumstances to the Vilna Jewish kahal, the local Jewish governing body, described the many local and itinerant Jewish beggars whom the kahal had banned the year before from going house to house because of the shame they brought upon the householders of the city, “for they go around naked and barefoot.”11 The petitioners contended that many previously comfortable families such as themselves were now in difficult economic straits and could no longer be expected to support the vast hordes of paupers who were seeking alms. To make matters worse, some of the wardens of the Tzedakah Gedolah, the main charitable organ of the community (and perhaps other wealthy men of the community; the language of the petition is somewhat unclear) were refusing to follow communal regulations regarding charity. These regulations included giving charity on a weekly basis and providing hospitality to itinerants for several days. Such actions, the petition suggested, the wardens still had the means to undertake.

Perhaps the wardens’ refusal to provide lodging or food to vagrants, thereby flaunting heretofore accepted norms of charity, was prompted by the increasing numbers of beggars in the community. It may also be evidence of a more fundamental shift in social standards that would have beggars, especially in large groups, given shelter not in private homes but in the hekdesh. We must also understand this document in its imperial Russian context; specifically, the introduction of provincial social welfare boards in 1775, which established a range of institutions for the sick and indigent, including almshouses that were nominally state institutions but were actually a kind of public–private partnership. At the same time, begging and vagrancy continued to be punishable offenses.12 Thus, changes in the Jewish sphere may be part of a larger shift in imperial society from individual alms-giving (though this practice, of course, continued) to institutional care for the poor. Some of the disquiet communicated in the language of the petition may also stem from its authors’ anxiety about having large numbers of Jewish beggars roaming the city streets, as this would clearly be a liability for the community as a whole.

Regulations pertaining to the hekdesh that were published by the Bikur Holim society of Grodno (probably in the early 19th century) offer some insight into the institution’s transition from sickhouse to beggars’ asylum. In discussing the infirm, the guidelines refer both to the indigent sick being cared for in the hekdesh and those living at home. Presumably, if one could stay at home and receive medical aid, one would not seek shelter in the hekdesh. So who actually resided in the institution? The first regulation provides a hint:

The warden is obligated to visit the Hekdesh every Monday and Thursday of the month in order to inspect and visit with the sick of the Hekdesh, to tend to each one’s needs in accordance with his temperament and character, to take care of the poor and decide who shall be sent away from the city on foot and who by vehicle. Even when there are no sick inmates in the Hekdesh, the warden is nevertheless obliged to go there twice each week.13

While this paragraph begins with a reference to “the sick of the Hekdesh,” it moves on to the poor, suggesting that one of the warden’s primary responsibilities was deciding whom to eject from the institution. This implies that the bulk of the residents were transient paupers and beggars, many of them healthy—a supposition strengthened by the second sentence: “Even when there are no sick inmates ….”

Similarly, the 1802 regulations regarding the hekdesh that were put out by the Bikur Holim society of Minsk relate both to sick people and to beggars. It appears from these regulations that local Jews were forbidden from providing lodging to non-local beggars in their homes, further evidence that, during this period, beggars in search of shelter were expected to turn first to the hekdesh.14 The supposition that the transition from sickhouse to beggars’ hostel took place in the first half of the 19th century is strengthened by the fact that many sources from mid-century clearly indicate that the hekdesh was primarily or even exclusively for wandering beggars. For instance, Yekhezkel Kotik, whose descriptions of his childhood home date from around 1860, maintained that the hekdesh in Kamenets Litovsk was not “intended, heaven forfend, for the sick, but for impoverished itinerants or beggars [far di orkhim, far di orime layt] passing through our shtetl.”15 And while Ephraim Deinard called the hekdesh “a wayfarers’ hostel and hospital,” his description—probably dating to the 1850s or early 1860s—makes it clear that the hekdesh was really intended for the wandering poor, though they could also take advantage of it as a place to recover from illness. Indeed, according to Deinard, “a poor wanderer who came to a town knew that he should direct himself to the hekdesh.”16

Over the course of the 19th century, Jewish beggary became a serious problem. By 1897, the Jewish old-age home in Kremenchug, which housed about 450 elderly Jews, also provided temporary shelter to many more itinerant paupers—about 3,800 annually.17 In his memoir of late 19th-century Russian Poland, Yehiel Trunk described Jewish itinerant beggars as medine-vanderer (country wanderers) who roamed the countryside during the warmer months and took shelter in the “stinking hekdeyshim” in the winter.18 Contrary to the usual image of the solitary drifter, these vagrants traveled in groups composed of families, though only the menfolk would do the actual begging. Other accounts lend validity to this image of Jewish itinerant beggars as a virtual class unto themselves, as Isaac Levitats also described them.19

Still, even at the turn of the 20th century, the idea that the hekdesh had a medical function of some kind had not entirely disappeared. A French-language survey of economic conditions among the Jews of the Russian Empire that was conducted by the Jewish Colonization Association (JCA) at the turn of the century drew a distinction between hospices, institutions for the elderly and disabled, and asiles, shelters for the itinerant poor. The survey report used the term hekdesh only for the latter. However, it noted, “there is often a confusion of functions. The dearth of data does not permit us to state with precision in certain cases whether one or another institution is a home for the elderly and disabled or for the itinerant poor. Sometimes the same institution serves both functions.”20

The JCA survey counted 180 hekdeshim, with most concentrated in the northwestern provinces of the Pale of Settlement and the northeastern corner of Congress Poland. In Grodno, Minsk, Vilna, Suvalki, Lomza, and Plock guberniias, there were 98 hekdeshim, as opposed to 82 in the 19 other provinces. The statisticians could not offer a reason for the concentration of hekdeshim for the itinerant poor in these six provinces.21 These numbers are as precise a count as we have for the late imperial period; due to the nature of the institution and the dearth of sources, it is very difficult to get any sense of the total number of people who lived or sojourned in the hekdesh.

In those places where the hekdesh retained a quasi-medical character, its residents were likely to be drawn from across the spectrum of the Jewish down-and-out, including people who, in the language of the time, would be characterized as the insane, orphans, and cripples. Many observers and memoirists, such as Gershon Levin, who wrote about the 1860s-era hekdesh in Lublin, noted that any pretense that this was a medical institution was wholly accidental, and that the wardens and caretakers had no training whatsoever.22 Moreover, there were often accusations that the overseers of the hekdesh were corrupt and were lining their own pockets at the expense of the inmates. For the sick who ended up in the hekdesh, presumably because their family could not care for them at home (for financial or other reasons), their new situation was often considered shameful for them and their relatives.23

The apparent shift from sickhouse to beggars’ hostel, though by no means universal, may have been closely related to another phenomenon: the abolition of the kahal in the early 19th century and the subsequent apparent abandonment or neglect of the hekdesh by the communal associations that previously had oversight over it. Before the abolition of the kahal, the hekdesh had been maintained by the community itself or by a charitable society. As we have seen, hekdesh regulations from this period often required that a warden of the association or even a doctor visit its residents on a regular basis, usually twice weekly, while the shamash (beadle or overseer, also known as hekdesh-man) was to visit twice or even three times daily.24 Such rigorous management, even if not always carried out according to the letter of the ordinances, suggests an institution that was basically orderly and well-maintained. In the Kingdom of Poland, after the abolition of the kahal in 1822 and its replacement by the so-called “congregational board,” many charitable associations had to go underground to some degree.25 This change was due in some measure to the narrowing of the new institution’s jurisdiction to strictly religious matters, though it was later expanded; much more important was the fact that the individuals who sat on the boards tended to have very little understanding of the fields that they were meant to oversee, which included charity and welfare.26

In the Pale of Settlement, the government’s abolition of the kahal in 1844 meant that hekdeshim were now illicit institutions, since most had no official constitution or regulations (ustav) and no formal governance structure. Oversight of the hekdesh was continued by whichever institution had taken over the kahal’s functions, such as the Tzedakah Gedolah, the charitable association attached to the synagogue.27 In other localities, the burial society or the Bikur Holim society was responsible for its upkeep.28 Because the hekdesh was not an officially recognized institution, it was ineligible to receive support from proceeds of the korobka, the kosher meat tax that was allocated within each community for communal and charitable needs; it thus had to rely on a meager stream of collections, donations, and bequests.29 From at least as early as the 1860s, it was often the gabetes—the self-appointed women who collected and distributed charity outside of any institutional framework—who saw to it that the hekdesh would have the funds necessary to operate and that its residents would not go hungry.30 While the proper functioning of communal charity seemed to assume and indeed rely on the existence of the gabetes, these women usually had no official status and held no position in any organization.31

The exclusion of the hekdesh from the regular funding stream for Jewish communal institutions had dire consequences. By the mid-19th century, the institution was almost universally described as filthy and unsanitary, either totally unfurnished or else outfitted with improvised, crude pieces of furniture. Even those who described it as relatively clean remembered that it had “a specific smell.”32 The hekdesh was for the poorest of the poor and the lowest of the low; in general, it was meant for those who had nowhere else to go and no one to support them. (“Respectable” travelers lodged in another community institution known as the hakhnasat orkhim, or in private homes.)33

Not surprisingly, the late 19th-century hekdesh was a frequent target of the maskilim. According to Lisa Epstein:


The terrible state of the hekdesh was noted by visiting foreigners and Russians over the course of the 19th century. This public notice made the issue one of concern for reformers of Jewish life, [who wanted to] transform health care institutions to bring them into accordance with their standards and goals for the Jewish community, both for the betterment of Jewish life and as a sign to the outside world of the civilized, sanitized nature of Jewish life.34

The maskilic writer Moyshe-Arn Shatskes, for example, painted a bleak picture of the hekdesh in his Der yidisher far-peysekh (“Passover Eve”; 1881), noting with bitter irony how the original meaning of the hekdesh (derived from the Hebrew root for “holy”) had become twisted over time:

The word hekdesh means … a house full of stench and dirt, clutter, cold, smoke, damp, with all the windows broken, the walls peeling, darkness and gloom, black as chimney soot. … Why is this called hekdesh? What is sacred about it? … To this very day, in many towns the sickhouses which Jews call hekdeyshim … are the worst buildings of the entire town; the town’s householders pay no attention either to the air of the hekdesh, which is poison for the sick, nor to the vilenesses which the hekdesh-man, together with the hekdesh doctor, would commit.35

This image of the hekdesh would remain dominant through the interwar period and beyond. For example, Yudel Mark and Judah A. Joffe, the compilers of the Great Dictionary of the Yiddish Language (1961), linked the term hekdesh to the concepts of poverty, infirmity, disability, decay, and vagrancy. In defining the verbs oysyatren zikh and oyskoyklen zikh, they provided examples that included the word “hekdesh” (these had probably been sent to them by zamlers, amateur collectors of Yiddish folklore, who likely heard the phrases being used in everyday speech).36 For the second definition of oysyateren zikh, meaning “to rot away, to fester,” the example provided is “the poor cripples lay around in the hekdesh and rotted away,” whereas oyskoyklen zikh—the perfective aspect of “to roll around”—is illustrated by the vivid phrase, “[I’ve] wandered around, rolled around in enough hekdeyshn, now I’m staying here.”37

Toward the turn of the 20th century, as proponents of the emerging social sciences began to investigate the extent of poverty and want among the Jews of the Russian Empire, experts in modern philanthropic approaches followed the example of the maskilim in declaring the hekdesh to be an archaic institution that required wholesale transformation or flat-out eradication. The authors of the JCA survey argued that the hekdeshim encouraged beggars to continue begging, and that the institutions should be transformed into something like workhouses for poor Jews who had left home seeking a way to make a living, however meager. According to this scheme, obligatory labor would be required of anyone capable of working who sought shelter in the hekdesh.38 In reality, though, hekdeshim did not tend to offer unlimited hospitality. Regulations adopted by some communities limited the number of days that itinerant beggars could remain in the town, and this, ipso facto, served to control the length of time such individuals would stay in the hekdesh, unless they wished to rely on the kindness of local do-gooders who might take up a collection to feed them.39

Perhaps unbeknownst to the JCA survey authors, a transformation of the hekdesh was already underway. The initiative in some locales to transform the hekdesh into a true medical institution was part of the larger reform and professionalization of Jewish health care that began in the Russian Empire in the late 19th century.40 For example, Vilna’s hekdesh was the forerunner of the Jewish Hospital, which grew to be a major medical institution. Ironically, however, the hospital’s initially poor reputation among Vilna Jews caused them to continue referring to it as a hekdesh. By this time, as we have seen, the very term had become a synonym for anything unclean and unsanitary.41

One aspect of the establishment of modern medical facilities that was particularly important for small-town hekdeshim was the modernization of the Bikur Holim societies, which, unlike the religious confraternities of traditional society, now consisted of committees—often composed of bourgeois Jewish women—that were “devoted to aiding the indigent sick.”42 These committees cared for the sick not by putting them in the hekdesh but by providing the services of a local doctor or a feldsher (akin to a physican’s assistant). The larger shift in Jewish health care also included the reform of Jewish hospitals and the construction of many new hospitals, a phenomenon that, although limited mostly to large cities, also had an impact on small and medium-sized towns insofar as the seriously and chronically ill were increasingly likely to be sent to hospitals for treatment, thus rendering obsolete the medical function of the hekdesh. (In some places, as in Bialystok, the hekdesh itself was almost entirely rebuilt as a small hospital for the poor and insane, complete with state-of-the-art equipment.)43 As François Guesnet notes, by the last decades of the 19th century, many contemporaries viewed the hekdesh as a relic of a past era, despite its continued existence.44 Notwithstanding, in many places, the institution persisted, for by now its function as beggars’ asylum had been firmly established. As noted by a correspondent from Płock to the Polish Jewish organ Izraelita in 1888, the fin-de-siècle hekdesh was “a refuge for the crowd of itinerant beggars and cripples who end their lives there in misery.”45

Thus far we have discussed the hekdesh as institution. But what of the people who took shelter under its roof (such as it was)? The little evidence we have to work with suggests that the denizens of the hekdesh in its late 19th-century incarnation—that is, as a place for beggars and other cast-offs of society, with only a nominal connection to caring for the sick—were viewed most unsympathetically, to say the least. Consider, for example, the description of a hekdesh that appears in Fishke der krumer (Fishke the Lame), by Sh.Y. Abramovitsh (Mendele Moykher Sforim), a maskilic critic of Russian Jewish life. The building itself is described by the protagonist as:

a very old inn, a ruin with crooked walls and a roof like a crumpled cap, turned up in front and very low in the back, almost down to the ground. This tired old poorhouse looked ready to faint. The poor building wanted to collapse and lie down to rest on the ground in a pile of dust and rubble. But the townspeople had talked it out of such nonsense. They propped it up with sticks, tied it up with string, and begged it to last for another hundred twenty years.46

The protagonist goes on to relate how the yard in front is full of rotting garbage and junk, and the windows are missing panes. Inside the building are a scattering of makeshift benches—boards resting on blocks and stumps. The building is full of roaches, bedbugs, and fleas, with wind blowing through cracks in the walls and rain coming into through the roof. The most biting aspect of the description, however, relates to those who take shelter there: “The hekdesh was also the charity hospital [a biker-khoylim]. This was the place where the town’s sickest, ugliest beggars died [Dort iz dos ort oyf tsu shtarbn far kranke, miyese kabtsonim in dem shtetl].” As with any master wordsmith, Abramovitch chooses his words carefully, and the use of the term “ugly” (miyes) here is no accident, as is his linking of the hekdesh with death.

In a certain sense, the hekdesh could be regarded as being outside the boundaries of ordinary life.47 This is perhaps most understandable in the case of the vagrant beggars who lodged in the hekdesh. These itinerant poor, who existed “at the very bottom of the social scale,” did not belong to the local community and, of course, paid no communal taxes.48 In the relatively tight-knit world of the shtetl, they were unknowns to the local residents, and the community’s main concern was usually how to encourage them to move on to the next town as quickly as possible.

In his Sefer midor ledor, Kolp writes that the beggars’ hekdesh was where

the dregs of humanity lived, all the lepers and diseased, anyone with a physical or mental disability, all the riffraff in their multitudes, teeming like a swarm of locusts, one group leaving and another coming in, each one leaving after it the filth and contamination from the disgusting leavings of the bread and soup that they ate and trampled with their feet, and the mud and refuse that they picked up on their feet … until the hekdesh was like a heap of trash and dung.49

Kolp makes clear that wandering beggars are not just poor people, but the cast-offs of Jewish society: the chronically ill; the crippled, maimed, and deformed; the mentally ill and insane. It would be hard to achieve a more negative and, indeed, dehumanizing depiction of such people: “the dregs of humanity”; “riffraff”; “filth … contamination … trash … dung.”

The hekdesh, moreover, was often located next to the cemetery, since in the medieval and early modern periods (and, to some extent, even more recently) it was logical to place buildings housing the sick far from the bulk of the population in order to keep contagious diseases at bay. It also made sense to situate a shelter for itinerants on the outskirts of town, close to a road leading somewhere else.50 Those residing in the hekdesh were thus clearly identified as foreign to the community. Emphasizing the point, some communities even provided transportation to the next town to ensure that the itinerants did not overstay their welcome.51

As Samuel Max Melamed reflected in a short story—“the hekdesh too is a grave, giving shelter to living cadavers. Even outwardly it resembles a grave”—the hekdesh itself was viewed as a place of death, and those in it were regarded as being closer to the realm of the dead than that of the living.52 In Ayzik-Meyer Dik’s biting 1867 satire, Di nakht fun tes-vav kislev (The Night of the 15th of Kislev), the Angel of Death initiates the creation of the hekdesh as a way to make his work easier, since “the goal of this institution was more to be a place to die than to be healed … [It was] an expensive death-house [shterbe-hoyz].”53 According to Kolp, dead bodies were brought to the hekdesh building in order to be prepared for burial. Why? Because—and here Kolp slyly tweaked a rabbinic maxim, ’ani ḥashuv kamet—“the poor [were] considered as dead.”54 Given the isolation of the hekdesh from the mainstream of shtetl society and space, this made some sense: no one who was “normal” would want to have contact with the “dead souls” of the hekdesh. (Kolp’s claim is confirmed by the regulations governing the Bikur Holim in Minsk, which required the shamash of the hekdesh to get permission from the burial society before bringing corpses from outside the city into the building.)55

One folktale, while supernatural in its content, illustrates the very real ostracism experienced by those residing in the hekdesh. In this tale, an orphan raised in a hekdesh with no one to care for him is fed on scraps thrown to him by the other residents. The townspeople will have nothing to do with him; to avenge himself, he becomes the town informer, who sows discord wherever he can: “Thus I lived my miserable life, unwanted by God and my fellow human beings, until one fine day I stopped existing. No one cried for me, no one mourned for me. They buried me beyond the cemetery wall, without a stone and without a monument, not far from the hekdesh. No one said kaddish for me.” How is it, then, that we are hearing this tale of woe? Because the orphan now becomes a dybbuk possessing the body of a 15-year-old boy. “I was abandoned and cursed by everyone in my life,” relates the dybbuk through the voice of the boy. “I was not a man but a shadow.”56

For someone who lives his life outside the realm of normal human existence—without family, without home, without normal intercourse with his fellow Jews; who indeed, in his own words, was “not a man”—what could be a more appropriate place to start off life than the hekdesh? And what could be a more fitting locale to end it than in the area of the cemetery set aside for suicides, apostates, and infamous sinners, not far from the hekdesh? And yet, if we approach the tale knowing that the archetypal Jewish town (as it was often portrayed in belletristic and memoir literature, as well as folklore) had an array of set characters—the fool, the cripple, the informer, perhaps even the town ghost—then the place of the dybbuk becomes clear.57 He was as much a part of the community as he was cut off from it.

This tale is reproduced without source or date in the memorial volume for the communities of Piesk and Most (Piaski and Masty, today Peski and Masty, Belarus), but it was presumably known and retold during the interwar years, since most of the contributors to yizker-bikher were Holocaust survivors who had come of age in independent Poland.58 As we learn elsewhere in the volume, there was still a functioning hekdesh in Piesk in the interwar period.59 This should not surprise us. By the 1920s, the hekdesh had mostly disappeared from cities and large towns, thanks to the institutionalization and professionalization of welfare services in the Jewish community, which had taken on a more urgent pace during and immediately after the First World War.60 This trend reached some shtetlekh as well: in Stryj, for example, the hekdesh was closed and a hospital established in its stead, as had occurred in some locales in the tsarist period.61 In Smorgon, the hekdesh building was in sufficiently good condition to serve as a meeting place for the Hehalutz Hatza’ir group in town, and later to house the local Tarbut school; clearly there was no longer a need for the old beggars’ hostel.62

But as Samuel Kassow indicates, “charity and welfare in the shtetl retained its personal and traditional character”63—and this often pertained to the hekdesh. Newspaper reports portray an institution that differed little, at least in some places, from its prewar variant. In Tarnogrod, the hekdesh was “a ruin with four bare walls without a roof” that eventually collapsed altogether.64 In Braynsk, the hekdesh, controlled by the local burial society, served as a shelter for a poor tailor and his family who had lost their home.65 In Lithuania, too—in towns such as Shkud (Skuodas) and Yurburg (Jurbarkas)—the hekdesh continued to serve as a hostel for the itinerant poor.66 Modern urban institutions, such as a proposed shelter for poor Jewish migrants to Lwów, were often compared favorably to the old-fashioned hekdesh.67

This period saw the emergence of the Jewish underclass as a legitimate subject of scholarly inquiry, especially for historians and ethnographers.68 While the hekdesh was not often included in these studies, it is reasonable to suppose that scholarship on the institution would eventually have developed, had not the entirety of Polish Jewish academia been obliterated in the Holocaust. A taste of the deep insight that such scholarship could have offered can be glimpsed in A.Sh. Herschberg’s monumental Pinkes Byalistok, a communal history and ethnography of Bialystok that was written in the interwar period and published after the war. Herschberg wrote the following perceptive evaluation of the role of the hekdesh in the Jewish community:

The Hebrew word hekdesh is used to call anything that has been set apart from our profane, worldly sphere, that which we might enjoy, and transferred into an unworldly, sacred sphere from which one cannot draw enjoyment. Those who live in the hekdesh have also been set apart from our world of utility and enjoyment. And in principle those, too, who occupy themselves with this institution find no utility in it. … In the hekdesh are people who have been thrown out of life, who have no relevance to actual life. They have been hopelessly neglected by their close ones, to whom they have become a burden. In biblical language, they are called “afflicted and stricken by God,” “a punishment from God.” Thus in a certain sense they can also be called kdoyshim they serve as a portent [onzog] from God to healthy, normal people.69

Herschberg’s point is that hekdesh-layt are more than mere unfortunate cast-offs. On the symbolic plane, they represent all that ordinary people seek to avoid or ignore in daily life: suffering, wretchedness, neglect. But by calling them kdoyshim—which has the dual meaning of “holy people” and “martyrs”—he also attempts to link their status etymologically to the term hekdesh and to suggest that they have somehow been set apart, or perhaps even sacrificed, for the greater psychological and spiritual good of the community. Herschberg seems to be warning us that we ignore the portent embodied by the people of the hekdesh at our peril. (And would not the dybbuk of the hekdesh agree?)

One tantalizing piece of evidence suggests that, at least in some locales, the people of the hekdesh were not quite irrelevant to actual life, as Herschberg put it. In his turn-of-the-century memoir of a mid-19th-century Lublin childhood, Gershon Levin wrote:

One of the Sabbath pleasures was to go to the Jewish hospital [elsewhere he explains that this was the precursor to the hospital, that is, the hekdesh], even if one did not have any relatives to visit there. Some would distribute food … to the patients; others would go just to pass the time looking at the patients and, most importantly, to tease the crazy people a little. … These visits to the hospital disturbed the Sabbath rest, because it became a real trade fair [that is, a hubbub] there. We ran there from all over the whole city, dirtied everything, and it looked like the marketplace after the market. And of course we also disturbed the sick people with our talk. We joked with the wardens, cursed, and teased the crazy people.70

The first reason that Levin gives for visiting the hekdesh is fairly straightforward: to do a charitable deed by bringing food to the residents. But the second—to while away the time on Sabbath afternoon by looking at the patients and teasing the insane inmates—suggests a common human fascination with the abnormal, the ugly, and the repulsive. The hekdesh was a place, perhaps even a necessary place, of fear and fascination. This account implies a deeper integration into the life of the community than might have been expected.

One might think that the institutionalization of many forms of charity in the modern age would have spelled the demise of the hekdesh as a catch-all for Jews who could not survive without the support of the community, whether by reason of indigence, illness, or disability. While hospitals, clinics, and insane asylums were built to care for, or perhaps hide, the sick and the mad, in fact no single institution could solve the complex problem of begging and vagrancy, though solutions were regularly proffered by progressives and intellectuals. The hekdesh may have served to perpetuate the problem, insofar as it segregated marginal people from the mainstream community. Both the hekdesh and its inhabitants were often the objects of morbid curiosity and fear. To see it was to catch a glimpse of the otherworldly. One might pity the hekdesh-layt and perhaps even donate a few coins towards their maintenance, but ultimately they represented a world of filth, madness, chaos, and ugliness that was best avoided—and a problem that the organized Jewish community was unable to solve.


Notes
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The Social Logic of Colonial Anti-Judaism: Revisiting the Anti-Jewish Crisis in French Algeria, 1889–1902
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In the late 1890s, the three enfranchised ethnic groups living in French Algeria—Frenchmen with roots in France, European immigrants, and local Jews—contested the established social order in the colony. What set the stage for this clash was the outbreak of what both contemporaries and scholars have since termed the “anti-Jewish crisis.” Within Algeria’s urban centers, anti-Jewish militants formed anti-Jewish leagues, denounced Jews in the press, and won municipal and French parliamentary elections. In addition, in the years 1898 and 1899, a prominent anti-Jewish leader, Max Régis, a recently naturalized Frenchman of Italian origin, organized an effective boycott on Jewish businesses in Algiers and provoked thousands of settlers to stage violent riots inside the Jewish quarter (quartier) of the city. The mounting violence convinced the French authorities to move against Régis’ political apparatus, a step that signaled the ebbing of the crisis.

Urban spaces frame this history. The French had begun to conquer Algeria in 1830 and, in 1848, incorporated parts of its northern and largely urban territory into the French Republic. These areas consequently saw an influx of hundreds of thousands of settlers from metropolitan France and from Spain, Italy, and Malta. In the colony’s cities, where most settlers lived, Frenchmen with origins in France (français d’origine), European immigrants from the Mediterranean basin, and indigenous Jews and Muslims lived in proximity to one another. On the one hand, unlike the juridical and social barrier that separated settlers from indigenous Muslims in Algeria, the ethnic boundaries among the colony’s enfranchised groups were far less stark. On the other hand, there was a clear hierarchy among these groups. The français d’origine controlled senior administrative posts, dominated local politics, and possessed the most lucrative jobs. Many of the non-French-origin immigrants had attained French citizenship under the French nationality law of 1889.1 Overall, however, they were inferior in terms of political influence, wealth, and social status. As for the Jews, whereas they had enjoyed French citizenship ever since the promulgation of the Crémieux decree in 1870, both settlers and colonial administrators still regarded them as part of the supposedly “primitive” indigenous society. Consequently, cultural and social divides kept Jews apart from the settler population and relegated most of them to poverty.

Despite the proximity of the various groups, the tight link between social rank and ethnic origins turned Algeria’s urban areas into segregated spaces in which members of each ethnic group lived in fairly distinct quarters. The tension between the colony’s segregated landscape and the nominal civic equality enjoyed by most non-Muslims catalyzed the outbreak of the anti-Jewish crisis, which in turn created an opportunity for inter-ethnic negotiation and confrontation. The crisis, that is, allowed français d’origine, immigrants, and Jews to cross over segregated quarters, to form makeshift alliances with members of other groups, and to demand a reshuffling of the colony’s social hierarchy. In the process, and in order to assert their social position, members of each group—including Jews—appropriated anti-Jewish premises and arguments.

Most scholars interpret the anti-Jewish crisis as a defining moment in the shaping of inter-ethnic relationships within the pied-noir community.2 They fail, however, to take seriously the roles played by all ethnic groups involved in the crisis, and thus tend to either miss or misconstrue the social functions of Algerian anti-Judaism. One group of scholars subsumes the anti-Jewish crisis into the deep history of (European) antisemitism, usually in order to present it as a short-term extension of the antisemitic riots that accompanied the Dreyfus affair or, alternatively, to allude to the influence of the French antisemitic thinker Edouard Drumont in Algeria. Others trace the sources of Algerian anti-Judaism to more traditional Catholic anti-Jewish thought.3 Emmanuel Sivan, in contrast, casts the “hatred of Jews in Algeria as the product of a colonial situation” and points out the Orientalist tropes deployed by anti-Jewish proponents with regard to Algerian Jews. He too, however, connects Algerian and metropolitan French antisemitism, arguing that “French antisemitism as a mass movement was born [in the colony].”4 These scholars demonstrate the inter- and transnational character of 19th-century antisemitic doctrines and movements. Yet they also tend to create a reductionist dichotomy between Jews and “Europeans” that overlooks the intricate interethnic relations in Algeria. A second group of scholars examines the anti-Jewish crisis mainly through the lens of the relationship between French and immigrant settlers. Most of them conclude that the crisis brought Frenchmen with roots in France and European immigrants together, and thus cast it as an event that gave rise to the emergence of a cohesive pied-noir community. Charles-Robert Ageron interprets the crisis as a revolutionary attempt of European settlers who sought the establishment of an Algerian autonomy. He asserts, moreover, that in the aftermath of the crisis, français d’origine and immigrants began to define themselves as “Algerians,” that is, as people distinct from “Frenchmen of France.” David Prochaska embraces Ageron’s conclusion, arguing that “the formation of a colonial society that was recognizably Algerian occurred between 1890 and 1914.”5

By investigating the social logic that guided Frenchmen with roots in France, immigrants, and Jews, and by examining Algerian anti-Judaism as a local phenomenon, this paper offers a fresh perspective on the anti-Jewish crisis. An analysis of various discursive sources—pamphlets, parliamentary debates, political speeches, diplomatic correspondence, and newspapers—suggests that all ethnic groups in Algeria appropriated the ideological premise of Algerian anti-Judaism as the basis for political arguments in favor of the expansion of a specific group’s rights or the disavowal of those of others. More specifically, they made use of the mission civilisatrice doctrine that Frenchmen from both sides of the Mediterranean originally formulated with the aim of excluding Muslims from the French body politic. This doctrine stipulated that only ethnic groups whose members had fully attained the standard of French civilization could be considered for assimilation.6

Various settler groups made use of the mission civilisatrice doctrine both to classify the different ethnic elements that had already been enfranchised and to articulate their own social demands. Anti-Jewish proponents who belonged to the group of French-origin settlers deployed the premise of the mission civilisatrice doctrine in order to point out Jews’ supposed civilizational backwardness and to demand the repeal of the Crémieux decree. In this way they could claim that their anti-Jewish doctrine was in accord with French republican ideology and that it differed from “reactionary” antisemitism. Immigrants joined the French in depicting Jews as uncivilized, in addition to accentuating their own patriotism and assimilatory progress. However, the immigrants’ strategy to obtain the same social rights as those of French origin backfired; what transpired was a significant increase in French xenophobia. Algerian Jews, for their part, attempted to refute the claim that French anti-Jews were sincere republicans and cast them instead as bigoted antisemites. In addition, they presented immigrants as perfidious, unassimilated brutes.

The unfolding of the anti-Jewish crisis in Algiers brings the strategies deployed by each of these ethnic groups into sharp focus. Although Frenchmen, immigrants, and Jews used nearly the same strategies throughout the colony, Algiers had two distinct anti-Jewish movements—one led by Frenchmen, the other led by immigrants—which brought the specific social logic that guided each group clearly into view. Their strategies, in the end, yielded different and uneven results. Among the most durable was the restabilization of the social hierarchy within the settler society, and the addition of another layer to the wall separating settlers from Muslims.

The Segregated Landscape of Algiers


By 1890, the ethnic geography of the city of Algiers epitomized the relationship between social status and ethnic origins that existed across the colony. Numerous travelers described the experience of moving around the city in terms of passing through the “European” and the “Arab” cities, or as going in and out of the “Jewish quarter” surrounding Rue de la Lyre or the quarter of the Prefecture de la Marine, which was “populated almost entirely by Spaniards, Menorcans, or Maltese.”7 Segregation was made visible by both social and cultural differences. The quarters differed from one another in their inhabitants’ class, occupation, and infrastructural development. Each quarter also had its own distinct ethnic establishments, such as food shops, and one dominant spoken language, be it French, Arabic, Judeo-Arabic, or Pataouète (the name given to the French dialect developed by lower-class European settlers in Algeria).8

Segregation stood out most clearly in the streets of the Casbah. Its convoluted alleys and pathways, filled with poverty-stricken Muslims who lived in overpopulated residences, seemed like a world apart from the modernized infrastructures and broad avenues of the “European city.” The latter was dominated by settlers with roots in France. Among them, those who belonged to the middle classes usually resided in areas adjacent to the administrative and business center surrounding Place du Gouvernement. There they occupied the most senior positions of the private sector, worked within the office complex of the General Government, and ran Algeria’s most popular newspapers. Lower-class Frenchmen settled in Algiers after having failed to find jobs in rural settlements; within the city, they assumed various manual labor positions. They lived within “French” areas, but, over time, many of them also found apartments inside quarters that were populated by immigrants.9

Throughout Algeria, European immigrants, notably Spanish, Italians, and Maltese, nearly matched French settlers in terms of numbers. In 1886, for instance, they made up 43.7 percent of the total European population. In Algiers, immigrants usually lived close to their fellow countrymen. Spanish immigrants predominated in the lower-class quarter of Bab el Oued and worked in artisanal workshops, or else were hired in public works projects. Immigrants of Italian origin populated quarters adjacent to the city’s port, where they worked in various maritime positions. Only a few succeeded in integrating into the middle class. Such an attainment was limited, in general, to those who possessed the ingenuity of the likes of Jérome Bertagna, a settler of Italian origin who became the “boss” of the city of Bone in northeast Algeria. Despite the fact that a majority of immigrants and settlers with roots in France belonged to the same social class, the two often kept a distance from one another. For example, marriages between French and immigrants constituted only about 15 percent of all marriages between Europeans in the colony. As French citizens, settlers with roots in France identified themselves as part of the colony’s ruling class and perceived the immigrants as their social inferiors. They resented, moreover, the fact that many immigrants were willing to work for extremely low salaries, a situation that resulted in unemployment among many of their French counterparts. This explains why many lower-class French settlers felt that their social position in the colony was severely threatened after the new French nationality law, which led to the enfranchisement of tens of thousands of immigrants, went into effect in the 1890s.10

Jews, the vast majority of whom were Algerian-born, formed a small minority in the colony. In 1901, they numbered 57,132 people, or 9 percent of the European settler population.11 In Algiers, most Jews lived in fairly homogeneous communities, where they had a certain cultural autonomy. A small Jewish elite possessed great wealth and enjoyed considerable political influence. Most Jews, however, worked as peddlers or artisans and lived in poor conditions. Despite the fact that they were considered full French citizens, only a few broke away from the Jewish community or managed to join the French middle class.12 The slow pace of Jewish acculturation was partly the product of Jewish cultural resistance, but it also reflected French settlers’ reluctance to accept Jews as their equals.13 Most French spokesmen, in fact, tended to lump Jews and Muslims together, depicting both groups as members of the indigenous society. They deployed the same Orientalist tropes used to describe Muslims in the colony in their portrayal of Jews, characterizing them, for instance, as people who lacked sexual self-control or were indifferent to their personal hygiene. Such stereotypes became commonplace in Frenchmen’s spatial imagination of Algiers. Jacques Terzualli, a journalist and recipient of the honorary title officier d’Académie, recalled how, when he walked around the “Jewish bazar” of Rue de la Lyre, he noticed the way in which barefoot Jews with “licentious lips” tried to trick innocent customers.14 Another traveler described Muslims in a similar fashion, remarking that “on the steep and stony steps of the [Casbah’s] alleys, only the naked foot of an Arab can walk without danger.”15 Yet whereas French imagining of indigenous Muslims as inferior corresponded to the latter’s legal definition as subjects, the view of Jews as natives stood in contradiction to their status as citizens. This created a difficulty for those who attempted to categorize Algiers’ Jewish quarters. While some positioned Jewish neighborhoods within the contiguous Casbah, others defined them as unique ethnic enclaves. One travel guide, for example, portrayed Rue de la Lyre as a space rife with “poverty and old habits,” wherein Jews were “swarming, just like in an old ghetto.”16

Urban segregation both reflected and legitimized the prevalent social hierarchy in the colony. In Algiers, it stood as concrete evidence of the economic and juridical inequalities that distinguished one ethnic group from another and helped to sustain the rights of numerous privileged settlers. Segregation, however, was also found in a state of constant crisis. Because ethnic identification did not always correspond to a specific juridical status or class, settlers of diverse background were able or forced to traverse segregated lines, and, by the force of their mere presence, expose the fragility of the colonial social order. This interplay of urban visibility and invisibility created the setting that enabled the anti-Jewish crisis to turn into a theater of inter-ethnic negotiation and confrontation.

The French Anti-Jewish Movement

From 1870 on, French settlers with roots in France increasingly perceived Algerian Jews as a threat to their social hegemony. Because their social privileges depended on the exclusion of natives from the French body politic, they cast the Crémieux decree as a juridical anomaly that threatened to undo segregation. Various anti-Jewish spokesmen gave voice to such concerns. Anti-Jewish politicians, for instance, argued that the enfranchised Jews would disrupt the prevalent system of patronage politics by voting en bloc for candidates preferred by the Jewish elites. Others deplored the progress of Jewish acculturation. What made anti-Judaism such a fundamental pillar of Algeria’s political culture was the fact that it provided French settlers with the opportunity to develop a set of moral and political arguments in favor of preserving ethnic hierarchies within the settler society. These arguments underpinned demands made by anti-Jewish leaders during the anti-Jewish crisis.17

In the early 1890s, anti-Jewish sentiments developed into a cohesive movement. During this period, anti-Jewish leagues emerged in the colony’s major cities and anti-Jewish campaigns were launched in the press. In addition, local politicians who pledged to dismantle the Jews’ alleged political and economic power gained enormous popular support and were elected to office. In Oran, for instance, anti-Jewish politicians obtained control over the city council, purged the municipal administration of Jews, and attempted to uproot the local Jewish cemetery.18 In Constantine, the powerful politician Emile Morinaud orchestrated daily attacks on Jews in his journal, Le républicain de Constantine, and denounced the “rapacity of the Jewish race”;19 in Algiers, anti-Jewish politicians won municipal elections and seats in the French parliament. Up until the late 1890s, most anti-Jewish leaders belonged to the hegemonic French middle class. A majority of them were former or active members of the colonial administrative corps or elected civil servants: councilmen, mayors, and deputies in the French National Assembly.20

The principal cause championed by proponents of the anti-Jewish movement was repeal of the Crémieux decree, to which they attributed all things corrupt in Algeria. In their view, the decree breached the republic’s colonial doctrine and harmed French settlers. They reached this conclusion by distinguishing between metropolitan French and Algerian Jews. Unlike the civilized Jews of France, they claimed, Algerian Jews, who had once lived under the despotic rule of the Ottomans, had made the degenerate traits of the Arab people their own and had developed an ethnocentric mentality. Algerian-based anthropologist Paul Tommasini thus remarked that “Algerian Jews do not at all resemble Jews from France,” for “Mosaic law” instilled in them the notion of “universal domination and isolated them from other peoples.”21 Even racial antisemites who believed that Jews from across the globe belonged to one biological race argued that metropolitan French and Algerian Jews were not the same. François Gourgeot, a retired officer and a disciple of Edouard Drumont, asserted that “the guile of civilized Jews in France … is nothing compared to the insatiability, to the perfidy of African Jews ….”22

Proponents of the anti-Jewish movement argued that the excessively corrupted nature of Jews in Algeria made their assimilation into French society a much more arduous task than the project of Jewish assimilation in the metropole. Anti-Jewish journalist Augustin Castéran thus refuted the claim that the republican public school could turn Algerian Jews into Frenchmen: “whenever [a Jewish] child returns from school he falls down again into the deleterious milieu of the family, where only the rules of the Talmud are practiced.”23 Another commentator, Raoul Bergot, maintained that even allegedly assimilated Jews could not hide their true “Jewish nature.” To prove his point, he told a story about a Jewish adolescent who attended a “French” party where his supposedly perverse sexuality was accidently revealed. The youngster “was not too Jewish” and was able to pass as a Frenchman. Suddenly, however, his father showed up and berated him, in Arabic, for wasting his money among the “Nazarenes.” As the son protested that he was only there to fulfill his “love needs” (besoins d’amour), the father responded: “do you not have your sister at home?”24

Jews’ supposed unwillingness, or inability, to assimilate stood as the main reason behind anti-Jewish proponents’ demand for repeal of the Crémieux decree. The decree, they argued, had introduced into the French body politic an alien organ whose members abused the rights the French had bequeathed them, and who exploited their fellow citizens. Castéran lamented that although “our generous mores [served as] a moral guarantee of security for Jews,” the latter decided to indulge their “favorite passion: usury, and [so] the greatest part of the colony’s real estate and personal property passed into their hands.”25 Others contended that the Crémieux decree was counterproductive in that it hindered the natural pace of Jewish assimilation. A colonial administrator named Baudel conceded that Algerian Jews had begun to adopt French mores and culture. Nevertheless, because “ten years of liberty do not efface the stigmatas of a thousand years of oppression,” he labeled the Crémieux decree an “impolitic and immature measure.” Only “in the more or less distant future … will [Algerian Jews] be as enlightened and as civilized as their religious counterparts from Europe, and [then] nothing will distinguish them anymore from the rest of [their co-]citizens.”26

The anti-Jewish notion of Jewish assimilation greatly differed from that held by the republican (that is, liberal and progressive) segment of French society, although its proponents argued that it was their vision that was truly republican. French republicans perceived Algeria’s Jewry through the lens of the revolutionary discourse of emancipation. In 1791, deputies in the National Assembly argued that citizenship was the precondition for social and moral regeneration, and thus decided to enfranchise France’s Jewish population. In 1870, a similar line of thought guided architects of the Crémieux decree, who likened Jews in Algeria to the Jews in pre-Revolutionary France.27 In contrast, the self-declared republicans who led the anti-Jewish movement in Algeria described the decree not as an emancipatory act, but rather as a violation of the mission civilisatrice. This allowed them to argue that their politics truly matched the universal mores of the republic. In 1892, Charles Maréchal, a Radical Party deputy from Algiers, declared that the “anti-Jewish struggle cannot [constitute] for republicans and free-thinkers either a religious war or a war of race.” Rather, it was “above all a question of liberty, equality, [and] morality” that brought republicans to “declare a war against the consistoires [the official Jewish communities]” and other “[Jewish] electoral brokers who had turned votes into commerce.” Similarly, in 1898, Félix Pradelle, the mayor of Mustapha, a city adjacent to Algiers, contended that religious hatred did not fuel the anti-Jewish movement; rather, he argued, the sole purpose of the demand to repeal the Crémieux decree was to restore the compromised rights of Frenchmen. The influential journalist Lys du Pac also vowed that anti-Jewish leaders were true patriots and devout republicans. He explained that had the “naturalized Jews … been content to remain our equals, antisemitism would not have existed in Algeria.”28

The arguments that the anti-Jewish leaders made were indeed consistent with the Third Republic’s colonial ideology. Nevertheless, their constant need to ceremoniously declare their allegiance to the republican universal credo seems to be somewhat apologetic. What might explain their sense of unease is the fact that the outbreak of the anti-Jewish crisis coincided with the apogee of the Dreyfus affair in France. At a time when French society was polarized between Dreyfusard and anti-Dreyfusard camps, many Dreyfusards in France associated the members of the anti-Jewish movement with the proponents of Drumontian antisemitism or nationalist anti-republicanism. This, in turn, made Algeria’s anti-Jewish leaders anxious lest they be labeled anti-republicans. In response, they accentuated their republican patriotism and emphasized the differences between Algerian anti-Judaism and metropolitan French antisemitism.29

In 1898 and 1899, in the course of numerous debates over the Algerian crisis that took place in the National Assembly, French metropolitan republicans confronted their anti-Jewish counterparts. On February 19, the Assembly convened to discuss a proposal to repeal the Crémieux decree, and Paul Samary, an anti-Jewish deputy from Algiers and a member of the Radical Party, was given the floor to present it.30 Samary began his speech by imploring his fellow deputies not to confuse anti-Judaism with antisemitism: “a Jewish question [exists] in Algeria. I ask you … to distinguish it … from what is known in France as the antisemitic question.” Samary went on to explain that as soon as the French arrived in Algeria, they made a tremendous effort to civilize its native Jews, who were found in “conditions of absolute inferiority.” Then, in 1865, France allowed them to become French citizens on the basis of individual request, and thus “put on an equal footing [both] indigenous Jews and indigenous Muslims … [who] were so poorly suited to our mores.” Samary voiced his regret that, five years later, the French government decided to promulgate the Crémieux decree. The decree, he argued, introduced into the French body politic a group of indigenous people who were ill-equipped to use the rights given to them, and it also brought misfortune upon French settlers by allowing Jewish elites to manipulate and exploit municipal and national elections to advance their particular needs. After Samary, the floor was given to Louis Barthou, the minister of the interior. Barthou launched an attack on Samary, declaring that the French body politic could never be divided into separate ethnic constituencies, and that France would never “allow, not to any degree, not in any way, not in any kind or form, [and] neither in Algeria nor in France, [the making of] impossible distinctions between Frenchmen.” He then beseeched “all republicans who adhere to the principles of fraternity, equality, and justice” to reject the anti-Jewish proposal. His bitter diatribe stirred Samary to rise up and cry: “I came here as a republican, as a democrat, as a child of 1789.”31 This was just one of many confrontations between metropolitan and anti-Jewish republicans that took place in numerous parliamentary and extra-parliamentary debates, dividing political parties, Freemason lodges, and other republican lobbies.

Such confrontations, however, did not reflect any fundamental ideological division. In fact, while metropolitan republicans rejected the Algerian anti-Jewish view on Jews, they embraced the logic of the anti-Jewish movement when it came to the question of Muslim rights. Quite telling in this respect is the parliamentary speech given by Prime Minister Charles Dupuy on December 23, 1898. In his speech, Dupuy condemned the anti-Jewish movement and argued that it contradicted the republic’s universal ideals. At the same time, Dupuy asserted that France should never enfranchise the colony’s Muslim subjects, unless it wished to see “the Algerian population” being “absorbed” by “indigenous Muslims.”32 The inconsistency between the first and second parts of Dupuy’s speech is stark. It suggests that the disagreement between Algerian anti-Jewish leaders and metropolitan French republicans such as Barthou or Dupuy did not center on the question of whether ethnic taxonomies per se should be employed to determine who was qualified to become a French citizen. What was at stake was the question of which ethnic groups, in particular, were eligible to be considered French. It was a question of nuance, not principle, which explains why anti-Jewish politics in Algeria had been tolerated by both the republican government in Paris and the colonial administration in Algiers prior to the Dreyfus affair. Such tolerance had enabled anti-Jewish leaders to develop discursive strategies that defended their social privileges while at the same time claiming that, as “pioneers” in a supposedly hostile land, they constituted the republic’s vanguard force. As the anti-Jewish crisis expanded, anti-Jewish and other French settlers deployed these very same discursive strategies to protect their social privileges vis-à-vis European immigrants in the colony.


Xenophobia and Assimilation

Whereas most French settlers with roots in France resented Algeria’s native Jews, their attitude toward European immigrants in the colony was much more ambivalent. On the one hand, due to the demographic preponderance of the immigrant population, various French administrators and intellectuals predicted that if France could transform immigrants into Frenchmen, the settler population would eventually outnumber the colony’s Muslim population and thereby secure French rule. These French spokesmen, moreover, asserted that (male) immigrants, being “Mediterranean,” were highly virile, fertile, and accustomed to the African climate, and they expressed the hope that such qualities could help sustain and even reinvigorate the settler population as a whole.33 On the other hand, especially after the passage of the 1889 nationality law, French settlers feared that immigrants might threaten their social position in the colony. Middle-class Frenchmen were wary of the possibility that newly naturalized citizens would use their electoral rights to upend the local patronage system. Lower-class Frenchmen, who were already competing with low-wage-earning immigrant workers over jobs, bemoaned the fact that the law compelled them to share with immigrants their most important status symbol: French citizenship. In 1896, a reporter for the Algiers-based newspaper La vigie algérienne captured both middle- and lower-class xenophobic anxieties. The reporter gave voice to French middle-class concerns, noting that “the naturalized foreigners seemed like easy prey for politicians, [just] like Jews … after the [promulgation] of the Crémieux decree.” He also evoked the angst of the lower classes, explaining that “the superiority of … foreign workers over French workers” resulted from their “rough” (fruste) and “less refined” nature, which enabled them to accept wages that Frenchmen could not.34

Many Frenchmen identified the source of the social threat posed by immigrants in the ethnic and cultural difference that supposedly distinguished them from Frenchmen. Such notions of difference were fueled by the common fin-de-siècle discursive practice, both in France and the colony, of depicting Mediterranean people, especially men, as sexually depraved and violent savages.35 The pulp short story collection Nouvelles algériennes (1888) was rife with such stereotypes. In one story, a Spaniard in Oran murders his wife and her friend over the tenuous suspicion that the two were having sex. In another, a drunken Spanish farmer kidnaps and rapes a Spanish teenager and then marries her. When, after a short while, the girl threatens to leave him, he kills her and then commits suicide.36 During the 1890s, Orientalist characterizations of Mediterranean immigrants became a commonplace in the Algerian press. In 1894, a report in La vigie algérienne informed readers that an Italian immigrant from Algiers had attacked a group of Frenchmen, and reproached “Italian workers” for being “the veritable provocateurs of scenes that everybody deplores.”37 In Oran, in reaction to a local incident in which a Spaniard had murdered a French settler and his son, a reporter of L’echo d’Oran explained that Spanish immigration made Frenchmen feel insecure, while a reporter of Le petit fanal claimed that the murder provided evidence that Oran had turned into a “Spanish colony.”38 Fears of immigrants were also powered by national sentiments. In 1889, a former prefect of the department of Constantine, Joseph le Barrois d’Orgeval, expressed his concern that immigrants were not sufficiently patriotic, and called for the protection of the French population from “the peril resulting from the foreign element.”39

To further distinguish themselves from anti-republicans in France, xenophobic commentators in Algeria adopted a line of argument that asserted the capacity of the French Republic to turn people into rational and autonomous citizens, while at the same time warning that too much tolerance at the present would render future success unlikely. They insisted that immigrants had not yet gone through the process of assimilation and thus were not culturally ready to act as French citizens. Nevertheless, in conjunction with this pessimistic appraisal, most Frenchmen with roots in France, or at least their middle-class spokesmen, conveyed optimism with regard to the chances of assimilating immigrants in the future. Such optimism was anchored in the idea of Mediterranean fusion that grew in popularity in Algeria after 1889. Its proponents—among them, French social scientists, colonial administrators, and men of letters—praised the proliferation of marriages between français d’origine and Mediterranean immigrants, expressing the hope that fusion of the two groups would bring about the birth of offspring who possessed both the mores of the French civilization and the virile traits of Mediterranean men.40 In 1893, a member of the Ecole Coloniale, Louis Vignon, argued that, through fusion with “Spanish, Italians and Maltese, the French race, even if it loses its purity, bolsters its resistance force to the [African] climate.” French geographer Henri Busson asserted that the various European elements in the colony formed “a new Mediterranean race.”41

What made the fusion idea so popular in the wake of the 1889 nationality law was the fact that its proponents both acknowledged and offered a solution to French settlers’ reluctance to share their social privileges with immigrants. Such a solution was found in displacing the promise of assimilation from immigrants to their children. The1889 law stipulated that children of immigrants who were born in Algeria, upon reaching their majority, would automatically become French citizens.42 Consequently, proponents of fusion claimed that France, through the use of the standard socializing devices conceived by the Third Republic to promote national belonging—namely, the public school and the army—had ample time to assimilate immigrants’ children into French culture and society. French diplomat Charles de Varigny maintained that children of immigrants “who were born in Algeria [and] educated in our schools … become … for the most part French.” Sociologist Victor Demontès contended that the republican school would foster French patriotism among immigrants and “turn them into Frenchmen.”43

Paradoxically, targeting children as worthy candidates for assimilation allowed proponents of fusion both to assert a claim to maintain French privilege in the colony (for the time being) and to justify the xenophobic fears with regard to adult immigrants. In 1885, Alfred Dain, an early advocate of the 1889 nationality law, captured this dual attitude toward immigrants. On the one hand, Dain promised that the republican school “will render [immigrants] familiar with the [French] national language, history and institutions … [while] the military service … will develop among them patriotic sentiment[s].” On the other, he warned that immigrants formed “veritable foreign colonies … which perpetuated … [immigrants’] languages, traditions and national ties.”44 Dain’s remarks hint at the fragile premise that made the fusion idea tenable. Its proponents, by focusing on the children of immigrants, worked to keep French xenophobic fears in check. This goal, however, required that immigrants would implicitly accept their current state of social inferiority in the colony. In the late 1890s, it was exactly this premise that immigrants who had decided to join the anti-Jewish movement publicly rejected.

Immigrant Participation in the Anti-Jewish Movement

From the onset of the anti-Jewish crisis, European immigrants actively participated in anti-Jewish riots. In 1894, the prefect of Oran reported that French and Europeans gathered to protest against Jews. In Algiers, both français d’origine and immigrants attended anti-Jewish meetings and rallied in the streets. The French anti-Jewish leaders welcomed immigrants into their movement, as they enjoyed the immigrants’ support in local elections and saw their participation as a sign of successful assimilation. Félix Pradelle, for instance, argued that immigrants’ decision to join the movement served as evidence that they, unlike the Jews who rejected the “Frenchmen of [French] race,” were loyal to France.45 Some immigrants were inclined to join anti-Jewish protests on the basis of Catholic sentiments. Geneviève Dermenjian notes that, in Oran, Spanish protestors often denounced the “deicide race.”46 Nevertheless, the principal factor underlying the participation of immigrants in the anti-Jewish campaign was their desire to be accepted as Frenchmen. In Algiers, the social significance of anti-Judaism was particularly clear.

In 1897, the anti-Jewish crisis reached Algiers in full force. In July of that year, Max Régis (who, as noted, was a naturalized Frenchman of Italian origin) founded the anti-Jewish newspaper L’antijuif and enticed thousands of immigrants to attend anti-Jewish meetings and demonstrations. These gatherings were often accompanied by provocative marches through the Jewish quarter, the vandalizing of Jewish property, and physical altercations with Jews and policemen, which resulted in hundreds of injuries and two fatalities.47 During such gatherings of the Régis movement (as I term it), immigrants emphatically expressed their French patriotism, shouting “vive l’armée” and vilifying Dreyfus and Zola, whom they assumed were perceived to be traitors by French settlers. They reiterated, moreover, the French anti-Jewish claim that Jews had exploited their fellow citizens, and for this reason advocated the repeal of the Crémieux decree.48 The famous Algerian chapbook series Cagayous, which recounted the adventures of a group of lower-class friends in Algiers (many of them the descendants of immigrants), captured the immigrants’ desire to highlight their sense of belonging to France, and portrayed the anti-Jewish crisis as an opportunity given to them to put their Frenchness on display.49 For instance, in Cagayous antijuif (1898), the eponymous hero joins anti-Jewish demonstrations and juxtaposes “Jewish greed” with the hard-working nature of “Frenchmen,” a broad and inclusive category whose ethnic reference remains deliberately ambiguous. “The French,” Cagayous remarks, “are like peacefully-working ants, [whereas Jews] find in each moment a way to create misery, war, or quarrels.” Elsewhere in the book, Cagayous depicts the social danger that immigrants would have encountered had they decided not to get involved in anti-Jewish politics: “if the Algerians [read: European settlers] had not cried out against Dreyfus, Frenchmen of France would have thought that all [of us] here are foreigners and champoreaux [mixed-race], half Italian, half Spanish.”50

The social motivations that spurred many immigrants to join the anti-Jewish movement have been downplayed by most scholars of the anti-Jewish crisis in favor of ideological or intellectual factors. In their view, immigrants became involved in anti-Jewish politics because they embraced the antisemitic doctrine of Drumont or because contemporary events accentuated their religious self-identification.51 Among the evidence supporting their position is the collaboration between Régis and Drumont—which enabled the latter to get elected to the National Assembly on behalf of the department of Algiers—and the racialized representation of Jews in L’antijuif. Indeed, antisemitic arguments and stereotypes that originated in France and which filled the pages of Drumont’s most popular book, La France juive (1886), and his newspaper, La libre parole, provided Régis and his colleagues with language and theoretical depth to condemn Algerian Jews. Moreover, Drumont offered them significant political and financial support. Nevertheless, even if the leaders of the Régis movement genuinely espoused Drumontian antisemitism, this does not necessarily mean that racial ideology was the driving force behind their anti-Jewish politics. In France, Drumont’s antisemitic thought constituted part of a larger anti-republican worldview. Proponents of the Régis movement, in contrast, acknowledged the existing republican order and framed their social and political demands in terms of the colony’s prevalent political culture. Thus, in common with français d’origine supporters of anti-Jewish measures in Algeria, they sought to present themselves as republicans who rejected religious or racial prejudice; they felt extremely uncomfortable with Drumont’s anti-republican reputation. This compelled Régis to adopt an apologetic stance concerning his collaboration with the antisemitic leader, and to declare that even “if Drumont is Catholic, he is not clerical,” thus implying, at a time when anti-clericalism became perhaps the most important rallying point for republicans in metropolitan France, that he himself adhered to the republican principle of Laïcité.52

An analysis of the ethnic code words that members of the Régis movement deployed in L’antijuif and in anti-Jewish rallies demonstrates that immigrants appropriated anti-Judaism as a means to advance their social position. In such venues, Régis and his colleagues defined Jews as the source of all social evils in the colony. At an anti-Jewish meeting held in August 1897, for example, Régis claimed that “Jews starved the people.” In March 1898, inside a hall decorated with the tricolor flag, he warned against “the Jewish peril” and implored “Algerians” to fight against Jewish “traitors.” In L’antijuif, the vilification of Jews was even more vehement. Various writers repeatedly denounced the people of “this vile race” who “wait for an isolated victim to pass by … and [then] shamefully hit [him] from behind.”53 Such violent accusations were regularly voiced against Jews who supposedly brought misery to the “people” or to “the Algerians.” Who, exactly, were “the people” or “the Algerians,” that is, the group that needed to be both heard and defended? Considering the fact that members of the Régis movement openly embraced socialist ideals, it is possible that “the people” designated lower-class settlers. Indeed, Régis’ deputy, Jacques Defrance, asserted that the anti-Jewish movement was “essentially an economic and social movement” that represented the interests of “those who have nothing and are doing everything.”54 “The people,” however, did not merely constitute a category of social class; it also denoted a particular ethnic group. On the one hand, members of the Régis movement often evoked the term in tandem with expressions of French patriotism. In L’antijuif, for example, they frequently signed their articles with the slogans “Algeria for Frenchmen” or “vive la France,” and affirmed that they sought to defend the “nation” from the danger posed to it by Jewish “invaders.”55 On the other hand, the seemingly excessive propensity of Régis and his colleagues to accentuate the “Frenchness” of “the people,” in conjunction with their utter rejection of Jews, suggests that proponents of the Régis anti-Jewish movement tacitly associated “the people” or “the Algerians” with European immigrants, who, after all, formed the bulk of the settler society’s lower classes. In this fashion, they expressed the immigrants’ aspiration to be acknowledged and treated as equals by the français d’origine. Régis, indeed, pledged to “represent … all the elements of the people: workers, shopkeepers, industrialists [and] entrepreneurs.” One of his followers declared, moreover, that “we love the [republic] and we want it to be generously open to all citizens! But we want a national republic, the republic of Frenchmen and not that … [which] imposes on us the offspring of a race without a homeland.”56

Notwithstanding the patriotism evoked by members of the Régis movement, the colonial government disapproved of the violent nature of anti-Jewish demonstrations in Algiers and worked to thwart many of the Régis movement’s gatherings. This, in turn, led movement leaders to virulently accuse members of the French authorities—including the general governor and senior prefects—of corruption, cooperation with Jews, and betrayal of the “people.” In reaction, the French administration decided to forcefully dismantle the movement. In March 1898 and again in April 1899, Régis was imprisoned, and in December 1898, he was removed from office shortly after he had been elected as mayor of Algiers. In addition, in February 1899, Algiers’ anti-Jewish council was temporarily suspended; in May, Regis’ substitute as mayor, Edmond Voinot, was also arrested. Many scholars argue that Régis’ attacks on French authorities were part of a “missed revolution,” a rebellious act that sought the creation of an autonomous Algerian polity governed by settlers.57 However, this interpretation—considering the patriotic language deployed in L’antijuif, and in light of Didier Guignard’s analysis of Régis’ “political amateurism”—is unconvincing.58

It appears, instead, that colonial officials’ swift and strong reaction against the Régis movement stemmed from French xenophobic fears of Régis’ egalitarian politics. By implicitly challenging the social order that made a distinction between immigrants and français d’origine, members of the Régis movement violated the principle of ethnic hierarchy that underlay the vision of Mediterranean fusion. Consequently, middle-class Frenchmen of all political stripes, including anti-Jewish leaders, rejected the movement. Henri Mazon, one of the leaders of Algiers’ anti-Jewish league, ridiculed Régis, calling him “the disoriented child,” and warning that “the foreigners” who followed him “weaken our preponderance.” Castéran wrote that the riots in Algiers showed that immigrants had rejected French assimilation and called for the repeal of the 1889 nationality law. Emile Morinaud, the leading French anti-Jewish politician in Constantine, denounced the newly naturalized immigrants—those “pirates”—who, he claimed, were more loyal to their former homelands than to France; he, too, demanded their denaturalization.59

The rejection of the Régis movement by français d’origine indicates that immigrants’ attempt to use anti-Jewish politics as a platform for social change had failed. What anti-Jewish immigrants did not realize was that the locally based French anti-Jewish movement was essentially working to sustain ethnic hierarchies within the settler society, and that by espousing its cause, they were paradoxically advocating for the protection of French privilege. For that reason, when the Régis movement decided to couple anti-Jewish politics with a socialist egalitarian program, seen, for example, in calls to fight the “oppression of the new forces of money” and to “inculcate [workers] with a just comprehension of their interests,” a rupture between the French and the Régis anti-Jewish movements developed.60 In consequence, French anti-Jewish leaders decried the fact that immigrants, just like Jews, were culturally incapable of acting like French citizens. By the end of the decade, the Régis anti-Jewish movement was virtually extinct, and the anti-Jewish crisis had almost died out. In retrospect, even Régis realized that the decision to connect socialism to anti-Judaism was a mistake. “Antisemitism,” he conceded, “is [nothing] but a sentiment, [from which] one cannot deduce a political program.” “In order to remain a socialist,” therefore, one “must sacrifice antisemitism.” Disappointed with the political efficacy of antisemitism, Régis also decided to entertain the idea that Jews might one day assimilate into the settler society. If they would behave “like all citizens,” he promised, “[Algeria] could willingly welcome Jews.”61

Jewish Reaction to the Anti-Jewish Crisis

On the eve of the anti-Jewish crisis, the Algerian Jewish community was divided by conflicts among competing political elites as well as between younger and older members of the community and conservative versus more acculturated elements of the Jewish population. Such divisions made for extremely varied responses to the crisis; in Constantine, one minor Jewish group even publicly supported the anti-Jewish movement and collaborated with its local leaders.62 Most Jews, however, greatly suffered from the anti-Jewish movement and thus opposed it. Violent urban riots directly hurt a few and sparked fear among many, and boycotts severely compromised Jews’ economic life. In Algiers, in particular, the Régis movement succeeded in organizing an effective boycott of Jewish businesses, inducing European shopkeepers to cease serving Jewish customers. Consequently, Jews began to search for different strategies of self-defense.63

Jewish political elites, that is, consistoire leaders and senior rabbis, responded to the evolving crisis by trying to persuade both colonial and French government officials to act against the anti-Jewish movement. In Oran, the president of the consistoire, Simon Kanoui, requested that the local prefect revoke anti-Jewish municipal laws. His counterpart in Algiers, Solomon Honel, turned to the minister of the interior in Paris and demanded that the latter compel the general governor in Algeria to protect France’s Jewish citizens. In their negotiations with French officials, Jewish leaders evoked French patriotism and denounced members of the anti-Jewish movement as racists and reactionaries. Kanoui, for instance, protested against a municipal decree issued by Oran’s city council that proscribed the Jewish ritual of washing corpses, arguing that the decree violated the principle of freedom of religion, and that it did not suit a country that “can be proud of having proclaimed the rights of man and citizen.”64 In Constantine, a thousand Jews signed a protest letter that was sent, among others, to the French prime minister and to the president of the republic. They asserted that whereas Algerian Jews “belong to the great French family” and that their children “pay the nation the sacred debt of blood,” anti-Jewish politicians were driven by “barbaric passions of a different age.”65 In Algiers, in 1900, Honel and the city’s chief rabbi, Abraham Bloch, met with the general governor. Honel assured the governor that Jews “scrupulously fulfill … all the duties … that derive from the nobility title [i.e., French citizenship] which we owe to the Third Republic,” while Bloch stated that “we are confident that the government of the republic, faithful to the principles of the Revolution, will never establish any distinctions between the members of the French nation on account of [their] faith.”66 By evoking republican ideals, Jewish elites worked to repudiate claims made by proponents of the anti-Jewish movement. They depicted Algerian Jews as assimilated Frenchmen who suffered attacks by reactionary forces, echoing, whether knowingly or unknowingly, those republicans in France who denounced anti-Jewish politicians as anti-republicans.67

Whereas members of the Jewish elites sought to induce top-down governmental measures against the anti-Jewish movement, other Jewish activists drew on the mounting French xenophobia in the colony in order to form alliances with français d’origine against the anti-Jewish immigrants. In March 1898, the newspaper La dépêche algérienne published a letter written by a Jewish soldier whose right to vote was being contested by anti-Jewish activists in Algiers. The soldier identified the person who had mounted the court action against him as a “foreigner” named “Di Mattio” or “Di Muttia.” “My sole consolation,” the soldier wrote, “is that my adversary is not of pure French origin. Under the cover of the title of citizen, he still has an Italian heart.”68 In July, senior officials of the General Government organized a public meeting with members of the Jewish community in Algiers. During the meeting, a young Jewish lawyer named Molina asserted that “foreigners” dominated the anti-Jewish movement, and warned that these “antisemites … envisaged … to destroy not only Jews, but the entire French population.”69

Jews in France who wished to assist their brethren in Algeria also highlighted the role of “foreigners” in anti-Jewish riots. An informer working for the Alliance israélite universelle (AIU) in Algiers, known as Carvey, reported that “French workers are systematically turned down on construction sites that are invaded by Italians [and] Spaniards ….” Building on French xenophobic sentiments, “Carvey” and other AIU envoys arranged meetings with representatives of the French lower classes and tried to convince them to act against the anti-Jewish movement. Among other things, they met with the editor of La lanterne algérienne, a newspaper that reputedly represented workers of French origin, and promised him that the AIU would sponsor the newspaper.70 Subsequently, La lanterne algérienne began to reproach “foreign elements” and to condemn the anti-Jewish movement. On July 24, a slogan printed in block letters reminded “FRENCHMEN” that “our duty is to be united against THE FOREIGNER.” Another article declared that the “naturalized [foreigners] who take shelter behind the anti-Jewish mask are above all else anti-French …”71

The level of success of the various diplomatic and lobbying strategies deployed by Jews remains unclear. The fact that French officials characterized the anti-Jewish movement, in Algiers in particular, as an insurgent organization, makes it difficult to determine what eventually induced the government to act against it. Nevertheless, what the Jewish defense strategies do show is that Jews, like immigrants involved in the anti-Jewish crisis, grasped the fact that, in order to defend their social rights in the colony, they had to accentuate their assimilatory progress and demonstrate their (republican) patriotism. Their strategies also demonstrate the Jews’ appropriation of the colonial logic of mission civilisatrice. They strove to prove that they, in contrast to immigrants, were already immersed in French civilization. Paradoxically, the ideological premise of the anti-Jewish movement also informed efforts to resist it. Jews, just like immigrants, knew that the mark of “Frenchness” determined who was in and who was out in Algerian settler society.

Conclusion

The anti-Jewish crisis offered a platform for urban confrontation and negotiation between settlers with roots in France, European immigrants, and Algerian Jews. French settlers, who created the anti-Jewish movement, deployed the logic of mission civilisatrice to defend their legal and social privileges and also advocated for the repeal of the Crémieux decree. Immigrants joined the anti-Jewish movement, especially the faction led by Max Régis in Algiers, in the hope that they could thereby demonstrate their French patriotism and improve their social station. French settlers, however, perceived the immigrants’ implicit egalitarian demand as a social threat, and worked in tandem with the colonial authorities to spoil their efforts. Jews, in order to combat the anti-Jewish movement, similarly appropriated the principles of mission civilisatrice, making use of this doctrine in order to cast French anti-Jews as reactionary antisemites and to denounce immigrants’ supposed lack of patriotism.

On the surface, the anti-Jewish crisis did not yield significant political results. The Crémieux decree was left untouched and, by 1902, most elected anti-Jewish politicians had left office. In addition, the 1889 nationality law remained intact, which allowed an increasing number of immigrants to become French citizens. The only visible political consequence of the crisis was the establishment, in 1898, of the Délégations financières algériennes, an autonomous Algerian representative body in charge of approving the colony’s budget, in which property-owner settlers, that is, mostly settlers with roots in France, dominated.72 Nevertheless, although the Délégations financières algériennes explicitly endorsed French privilege, it did not affect immigrants and Jews’ national rights. Therefore, in the years to come, the advent of the republican public school and mandatory military service gradually permitted members of both group to integrate, to various degrees, into the French settler society. The apparent ethnic compromise between French, immigrants, and Jews suggests that the anti-Jewish crisis helped to stabilize social hierarchies in the colony. It made all non-Muslims in the colony realize that, despite their mutual antagonisms, they all belonged to the French settler society. This realization, however, also brought about the virtual foreclosure of the possibility of Muslim integration. The crisis made French politicians and intellectuals aware of the supposedly dangerous social repercussions of mass naturalization, and buried any plans to enfranchise Muslims. The reluctant acceptance of immigrants and Jews, on the one hand, and the rejection of Muslims, on the other, reveals how ethnically “European” the French perception of Algerian settler society was. Christians who originated from (Western) Europe, both immigrants and certainly those of French origin, were eligible to be considered French. Jews, albeit non-Christians, formed a liminal “European” group whose ethnic status, both in the colony and the metropole, was still being negotiated at the end of the 19th century. Muslims, in contrast, remained absolute outsiders.
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The Urban Origins of Jewish Degeneration: The Modern City and the “End of the Jews,” 1900–1939
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The rhythm of the metropolitan railway and of carpet-beating rocked me to sleep. It was the mold in which my dreams took shape – Walter Benjamin, A Berlin Childhood around 19001

In The Jewish Century, Yuri Slezkine’s provocative analysis of modern Jewish history and society on three continents, the author boldly claims that “the Jews” are the prototypical modern and urban people. With rhetorical flare and intellectual daring, Slezkine opens the work by stating:

The Modern Age is the Jewish Age, and the twentieth century, in particular, is the Jewish Century. Modernization is about everyone becoming urban, mobile, literate, articulate, intellectually intricate, physically fastidious, and occupationally flexible. It is about learning how to cultivate people and symbols, not fields or herds. … Modernization, in other words, is about everyone becoming Jewish. … Some peasants and princes have done better than others, but no one is better at being Jewish than the Jews themselves …2

While Slezkine’s sweeping portrayal of the Jews of Eastern Europe as quintessential “Mercurians” who created the mold and then paved the way for the creation of modern society was seen as a provocation by many scholars based in the field of Jewish studies, researchers from related fields, including Slavic and European studies, praised The Jewish Century as a path-breaking, “compulsory,” and “brilliant” work.3 How are we to account for such radically divergent receptions of Slezkine’s book? Why did Slezkine’s rendition of the past enthrall so many observers while befuddling and angering others? Does the cacophony of responses from scholars grounded in Jewish studies simply highlight the extent to which the field remains – for better and for worse – a realm apart from neighboring disciplines? If so, what are the key factors contributing to this ongoing divide between Jewish studies and related fields of academic inquiry? Or is it possible that Slezkine (unwittingly) tapped into a deep reservoir of fundamentally ambivalent sentiments regarding Jews (and Judaism) that continue to influence the manner in which many view the Jews and their place in the world?4 Most importantly, what can Slezkine’s work and the diverse and spirited responses that it elicited tell us about the different ways in which a range of scholars have interpreted the critical relationship between Jews, cities, and modernity?

These and related questions serve as the background for the following discussion of a distinct discourse among various scholars and ideologues in the early 20th century regarding the intersection between Jews and the modern city. Throughout this essay, I will argue that the variegated responses to Slezkine’s book illustrate that while this particular discourse on Jews, cities, and modernity continues to influence the work of some scholars, it is often bypassed, if not overturned, by others. Hence, the radically different receptions of Slezkine’s book highlight the changing nature of academic research on Jews and cities as it quietly but discernibly shifted over the course of the past century from a dystopian discourse to a utopian one. Lastly, this shift from a pessimistic discourse focusing on urban decay to a romantic view emphasizing the inherent beauty, coherence, and continuity of the urban Jewish community not only sheds light on the various approaches to and interpretations of the city but also tells us much about the changing nature of Jewish studies over the past hundred years as it, too, has passed from Berlin to Berkeley.

While the majority of current scholarly studies on Jews and cities revolve around what might be termed the communal paradigm of Jewish urban history, the academic discourse on Jews and cities between 1900 and 1939 very often focused on the deleterious impact of the urban environment on modern Jewish society, community, and self.5 Influenced by the pervasive turn-of-the-century discourse on urban decay and social anomie, academic scholars and urban reformers pointed to the city as one of the key factors leading to the rapid decline, if not the imminent demise, of “the Jews.”6 From Berlin to Chicago and from Vienna to New York, the modern metropolis was held responsible not only for the impending crisis of the modern Jewish community but also for some of the deeper, at times potentially indelible, character traits and flaws that chased and cursed “the Jews” as they stumbled, willy-nilly, into the completely new and fundamentally threatening era of modernity.7 Frequently borrowing from a deeply Darwinian discourse in the contemporary social sciences that emphasized a direct connection between one’s environment and the development of specific individual and group character traits,8 the dominant discourse on Jews and cities maintained that the urban arena corrupted the Jews’ character, behavior, and even their very nature. In fact, in many of the works dealing with modern society and its innumerable discontents, the connection between Jews and cities was so deeply embedded that terms such as “the Jews” and “cities” were used almost interchangeably. Over time, the ongoing conflation of Jews, cities, and modernity laid the foundations for the construction of a discourse on Jews and urban degeneration that would shape the way in which many viewed both Jews and modern cities.

Sociological Antecedents: Modernity’s Crucible, Humanity’s Crisis

Few thinkers influenced the turn-of-the-century discourse on the city more than Georg Simmel, one of the founders of modern sociology. Although Simmel’s essay of 1908, “The Stranger,” lurks in the background of many works on the modern city, it was his essay of 1903, “The Metropolis and Mental Life,” that helped determine how generations of scholars would think about the city and the modern world it embodied. According to Simmel, the urban environment had an inescapable influence on almost every aspect of its residents’ increasingly hectic lives. Hence, his analysis was based on the methodological strategy of investigating “the adaptations made by the personality in its adjustment to the forces that lie outside of it.”9 For Simmel, context was everything.

Moreover, while Simmel was not writing specifically about Jews in “The Metropolis and Mental Life,” his piercing and damning analysis of the urban arena was grounded in a series of axioms that would soon define the way in which many contemporary observers viewed and, in turn, experienced the modern city. Reflecting upon Berlin, Simmel portrayed the urban environment as a fundamentally hostile, oftentimes inhumane modern monstrosity that threatened its residents, inhibited any effort to create a viable urban community, and, ultimately, led urban dwellers to the very edge of modernity’s abyss. Few individuals would be able to survive Simmel’s modern city unscathed.

One of Simmel’s central points was that the sheer size and frenetic pace of daily life in the modern metropolis necessitated that individuals alter their understanding of, and approach to, the world around them:

The psychological foundation, upon which the metropolitan individuality is erected, is the intensification of emotional life due to the swift and continuous shift of external and internal stimuli. … To the extent that the metropolis creates these psychological conditions – with every crossing of the street, with the tempo and multiplicity of economic, occupational and social life – it creates in the sensory foundations of mental life … a deep contrast with the slower, more habitual, more smoothly flowing rhythm of the sensory-mental phase of small town and rural existence.10

Confronted by a series of unprecedented external stimuli and the dizzying specter of a society in perpetual motion, the urban resident was forced to adapt in order to survive.11 Over time, exposure and adaptation to the urban environment led to the development of a new type of person who had little choice but to retreat to the four corners of the mind and to depend increasingly on the powers of the intellect over the forces of emotions. Ultimately, the metropolis was not only a completely new society but was also responsible for the creation of a new type of individual, the “metropolitan type.” Summarizing this new social type, Simmel wrote:

[T]he metropolitan type … creates a protective organ for itself against the profound disruption with which the fluctuations and discontinuities of the external milieu threaten it. Instead of reacting emotionally, the metropolitan type reacts primarily in a rational manner, thus creating a mental predominance through the intensification of consciousness.12

Although the new conditions of urban life encouraged residents to exaggerate their individual character traits in an effort to protect and maintain a sense of personal autonomy, Simmel was deeply skeptical about the potential success of such endeavors.13 Speaking about the inherent tension between urban society and the individual’s efforts to maintain personal autonomy, Simmel remarked that, while “those lives which are autonomous and characterized by these vital impulses are not entirely impossible in the city, they are, none the less, opposed to it in abstracto.”14 Ultimately, the modern urbanite was destined to a stunted existence as “a single cog” that would perpetually be overwhelmed by those “forces which gradually take out of his hands everything connected with progress, spirituality and value.”15 Confronted by the modern city, an unprecedented and practically unstoppable force, “the personality can, so to speak, scarcely maintain itself.”16 Deeply Darwinian and darkly deterministic, Simmel’s modern city left little room for the individual to construct and maintain personal autonomy. Rather, urban residents were transformed into a new social entity, “the metropolitan type.”

While scholars continue to debate Simmel’s pessimistic depiction of urban society and the plight of the modern city dweller, many of his fundamental assumptions regarding the relationship between the urban environment and the nature of modern society and self would become central aspects of contemporary discussions of the relationship between Jews, cities, and modernity. Over time, Simmel’s analysis of the modern city would help set the tone for generations of scholarship regarding the impact of the urban environment on the fate of Jewish society, community, and individuals. Few scholars embraced Simmel’s interpretation of urban society more than Louis Wirth, one of the central figures in the Chicago School of urban sociology. Born in Germany in 1897, Wirth immigrated to Omaha, Nebraska before the First World War and continued on to Chicago, where he completed his doctorate in 1925. Soon thereafter, he became a member of the University of Chicago’s celebrated department of sociology. Throughout his work, Wirth regularly adopted many of Simmel’s fundamental assumptions regarding the nature of urban society, especially in his classic study of 1928, The Ghetto. Much like Simmel, Wirth believed that the urban environment fundamentally altered the nature of modern society and self. Moreover, he, too, was deeply ambivalent about the impact of the modern city on the new lives and communities that it wrought. By integrating many of Simmel’s central tenets into his study of the Jewish community of Chicago, Wirth reinforced not only Simmel’s main points regarding the nature of urban society but also their increasing relevance for the study of Jews and cities.

In line with Simmel’s basic assumptions regarding the harmful impact of the urban environment on societies and individuals, Wirth maintained that generations of living in different urban ghettos had left an indelible imprint on the Jews. This, apparently, was one of the main reasons why he chose to focus on the Jews of Chicago’s West Side neighborhoods as the topic of his sociological study. As he notes in the introduction to The Ghetto: “The history of the Jews for the past one thousand years furnishes an opportunity to study the ways in which the culture of a group reacts upon the character of a people, and conversely, the mutations that take place in a culture as a result of the changing experiences of a people.”17 Like Simmel and many other students of human society at the time, Wirth was deeply influenced by Darwinian interpretations of the intersection between environment and society. Hence, his reference in the quote above to “the mutations that take place in a culture.”

In the case of the Jews, Wirth believed that external conditions and stimuli affected the development of both their physical features and their mental composition. Reflecting on the connection between the Jews’ prolonged residence in urban environments and their physical appearance, he argued that “the circumstance of urban life …” should “be noted as a powerful influence.”18 In addition to its impact on “the physical characteristics of the Jews,” Wirth was also deeply interested in “the effect which the social life of the ghetto produced upon the mind of the Jew.”19 In discussing the hypothesis of his own research, Wirth commented: “What we seek to find in the ghetto, finally, is the extent to which isolation has shaped the character of the Jews and the nature of his social life …”20

The adoption of many of Simmel’s fundamental assumptions regarding the connection between the urban environment, on the one hand, and the nature and character of both Jewish society and its individual members, on the other, led to one of Wirth’s more controversial conclusions, the definition and classification of the so-called “Jewish type.”21 As part of his study, Wirth maintained: “The combination of various features of ghetto existence tended toward the development and perpetuation of a definite type, which to a marked extent persists to the present day.”22 In a manner similar to Simmel’s identification and use of the sociological category of “the metropolitan type,” Wirth did not view Jews as members of a self-defined community or people, but rather as by-products of specific social conditions that could be identified and replicated.23 As he noted, “the Jew is a much more clearly defined social type than physical type.”24 Hence, throughout The Ghetto, Wirth maintained that the urban environment had changed the very essence and definition of what it meant to be a Jew. Ultimately, the salient characteristics of the Jewish type – and therefore the very definition of “the Jews” – were determined by the external environment and not by the Jewish religion, tradition, or community.25 As Wirth noted in the book’s concluding chapter: “The ghetto as we have viewed it is not so much a physical fact as it is a state of mind.”26

In addition to his discussion regarding the development of “the Jewish type,” Wirth also examined the influence of the urban environment on the mental state of “the Jews.” On this matter, Wirth argued that living in ghettos “tended to increase the proportion of defectives in the population,” and as a result, “the insanity rate … is inordinately large among the Jews ….”27 According to Wirth, the lives of Jewish urbanites were divided between two separate worlds, the Jewish ghetto and the larger urban arena. “The ghetto made the Jews self-conscious. They lived on the fringe of two worlds,” Wirth noted. Hence, in his view, the Jews suffered both from social bifurcation and an ensuing sense of personal dislocation.28

In other parts of his study, Wirth expands on this theme, arguing, as did Simmel before him, that the urban arena exerted a dominant – almost omnipotent – influence on its Jewish inhabitants’ mental state. Ultimately, life in the urban ghetto shaped not only the Jews’ physical characteristics and their behavior, but also their very minds and thoughts:

He lived on the periphery of two worlds, and not fully in either. As a result, he developed that keen sense of self-consciousness which is often expressed in his awkwardness and lack of poise when in the company of strangers. He is either shy and self-effacing, or he overcompensates in the direction of aggressiveness. In either case he is seldom himself. He finds himself haunted by loneliness in the outer world, and when he returns to his familial hearth he is restless and anxious to escape.29

While there were certainly a number of differences between The Ghetto and Simmel’s earlier studies, Wirth’s development of the sociological category of “the Jewish type” as well as his deeply pessimistic view of modern Jewish society owed much to Simmel’s dark portrayal of the modern city. However, with regard to the future, Wirth displayed a greater degree of optimism than Simmel. Reflecting, perhaps, the spirit of his adopted homeland, Wirth maintained that the Jews could escape both the long shadow of their history and the deleterious impact of their environment simply by getting up and leaving the ghetto.30 In a clear departure from Simmel’s turn-of-the-century social determinism, Wirth argued that a (Jewish) leopard could change its spots. Speaking optimistically about the Jews’ potential path of integration into American society, he noted discernible differences not only in the physical attributes but also in the psychological composition of the children of those Jewish immigrants who left the ghetto:

As he emerges from the ghetto, the Jew loses his distinctive personal appearance. This change in facial expression and in bearing is most apparent in the young people. The second generation becomes self-assertive, straightens out its spine, and lifts its head. The number of athletes whose parents were ghetto Jews has in recent years been increasing at an amazing rate.31

Here, too, however, Wirth’s positive conclusion was formed on the basis of an inherently negative assumption. Indeed, if leaving the ghetto would lead to the creation of a New Jew, then the ghetto itself was responsible for the many of the physical and mental defects associated with the decline of the urban Jewish community and the formation of “the Jewish type.”32 As Wirth notes, “when he [the Jew] emerges from the ghetto he becomes human …”33

Urban Degeneration, Zionist Rehabilitation? The European City in Zionist Political and Social Thought

As central figures in the study of modern society, Simmel and Wirth influenced a wide range of contemporary thinkers. Their impact can be discerned not only in closely related fields such as sociology and urban studies, but also in works from other, seemingly distant, realms such as modern Jewish politics and the accompanying field of Jewish social sciences.34 Few figures embody these paths of influence between key studies of the modern city and the burgeoning realm of modern Jewish politics more than Theodor Herzl, the leading figure of turn-of-the-20th-century political Zionism.35 In his variegated literary and political works as well as in his ostensibly private writings, Herzl frequently reflected on the corrosive impact of the modern European city on the state and fate of Jewish individuals and societies.

Writing in fin-de-siècle Vienna, Herzl’s concern with the plight of Jewish urban society lies at the core of his novel of 1902, Altneuland (Old New Land).36 A seminal treatise of political Zionism that boldly delineates Herzl’s utopian fantasies in literary form, Altneuland starkly contrasts Jewish degeneration in European cities with Herzl’s grand designs for Zionist rehabilitation in the Jewish settlements of Palestine. In its opening section, the reader is introduced to the book’s protagonist, Dr. Friedrich Loewenberg, “an educated, desperate young man” living in Vienna. Like many of his generation, Friedrich spends much of his time in local coffee houses, where he reads newspapers, debates current affairs, and plays cards.37 In Herzl’s sardonic portrayal, Vienna is a society on the verge of collapse, and Friedrich and his contemporaries are facing a decidedly bleak future. Time and again, Friedrich experiences Vienna, the capital of the Habsburg Empire, as a society that revolves around social hypocrisy and existential angst. From the opening scene in his favorite Viennese café to a dinner party characterized by idle chatter and egregious social slights, the young Friedrich is repeatedly unable to forge any significant human relationships in the city. Much like the billiard balls that he and his male companions futilely attempt to master in the dimly lit corners of Viennese cafés, Friedrich’s is a lost generation of Jewish youth who wander aimlessly through the grandiose avenues of the modern European city. As Herzl notes:

Several young men stood about the billiard table, making bold strokes with their long poles. They were in the same boat as himself, but for all that not too unhappy – these budding physicians, newly baked jurists, freshly graduated engineers. They had completed their professional studies, and now they had nothing to do. Most of them were Jews. … The result was an unfortunate surplus of trained men who could find no work, but were at the same time spoiled for a modest way of life … 38

This pervasive sense of urban aimlessness and accompanying bouts of anomie are exacerbated by a series of unpleasant encounters with different members of Vienna’s Jewish haute bourgeois. In another early scene in the novel, Friedrich attends a dinner party hosted by the well-to-do Loeffler family. From the moment he enters the family’s opulent residence, Friedrich feels “uneasy, without exactly knowing why”; it soon becomes apparent that “he was the most insignificant guest of the evening.”39 Friedrich’s angst is compounded when he learns that Ernestine Loeffler, the “blond and dreamy” object of his romantic fantasies, has recently become engaged to “Mr. Leopold Weinberger of Bruenn, a member of the firm of Samuel Weinberger and Sons.”40 Lost in Viennese society and distraught over the collapse of his romantic designs for bourgeois bliss, Friedrich feels utterly alone in the modern city. Abandoned, emasculated, and cornered, “Friedrich’s one thought was to get away, far away, from all these people. He thought himself superfluous in the room – in the city, in the whole world.”41

While Jewish high society in Vienna is assailed by Herzl for being materialistic and hypocritical, the more traditional members of Vienna’s Jewish underclass do not fare much better.42 Through a chance encounter at the entrance of his favorite café, Friedrich becomes acquainted with members of the Littwak family, originally from Galicia, who now live in Vienna in a dark, “one-windowed room.”43 Here, as well, Vienna is portrayed as a cruel and inhumane environment. In fact, conditions in the city are so difficult that three of the family’s five children have already died, leaving “this boy here and a little girl still at the breast …”44 The Littwaks, who are portrayed by Herzl as a premodern, uncorrupted version of Jewish piety and innocence, have no visible future in Vienna. As the family’s noble patriarch, Hayim Littwak, confesses to Friedrich in their early encounter on the cold streets of Vienna: “If you are a Jew, you might as well throw yourself into the Danube at once.”45

While part of the Jews’ dire situation was due to the increased presence of antisemitism in Viennese society and politics, Herzl’s biting critique of the modern urban society went far beyond the realm of social prejudice and the politics of nationalism and hate. Much like Simmel’s dystopian view of the modern city, Herzl’s literary rendition of Vienna depicts a society characterized by a calculated, utilitarian form of interpersonal relations and an ensuing, seemingly inescapable sense of hopelessness and alienation.46 However, unlike another leading figure from turn-of-the-century Vienna, the controversial mayor and champion of urban reform Karl Lueger, Herzl had a much different response to the advent of the modern city: the radical resettlement and collective regeneration of “the Jews” in the land of Israel.47

In addition to the iconic leader Herzl, many other Zionist thinkers voiced concerns similar to those of Simmel and Wirth regarding the impact of the modern city on the urban dweller, and the accompanying fate of “the Jews.”48 One of the more influential thinkers on these and related issues was Arthur Ruppin, the sociologist, Zionist activist, and central figure in the scholarly study of the Jews. Ruppin’s critical analysis of contemporary Jewry reflects not only the degree to which the prevailing discourse on the European metropolis was integrated into seminal studies regarding the relationship between Jews, modernity, and the city, but also the extent to which these debates influenced the thinking of key Zionist ideologues. While the subject of discussion may have passed from the fin-de-siècle crisis of modernity to a parallel crisis of modern Jewry, many of the central postulates, themes, and solutions remained similar if not identical. Much like Herzl, Max Nordau, and other Zionist ideologues, Ruppin repeatedly borrowed from contemporary European thinkers as he detailed a deeply pessimistic account of the impact of the modern city on the state of contemporary Jewry.

Born in 1876 in the German-Polish border town of Rawitsch (Rawicz), Ruppin studied in the law faculties at the universities of Berlin and Halle before going on to publish his first major study, Darwinism and the Social Sciences, in 1903.49 Soon thereafter, he was appointed the director of the newly created Bureau for Jewish Statistics in Berlin, where he helped institutionalize the social scientific study of the Jews, a field that he would continue to shape as one of the founders of the Hebrew University’s department of sociology.50 Like Herzl and many other Jewish intellectuals of the era, Ruppin was preoccupied with the current state and future prospects of the Jews as well as the potential amelioration of their increasingly desperate condition. Ruppin’s canonical, two-volume Hebrew-language study, The Sociology of the Jews (1931–1932), provides numerous examples of his role in the ongoing discussion regarding the intersection between Jews, cities, and modernity.

As with Simmel and Wirth before him, Ruppin internalized the basic assumption that the Jews were a fundamentally urban people. According to Ruppin’s analysis, the Jews’ economic history and activities in the realm of trade led them directly to Europe’s urban centers in the Middle Ages, and these environments soon became “their natural places of settlement.”51 Over time, this connection between Jews and cities had become so prevalent that urban residence and society were deemed to be among the central, defining characteristics of Jewish life. Thus, Ruppin noted: “From the moment of their dispersion among the nations the Jews became in every location, except for rare exceptions to the rule, an urban people.”52 Later in the same chapter, Ruppin noted that “the settlement of the vast majority of Jews in cities should be seen as an established and permanent fact in the diaspora.”53

Like Simmel and many other thinkers at the time, Ruppin upheld a Darwinian approach in arguing that “the concentration of the Jewish community in large cities directly influenced all aspects of life among the [Jewish] people.”54 Moreover, he similarly maintained that the city’s impact on the Jews was overwhelmingly negative. According to Ruppin, one of the biggest threats posed by the urban environment was the city’s active role in the potentially fatal process of Jewish assimilation. Ruppin discussed this theme at length in a section titled “The Dangers That Threaten the Existence of the Jewish People,” in which he attempted “to illustrate those forces that destroy Judaism as a popularly supported community.” Key among these destructive forces was assimilation, which was “much stronger today than in previous years.” As a result of the growing threat of assimilation to the Jewish community, “the different fronts against which Jews will have to defend themselves are growing and spreading.”55

Time and again, Ruppin portrayed the city as a honey-trap that misled or duped otherwise unsuspecting Jewish urbanites.56 Although the modern city often promised much to its Jewish residents, its shining allure of opportunity and advancement inevitably led many Jews astray as they found themselves surrounded by an array of practically irresistible temptations and supernatural forces. Here, as well, the modern city not only shaped Jewish society but also played a distinctly negative role in the ongoing process of Jewish assimilation and, ultimately, the slippery slope of national degeneration.57 Taking on the dual role of scholar and prophet, Ruppin warned his readers: “The urbanization and the metropolitanization of the Jews lead to their geographic dispersion and expedite the process of assimilation within the non-Jewish environment. The pace of this process is greater in places where the number of Jews among the rest of the population is the most limited.”58

Like Simmel, Ruppin also maintained that the modern city was a completely new environment, and that many of the changes associated with the individual’s transition to life in the metropolis affected the ability to construct viable urban communities. Echoing Simmel’s dark analysis of life in the modern metropolis, Ruppin noted that “the entrance into cities determines, therefore, a new environment for the Jews, one that is fundamentally distinct from their earlier environments. In this environment the forces that disrupt the very basis of traditional Judaism increase greatly.”59 For Ruppin as well, the modern city also changed the very ways that individual Jews understood and responded to their physical and social surroundings. Echoing Simmel’s position, Ruppin wrote: “The Jewish resident of the city is influenced by the many new cultural achievements and acquires a mental approach different from that of the country or shtetl Jew who was far removed from the centers of culture.”60 In addition to the impact of urban life on the Jews’ mind, Ruppin also pointed to the effects of modern capitalist society on the psyche and character of the individual Jew. According to Ruppin: “The pursuit of wealth introduces tension, nervousness, and a lack of confidence to the lives of the Jews, who were far calmer and more level-headed in smaller cities.”61

Together, the combined impact of the historical and sociological processes of urbanization and assimilation, on the one hand, and of individual adaptation and mental degeneration, on the other, transformed the sociological meaning of being Jewish from voluntary membership in a traditional religious community to the embodiment of a modern social type, “the free-thinking Jew.” Once again, epistemological concepts and methodological tools that shaped both Simmel’s and Wirth’s interpretation of the modern city are central to Ruppin’s analysis of “the Jews.” In this case, the modern city forces its Jewish residents to shed not only their connection to traditional Jewish society but also their pre-modern innocence, if not, in fact, their very essence as Jews:

For the Jews, the process of urbanization and metropolitanization is, by definition, a break in the connection to tradition that ruled over him in the shtetl. His Jewishness loses its innocence that was developed in the shtetl, and it no longer influences his actions. The traditional Jew has been transformed into “the free-thinking Jew.”62

Ruppin envisioned two potential solutions to the combined threat posed by the rise of the modern city and the ensuing metropolitanization of the Jews. The first was continued Jewish existence and sustenance in traditional ghettos.63 In a spirited defense of the ghetto that was possibly prompted by Wirth’s pessimistic characterization from several years earlier, Ruppin praised the prophylactic aspects of Jewish life in urban ghettos:

This tendency of the big city toward assimilation and the negation of Judaism is greater if there is no large concentration of population centers (the creation of ghettos) that will buttress against these forces … The greater concentration in specific locations leads to the separation of the Jews from the rest of the population despite their residence within the borders of the same city.64

At the same time, Ruppin expressed his concern that the Jews would be not able to maintain such self-contained residential patterns over extended periods of time. Ultimately, he feared, the path of progress and modernity would lead to the gradual erosion of the ghetto’s walls of separation as well as the subsequent dissolution, if not ultimate demise, of the Jews as a distinct community, religion, or race.65 Hence, despite the protective, if not potentially redemptive, aspects of urban ghettos – in particular their incubating effect on modern Jewish societies – Ruppin feared that the urban Jewish community would eventually give way to many of the potentially unstoppable economic, social, and cultural forces (and temptations) that defined modern urban society.

The only viable solution left for the Jews was to return to the land of Israel. According to Ruppin, the radical relocation and resettlement of the Jews would enable them to maintain their communal, religious, and racial purity amid a seemingly endless sea of foreign threats and deadly temptations. Much like Herzl, Ruppin wanted to turn back the clock of modernity by transferring the Jews of modern European cities to an ancient Eastern land. As he prophesizes in the language of the times at the end of his study of contemporary Jewry from the early 1930s: “The land of Israel is destined to be not only a fortress for the Jews of the land, which will maintain them in their pure and unadulterated form by means of the Hebrew language, Hebrew education, and marriage among their own people, but it will also be important for the maintenance of Judaism as a whole.”66

Between Objectivity and Apologetics: Jewish Racial Science and the Future of the Jews

The discourse on the modern city and its harmful impact on the nature and future of the Jews was limited neither to critical scholars of the urban environment nor to leading Zionist ideologues. These and related points were also central to parallel discussions taking place among scholars of genetics and race in early 20th-century America. Influenced by developments on the other side of the Atlantic as well as by heated domestic debates regarding the impact of mass migration on the nature of American society, numerous scholarly works discussing the very character and essence of “the Jews” (and other immigrant and minority groups) began to appear in the period surrounding the First World War. Here, as well, many of the assumptions and questions that preoccupied early sociologists and key Zionist thinkers drew the attention of a generation or two of scholars interested in the nexus between Jews and race. In an age of unprecedented human mobility, the question repeatedly arose: What, exactly, characterized and bound “the Jews” as a separate group? More specifically, what were some of the key factors – genetic composition, physical environment, economic role, or social function – that determined Jewish difference, and, in turn, Jewish self-definition? Lastly, could new techniques developed by modern science help discern (and potentially ameliorate) some of these distinctly and oftentimes debilitating Jewish traits?67

Many of these points were raised by Jacob Snowman, a physician by training, in an article titled “Jewish Eugenics” that was published in July 1913 in The Jewish Review.68 After addressing the nature of the “Jewish race” and other key signifiers of Jewish difference (including a limited rate of alcoholism among Jews), Snowman proceeded to analyze the prospects for the practice of Jewish eugenics in early 20th-century America. Like Ruppin, Herzl, and other central Jewish thinkers at the time, Snowman was deeply concerned both with the current state of the Jews and the potential improvement of this particular race.69 Throughout the article, Snowman’s central question was: “Which process affords a better guarantee for the elevation of this race? Improvement of the breed in the narrow eugenic sense, or improvement in the social conditions of life?”70 On this and related points, Snowman concurred with Simmel and other observers that the environment played a key role in shaping the nature and character of the Jews (and, de facto, those of other “races”).71 Hence, his conclusion that “most of the physical features of Judaism are the result of environment and not heredity.”72

As part of his investigation into the impact of the environment on the Jews’ nature and character, Snowman turned his attention to the issue of insanity, which, he claimed, “is more prevalent among Jews than non-Jews.”73 Weighing in on current debates regarding the influence of heredity and the role of the environment, Snowman was convinced that “the frequency of insanity among Jews is to be found in social considerations, and the condition must be correlated with other forms of nervous degeneration which are so much in evidence.”74 Among the “social considerations” that shaped the Jews’ daily lives and inner minds was the city. According to Snowman: “The outstanding fact in regard to the social environment of the Jews is that they are today mainly an urban population, and in the past have been a Ghetto population.”75 Taking a cue, perhaps, from Simmel, Snowman claimed that prolonged residence in cities (and, in particular, in urban ghettos) adversely affected the Jews’ psychological state and left them predisposed to particular types of mental illness. As he put it, “the evils generated by city life are … liable to remain impressed upon future generations” of Jews.76

Despite the various similarities to Simmel’s thinking, Snowman remained surprisingly optimistic about the Jews’ future. While genetics might be destiny, environments could be changed. Ultimately, Snowman’s underlying belief in the pivotal role of environmental factors gave him hope that “the predominance of the mental and nervous traits in Jewry … can be improved by a better environment. This is, indeed, one of the central problems of Jewish Eugenics.”77

Several years later, after the conflagrations of the First World War began to reside and American society returned to heated internal debates regarding migration and citizenship, another physician and a professor of neurology, Abraham Myerson, addressed many similar questions in an article titled “The ‘Nervousness’ of the Jew,” which appeared in a 1920 edition of the journal Mental Hygiene.78 Like Snowman and others, Myerson searched for the origins of Jewish degeneration in many of the conditions associated with modernity, including the modern metropolis and the urban ghetto. Convinced from the outset that there was absolutely “no difference of opinion about the liability of the Jews to psychoneuroses,” Myerson maintained that it was primarily “environment and history” that contributed to the “undue occurrence of mental disease” among Jews.79

Myerson’s emphasis on environmental factors led him to propose the term “social heredity” as the key to deciphering the impact of the environment on the fundamental character and inherited traits of a particular group, in this case the Jews. In his words, social heredity “meant that groups of life factors may be handed down for generations and may influence the life of every individual in a race as potently as if a change had occurred in the stock.”80 Turning his attention to the impact of environmental factors on the Jews’ supposedly precarious mental state, Myerson characterized the Jews in bold strokes as “a race of contradictions, inconsistencies, strongly individualistic and extraordinarily social[;] it may well be that such a soil would produce great failure as well as great success, psychoneuroses as well as genius.”81 At the root of Myerson’s discussion of the Jews’ social heredity and their ensuing predisposition to “neuroses and other mental diseases” lay a myriad of historical and sociological factors, including their history of persecution, their repeated exclusion from realms of physical labor, their over-concentration in the realm of commerce, and their ongoing settlement in urban environments.82

Like Snowman, Myerson echoed many central tenets of the contemporary discourse on Jews and cities. Hence, his observation that, over time, “Jews became exclusively an urban people” who lived for centuries “in crowded, dirty, disagreeable towns.”83 Moreover, like Simmel, he maintained that prolonged urban residence ultimately changed the fundamental character and mental state of individual Jews: “[T]hat urban life develops neurasthenia and the like conditions is an old story. Any nervous organization that stands country life may go to pieces when assailed by the extraordinary stimuli of the city. Now the Jews became exclusively an urban people.”84 According to Myerson, the detrimental impact of urban life on the Jews’ mental state was exacerbated by their tendency to congregate in ghettos. Presaging Wirth’s discussion of Jewish life in the ghetto, Myerson noted that while the “urban, sedentary trend would in itself have sufficed to change the character of the Jews … ghetto life was not only unwholesome physically, but unwholesome mentally, emotionally, and spiritually. Living in constant dread of massacre, exposed to ridicule, degradation, and more serious disaster, the race developed an apprehensiveness and acquired a lowered threshold for fear stimuli.”85 Taken together, these environmental factors adversely affected the Jews’ mental state, leaving them prone to psychoneuroses and other psychological conditions. His conclusion: “We may add to the urban, sedentary, cerebral character of the Jew an apprehensiveness and an emotionality that arose from the conditions of life to which his Christian neighbors subjected him.”86

Despite his dark reading of the impact of their physical environment, economic function, and social role on the Jews’ social heredity and mental state, Myerson was far less pessimistic than many contemporary European thinkers regarding the Jews’ future.87 Writing in the midst of heated public debates regarding the fate of American society and culture, he expressed strident optimism in arguing that the children of Jewish immigrants to America would be able to shed many of the debilitating vestiges of their social heredity and integrate successfully into American society. Pointing to the high level of cultural adaptation and social integration among the children of Jewish immigrants, he insisted that “the second generation, brought up in American methods, learning to fight physically, taking part in athletics in ever[-]increasing numbers, discarding the intensely communal life of the past, [and] coming into contact with the less emotional, more controlled life of the neighboring Gentile, is being changed in character, [and] has much less liability to the psychoneuroses.”88 With his eyes toward a new American Jew and a nod to one of the great American Jewish thinkers of the time, Horace Kallen, Myerson envisioned a middle path between the self-enclosed walls of the Jewish ghetto that so disturbed Wirth and the imminent threat of urban assimilation that preoccupied Ruppin. As he proclaimed at the end of this article: “The steps that I have outlined above will bring about a new social heredity for the Jew, one that will not rob him of his great virtues, but will lessen his liability to the psychoneuroses.”89

Jews, Cities, and Modernity: A Tale of Two Discourses

Over the first four decades of the 20th century, sociologists, politicians, and scientists became increasingly concerned with the impact of the urban environment on Jewish society and individuals. From Georg Simmel’s and Louis Wirth’s canonical analyses of life in the modern city to Theodor Herzl’s and Arthur Ruppin’s dire predictions regarding the future of the Jews to scientific discussions regarding the intersection between race and environment by physicians such as Jacob Snowman and Abraham Myerson, a distinctive discourse emerged that often crossed disciplinary, ideological, and geographic boundaries. While no two scholars ever viewed the nexus between Jews, cities, and modernity in exactly the same way, they made frequent use of a common set of axioms, questions, arguments, and conclusions that discursively bound “the Jews” to the modern metropolis, and this symbiosis to a pressing crisis of modernity. Time and again, these (and other) thinkers presented the modern city as an inherently hostile environment that not only inhibited the development of healthy communities and hindered interpersonal relations, but also had a deleterious impact on Jewish society, community, and individuals.90 Repeatedly, the city was portrayed as an environment that was not only hostile to the maintenance of the traditional Jewish community but as one that endangered the autonomy, if not the very existence, of the modern Jewish self.

While some called for the Jews’ imminent transfer from Europe’s cities to new Jewish settlements in the Holy Land and others called for their geographic dispersal from self-contained urban communities (ghettos) into the surrounding society, there was surprisingly little discussion regarding the possibility of creating and maintaining healthy, thriving Jewish communities or selves in modern cities across Europe or North America. According to many observers, modern cities and the societies they had created whittled away at the traditional Jewish community and the embattled Jewish individual until relatively little remained, save for the common core of a capitalist middleman grounded in a deracinated, increasingly precarious self. Over the course of the modern era, the Jews’ seemingly inevitable entry into the urban metropolis had transformed them from the Bible’s Chosen People to modernity’s Jewish or metropolitan type, a new sociological category that embodied much of what many believed had gone wrong with the modern world.

While the discursive relationship between Jews, cities, and modernity was never linear, a variety of thinkers from distinct realms of knowledge – sociology, urban studies, and Jewish social and racial sciences – took part in a common discourse in ways that were simultaneously self-evident, illuminating and, at times, self-fulfilling. Herzl wrote his utopian novel Altneuland in Vienna in 1902, a year before Simmel’s manifesto on urban society, “The Metropolis and Mental Life,” was published in Berlin. Ruppin, who came of age as a young Zionist in turn-of-the-century Berlin, was deeply influenced both by Herzl and later by Wirth’s discussion of the ghetto. Across the sea, Wirth, who was widely recognized as a central figure in the field of American sociology, cited Snowman’s and Myerson’s studies extensively and referred to Simmel’s 1903 essay on the metropolis as “the most important single article on the city from the sociological standpoint.”91 And Simmel effortlessly appears and reappears in the margins of all of these works, fulfilling his own self-prescribed role as a literary and intellectual flâneur, the gadfly to generations of urban explorers and reformers.92 Thus, while the thinkers discussed above were very often grounded in distinct fields of knowledge and operated in a wide range of locations, they frequently employed many of the same basic assumptions, key terms, fundamental questions, and overriding arguments in their works on the relationship between Jews, cities, and modernity.

While the genealogy of this discursive relationship between Jews, cities, and modernity helps explain Slezkine’s understanding of Russian Jewry’s roughshod entry into the 20th century and the modern world, it tells us far less about the variegated responses of scholars from the realm of Jewish studies to Slezkine’s analysis. Thus, while Slezkine was accused by many of his critics of a myriad of academic and intellectual sins, his biggest error appears to have been overlooking the fundamental changes that transpired in scholarship on Jews, modernity, and cities between 1900 and 2000, as the field passed from a pessimistic discussion grounded in a fin-de-siècle European discourse of environmental or genetic determinism (and an accompanying sense of crisis) to a fundamentally positive one that was grounded in quintessentially American values such as free will, individual agency, and personal autonomy. Hence, the gap separating the various responses to The Jewish Century was not only the result of Slezkine’s decision to embrace what some Jewish studies scholars viewed as an antiquated methodology and scholarship regarding the study of “the Jews,” but, more importantly, a testimony to the extent to which the dominant academic discourse regarding Jews, cities, and modernity had, in fact, changed over the past hundred years.

Thus, while Simmel feared the modern city’s relentless destructiveness and Ruppin and Herzl fled its hostile conditions, many scholars writing about Jews and the city since the Second World War have written about the city as the cradle of modern Jewish civilization, a place where Jewish communities, cultures, and individuals flourish. From the post-Holocaust series commemorating East European “mother cities” (’arim veimahot), to the multivolume histories on specific communities such as those by Jacob Shatzky on Warsaw and Israel Klausner on Vilna, to more recent works by critical yet sympathetic scholars such as Elissa Bemporad, Hillel J. Kieval, Marsha L. Rozenblit, and Steven J. Zipperstein, the modern city has consistently been portrayed as a place where Jewish communities develop, communal institutions grow, and “the Jews” not only survive but flourish as they reach new, hitherto unimagined, heights.93 In these and numerous other works, the modern city is presented as the very environment that enables the development of modern Jewish society and culture as they are transformed into nothing less than Jewish civilization. Moreover, in radically recasting the relationship between Jews and cities as inherently positive, these studies not only revised earlier forecasts regarding the cultural degeneration and imminent extinction of “the Jews,” but also the very conceptualization and understanding of the relationship between Jews and modernity.

Hence, over the past three-quarters of a century, the discourse on Jews, cities, and modernity has passed from a dystopian one that warned against the inherently hostile forces unleashed by the modern metropolis to a romantic, even utopian one that celebrates and embraces the seemingly natural and mutually beneficial symbiosis between Jews and cities. Time and again, scholars have reconstituted these three core concepts of Jews, cities, and modernity in order to reassert a specifically Jewish sense of control over the past, present, and future. Unlike earlier scholars who feared the potentially fatal intersection of these three entities, authors of many recent works on Jews and cities have been able to wield control over modernity, the cities that it created, and the Jews that inhabited them through the sole means that remained available to them, the creation of an alternative scholarly and communal discourse regarding the very nature of modern Jewish society, history and self. As part of this willful act of discursive (and often self-) transformation, a new generation of scholars and readers has been able to exchange anomie for community, degeneration for renaissance, determinism for free will, and, ultimately, the city for the Jewish community. Moreover, true to Foucauldian form, this larger, discursive transformation helped create two separate communities of scholars and readers, each of whom read and responded to Slezkine’s The Jewish Century through radically different, if not diametrically opposed, interpretations of Jews, cities, and modernity. As such, the divergent responses to Slezkine’s study highlight not only the various interpretations of and approaches to Jewish urban societies and histories but also the changing nature of Jewish studies and its deeply ambivalent relationship to modernity over the past two hundred years.
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An Urban Semiotics of War: Signs and Sounds in Nazi-occupied Amsterdam

Saskia Coenen Snyder

(University of South Carolina)


Signals, styles, systems of rapid, highly conventionalized communication, are the lifeblood of the big city. It is when these systems break down – when we lose our grasp on the grammar of urban life – that [violence] takes over. The city, our great modern form, is soft, amenable to the dazzling and libidinous variety of lives, dreams, interpretations. But the very plastic qualities which make the great city the liberator of human identity also cause it to be especially vulnerable to psychosis and totalitarian nightmare– Jonathan Raban, Soft City (1974)

On a quiet day in mid-August 1942, a small group of workmen carried ladders and pushed wooden carts filled with road signs through the streets of Nazi-occupied Amsterdam. Arriving at selected corners, they mounted ladders and proceeded to detach existing street names from buildings, replacing them with new designators (Fig. 4.1). Most of the signs earmarked for removal referred either to well-known Jewish residents, to the Dutch royal family or, occasionally, to a Social-Democratic politician. Their names were to be erased from the urban landscape, soundscape, and public memory.1 Thus, in a matter of minutes, Sarphatistraat, named in 1870 for the influential Jewish physician and philanthropist Samuel Sarphati (1813–1866), became Muiderschans. Spinozastraat ceased to exist and was converted to Andrieszstraat, while Prins Bernhardplein metamorphosed into Gooiplein. Wibautstraat, which paid tribute to the Social-Democratic alderman Florentinus M. Wibaut (1859–1936), was changed to Weesperpoortstraat, and Da Costastraat, named after the Jewish poet and historian Isaac Da Costa (1798–1860), was rechristened Van Tienhovenstraat in honor of Gijsbert van Tienhoven, the mayor of Amsterdam between 1880 and 1891.2 After replacing 25 street signs the workmen left the scene, leaving behind befuddled local residents who were suddenly living in unfamiliar-sounding streets, lanes, and squares.
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Fig. 4.1. Removal of Street Sign in the Mozes & Aäronstraat (1942). Courtesy of the Amsterdam Municipal Archive: Collection Bart de Kok and Jozef van Poppel, #30602/59.





This incident is just one example of the changing urban topography under Nazi occupation. Throughout Amsterdam, once recognizable sights and sounds, familiar movements, and rhythms were disrupted by what we might call the semiotics of war: signs and symbols of an external military force, the pervasiveness of which deeply unsettled the local Dutch population. Occupation went beyond the physical manifestation of German soldiers and the sounds of marching boots in the streets to encompass an alteration of the urban texture in which local residents lived, worked, and moved. This process was visible and audible not merely in the changing of street names but also in ubiquitous public announcements and propaganda posters, “forbidden for Jews” signs in café windows, raised drawbridges over the canals to control the movement of vehicles, permanently darkened windows and closed shutters, German-language traffic signs and restaurant menus, the sound of metal bicycle tires on cobblestones, the near disappearance of cars, bicycles, and trams, the silence of curfew, and the noise of frequent air-raid alarms, all of which forced the Amsterdam population – and, in particular, the Jews among them – to negotiate the new reality of a Nazi presence.3 The Nazification of the urban environment or, in Barthesian terms, the city’s grammar and semiotic communication, disrupted well-established social practices and functioned as an effective tool to reappropriate Dutch space.

The national collection of Dutch war diaries is a rich, albeit underused, historical resource that illuminates people’s responses to, and interactions with, their changing urban topography. This is an extensive collection, primarily because Dutch citizens responded positively to an illegal Radio Orange broadcast in 1940 by the exiled government, which urged citizens to record their experiences in writing. Housewives, high school students, physicians, journalists, shopkeepers, mayors, and tram drivers alike kept diaries and journals, more than eight hundred of which have been digitized in an effort to preserve a collective memory of the Netherlands under Nazi occupation.4 Mirjam Levie, a young secretary and translator who worked for the Committee for Jewish Refugees, was one of those authors whose detailed descriptions provide insight into everyday life during the war. She describes the extent to which the cityscape metamorphosed in her diary, Ik zal je beschrijven hoe een dag er hier uitziet (I’ll Describe a Typical Day). She recalls a winter evening shortly before the war, when she walked in the fashionable Kalverstraat with her fiancé, Leo Bolle. Shop windows were decorated with lights, cafés were crowded with people, the Bijenkorf department store flaunted its wares, cars and trams whizzed by, and flashy advertisements drew the attention of passersby, all of which Levie describes as “gezellig,” or cozy. Born and raised in the Dutch capital, she adored the city’s dynamism and vivacity, its inviting ambiance represented by clear windows, visible crowds in cafés, and people moving comfortably between private and public spaces. She contrasts this flamboyant scene with a description of the city’s main shopping street in 1943:

When you enter the Kalverstraat, you see shutters, most of which remain closed during the day and which have been nailed shut. Shop windows display the same wares. Wooden pins, for instance, are being sold by lingerie stores, furniture stores, department stores, by everyone; there is nothing else to sell. … At night there is nothing to do; everything is closed and boarded up, even on Saturday night. Cars have practically disappeared … as have bikes, so traffic has become so light that we no longer need any traffic control. Streets are damaged by heavy German trucks and remain unrepaired. Everywhere’s the same scene of poverty, unpainted doors, broken windows that can’t be fixed, and shutters, shutters, shutters. This is now an ordinary city. … [It] looks poor, deserted, and filthy.5

Levie’s account suggests that Nazi occupation was not merely a matter of Amsterdam being seized by an enemy force whose presence temporarily disrupted the city’s lively pace and abundance. Rather, the Nazi aggressor attempted to make the city its own. Nazi authorities used the sights and sounds of the built environment to mediate and affirm new forms of hierarchy, control, and social structure, claiming the right to dominate Amsterdam’s visual and acoustic space. The construction of a visual and aural semiotics of war helped define relations between occupier and occupied, between Nazi sympathizers and antagonists, and also between Jews and non-Jews.

An Altered Urban Soundscape

Prior to the war, Amsterdam, similar to any other place, had its own distinctive aural signature. The city’s cacophony – tram and bicycle bells, its many church carillons, honking cars, and canal boats – was often intimidating to foreigners but offered reliable cues to local residents, anchoring them in a familiar setting.6 The city’s soundtrack also included the often ear-piercing music of street organs and coins clanking in the organ grinder’s tin can, the yelling of market vendors selling their wares, and the gentle splashing of water in the canals. A 1944 edition of the newspaper Het Nieuws van den Dag described the “well-known screeching” and “whistling” of trams maneuvering through the city center as a key feature of Amsterdam’s auditory environment. The same was true of the street organ, “the jewel [sieraad] of every Amsterdam street,” the tunes of which “made every resident feel at home.”7

Among Amsterdam’s “acoustic markers of place”8 were the Westerkerk church bells and carillon, which for more than 300 years had alerted citizens to the time of day and to Sunday services, to celebratory events such as weddings and national holidays, and to funerals and commemorations. During the early years of the war, the time-honored sounds of this church provided comfort and continuity. Toby Vos, a courier for the Dutch underground press, included in her richly illustrated wartime diary a watercolor of the Westerkerk.9 Anne Frank, while in hiding with her family, could see the clock tower; she confided in her diary that she found the chiming of the Westerkerk bells every fifteen minutes “reassuring, particularly at night.” However, the Nazis confiscated the Westerkerk carillon in 1943, removing the familiar soundtrack of rhythm and place. In its absence, Anne wrote, her family became “confused about the time of day or night.”10 This, together with the disappearance of traffic, open-air markets, and street music over the course of the war, caused the capital to become, in the words of one observer, “unusually quiet … as if a small-town silence has descended over the city, almost like a slow-motion film.”11

The urban historian David Garrioch explains in Sounds of the City that embedded in such urban soundscapes was “a hierarchy of authority, which determined who could make what sort of noise, and when.”12 The power to control the sonic environment served as a means of establishing and maintaining political hegemony. This pertains to the production of silence as well as sound. Indeed, the ability to command silence underscored the asymmetrical relationship in which some were free to speak while others were coerced to listen and obey. To Anne Frank and other Jewish onderduikers (people in hiding), “it was the silence that made [them] so nervous in the evening and at night,” that made them “so incredibly scared that someone would hear [us].”13 Unable to move or talk freely, Anne sensed the omnipresent Nazi threat in the privacy of her own bedroom. Her account, as well as those of hundreds of other Dutch wartime journals and memoirs, affirms that those who controlled the production of sound and silence “commanded a vital medium of communication and power.”14 The disruption of Amsterdam’s visual and sonic landscape under Nazi occupation served as an effective means to reconfigure urban space, to disrupt existing cultural and social habits, and to control the behavior of the Dutch population, facilitating the implementation of Nazi rule.

Among the realms of sound that were mediated and disrupted by the Nazi occupation was language, especially that of radio and cinema. Nazi ideologues (many of whom considered the Dutch to be racially compatible to Aryans) sought to increase the amount of German-language programming on the radio and in the cinema in order to expose Dutch audiences to the ideals of National Socialism and the Volksgemeinschaft.15 As Werner Warmbrunn maintained, “the nature of the totalitarian state and the desire of German leaders to convert the Dutch people to National Socialism made it imperative for occupation authorities to establish firm control over the media of communication.”16 This pertained especially to radio, which was deemed to be the prime auditory medium for fostering cultural alliance and ideological unification.17 With more than a million radios registered during the first months of the war – estimates are one in every three households – the radio reached millions of Dutch listeners.18

A direct consequence of the occupier’s ideological objective was a German decree, issued in March 1941, that outlawed all existing Dutch radio broadcasting stations, replacing them with a new, national station under direct Nazi command known as the Rijksradio (State Radio). According to the German ministry of propaganda, the Rijksradio served to reinforce “the reality that the Netherlands were a natural part of the great-Germanic Reich … that is to say, [it should] represent our cultural, linguistic, racial, and geographical unity.”19 Gleichschaltung, the concerted policy of “synchronization” to bring political parties, state governments, and cultural and professional organizations in line with Nazi goals, thus extended into the private, acoustic spaces of Dutch living rooms. By using mediated sound, Nazi propagandists attempted to shape the listeners’ understanding of the Netherlands as part of the new German collective, creating what Carolyn Birdsall termed “an imagined listening community.”20 The Rijksradio carefully orchestrated news content, tone, and music; for instance, jazz and swing were forbidden whereas Dutch and German folk music (Volksmuziek) was broadcast much more frequently than in the past. The clandestine Dutch newspaper Het Parool reported on a communiqué to radio programmers specifying that music written by English, American, and Polish composers (with the exception of Chopin) was “degenerate” and unsuitable for public consumption, as was any music composed and performed by Jewish artists. When the blacklist was extended to “records produced by Jewish, British, or American music corporations,” Het Parool bitterly complained that “hardly anything was left.” To be sure, the blacklist could sometimes be circumvented by means of deliberately omitting any references to titles, composers, conductors, and producers. One newspaper writer mocked the fact that, for months, the Rijksradio had secretly been “poisoning its listeners with Jewish, Anglo-Saxon, and Bolshevist music … [and] the pure Noble-Aryan has been enjoying a violin solo, without knowing he’s been listening to the cursed sounds of Yehudi Menuhin.”21 Notwithstanding such occasional aural dissent, most of the air waves had in fact been Nazified and infused with so-called Germanendemagogie, so much so that one contemporary listener sarcastically referred to the ANP (Algemeen Nederlands Persbureau, or Dutch Press Bureau) as Adolf’s New Parrot.22

In similar fashion, cinema and theater “had the purpose of keeping the people acoustically under control.”23 The German Theater of the Netherlands, which had its headquarters in The Hague, staged well-known plays and operas in German in the Amsterdam City Theater, among them a German version of Rossini’s The Barber of Seville and Das Land des Lächelns, a romantic operetta by Franz Lehár. During “Viennese Art Week,” the Viennese Philharmonic Orchestra played for German and Dutch audiences. And in December 1942, the cinema located on Rembrandt Square featured Die Goldene Stadt, one of the first German films in Agfacolor. A Jewish teenager, Edith Velmans, recorded in a diary entry dated September 1940 that “going to the movies wasn’t much fun anymore, since the cinemas now showed nothing but German films” and that the Cineac Theater featured “endless news footage of ‘glorious German victories.’ ”24 Similarly, the radio, in the words of the diarist Maria Snoek, “has become German, the press has become German, everything has become German, so that we’re all swaddled by it.”25 While radio, theater, and cinema constituted a space for consumption and escapist entertainment, it also functioned as a vehicle to showcase the sounds and images of the National-Socialist state.

Nazi policy pertaining to the sonic environment affected street sounds as well. Het Parool reported in October 1940 that six organ grinders had been arrested and sent to prison for performing “Dutch national music” in the city center. One commentator lamented that “another part of Amsterdam romance has died.”26 Dutch street music was to be replaced with its German counterpart; this occurred in July of that year, when the occupiers built a music stage on the central Dam Square for outdoor concerts performed by the Duitsche Muziek-Kapel, a German orchestra.

The soundtrack of Nazism also resonated in daily, commonplace sounds that would typically be considered non-political. During wartime, the ringing of a doorbell, loud footsteps, or even a backfiring car could spark fear among Dutch residents, especially when they were heard after curfew. Many authors of wartime diaries describe how the darkness greatly amplified acoustics and heightened attention to sonic markers. The journalist and poet Bert Voeten stated that nocturnal sounds “have an intense effect [and] squeeze the body like a steel web. Nerves tremble like overstrained antennas.”27 For a Dutch Jewish writer named Sam Goudsmit, the sound of cars driving through the streets at night was “terrifying.” Before 1940, such a sound would have gone unnoticed. But during the war, as Goudsmit knew only too well (later, his son died in Auschwitz), it could be the harbinger of arrest or deportation to unknown destinations.28 Another account vividly depicts the sense of unease associated with sounds heard in an apartment building: “Just now a door shut with a heavy thud. It’s after midnight … For a moment it hits you: ‘They’re here!’ Sounds of footsteps on the stairs. They come to a halt at the front door, but then continue. To the next floor … You wait, put down your book, and listen sharply. Nothing. A quiet smile. Not yet … Nocturnal sounds are extremely unpleasant nowadays!”29

For Amsterdam Jews, in particular, the sound of doorbells rung at night meant something quite different from doorbells rung during the daytime. Mirjam Levie deliberately stayed up past midnight to minimize the risk of being woken up by a doorbell, as this sound instilled paralyzing fear of being picked up for deportation: “I’m afraid to go to bed,” she wrote. “Every footstep I hear leaves me stiff with dread. You don’t know what it’s like, hearing these footsteps coming closer, the raging fear, will they stop, will the doorbell ring?”30 Not only the sound but the anticipation of sound piercing through the silence – “the dreaded doorbell,” as one newspaper article put it – was a source of great fear.31 In her diary entry for August 31, 1942, Velmans described how “the doorbell suddenly rang. We all froze. It was late, after eleven. Who could that be? … My heart was beating wildly. I looked around, hesitating. I wanted to hide. … Clenching my teeth, I just stayed where I was.” In this instance, a German soldier had noticed a glimmer of light coming from the side of the house, which broke the Nazi regulation to extinguish all light sources after dusk. He issued a warning and left. As the front door closed, Velmans wrote, the family, all “white as a sheet and wiping their foreheads,” sighed with relief.32 Significantly, Velmans did not make mention of ghettos or camps; rather, the family’s fear stemmed from the threat of arrest and deportation to an unknown destination in the East.33

For another Jewish diarist, Meijer Lisser, incidents such as these triggered an angry response. He confessed to “lashing out” at the Dutch Air Protection volunteers who rang his doorbell at 1:00 a.m. after peering through his window and noticing some light. While the latter apologized, Lisser, who was “terribly upset,” wrote of the “state of mental angst [angstpsyche] that we live in. What could I do when they’d get me? Nothing, absolutely nothing.”34 Others suffered similar feelings of powerlessness, dread, and panic. A 46-year-old teacher, Aukje Wagemaker, admits that she “cringed” every time the doorbell rang.35 One local housewife, as well as the Jewish couple she helped hide, experienced “extreme fright” and felt their “blood turn to ice” when loud footsteps and a doorbell rudely awakened them at 3:00 a.m. Fortunately the uniformed men who entered merely confiscated the radio, which led to a fl. 500 fine, but refrained from searching the house.36 These descriptions of sound illuminate how Dutch citizens experienced a new reality – although an emphatically more deadly reality for Jews than for non-Jews. The shared meaning of a ringing doorbell was redefined: from an innocent sound that requested a social interaction to something sinister that prompted terror, a sonic marker of power and control.

The same was true for silence. In the absence of familiar urban sounds, there was often an unnerving silence in the city. Yet in a sense this, too, was a sound of authority, as it announced the presence of the Nazi state.37 Indeed, silence became a topic of concern to both occupier and occupied. Underground newspapers urged citizens to “restrain themselves,” to “practice silence,” and to “repress their curiosity” at the workplace, on the tram or even in the home, as the “enemy is listening!”38 Writers alerted readers to the dangers of gossiping, warning that undercover Nazis and collaborators might be eavesdropping, ready to denounce “perpetrators” to the authorities. Consequently, when people spoke critically of Adolf Hitler or Hermann Göring, they often referred to “Mijnheer Jansen” (Mr. Johnson) or Snow White, respectively (the latter due to Göring’s white uniform).39 They also used acronyms in jokes that were understood by locals but unfamiliar to German natives. For example, residents greeted each other on the street with “AZO,” which stood for “Adolf Zal Ondergaan” (Adolf will fall) and sounded like “aso” (“a-social”) in Dutch slang. They whispered into each other’s ears on the tram to avoid trouble. Natalie Westerbeek van Eerten-Faure’s diary entries suggest that the pressure to be vigilant about verbal expressions and opinions also pertained to the domestic sphere. To her, “one of the most difficult things is to be careful what we say in the privacy of our own home [as] children cannot be trusted and will tattletale when asked in school: ‘Who listened to the Queen yesterday?’ Little fingers go up immediately.”40 This, in a sense, was ironic, as Wilhelmina had cautioned the population in one of her illegal broadcasts to be vigilant in public places, underscoring the significance of “watching our words whenever we speak.”41 Such advice encouraged conformity and accommodation, especially in the early years of the war.

Interestingly, restraint and self-censorship was also urged by the occupier. Eager to control the flow of news and information, Nazi authorities warned Dutch citizens that spreading unsolicited rumors would be regarded as dissent and treated as a criminal offense. Propaganda posters plastered on kiosks, announcement boards, and street corners warned citizens to be quiet and to avoid careless or unnecessary speech when in public. For instance, a 1940 lithograph titled “Schweig!” (Be Quiet!) portrayed men and women talking on the tram; hovering in the upper half of the poster stood an ominous figure, listening intently to their conversation (Fig. 4.2). This poster served as a visual warning that the Dutch were under ubiquitous surveillance. Similarly, bilingual announcements notified passersby that “the spreading of rumors of any kind [would] result in measures commensurate to the offense.”42 The message was clear: anyone guilty of a loose tongue was putting himself at risk, whereas keeping silent was a safe and responsible practice. The diarist Jaap Burger called this form of enforced acoustic discipline highly effective – particularly as practiced by the Nazis when they refrained from issuing official confirmations of resistance attempts or acts of sabotage, thus rendering “everything an incident,” that is, nothing more than unconfirmed rumor.43
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Fig. 4.2. Nazi Propaganda Poster “Silence!” (1940). Courtesy of the Netherlands Institute for War Documentation (NIOD), Amsterdam: Oorlogsaffiches (War Posters), #105006.






Marking the Jews: The Yellow Star

During the period of occupation, the Jewish population of Amsterdam, numbering approximately 80,000 individuals, became much more visible.44 In addition to legislation that disproportionately affected their mobility and their access to public services and grocery stores, the Jews were mandated to place a yellow star on their clothing as a means of visually singling them out (Fig. 4.3).45 This fact leads us to consider visual (as opposed to audible) markers of exclusion or, in the words of one contemporary, the attempt “to put a German Nazi-stamp on our public sphere.”46
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Fig. 4.3. Photo of the Jewish Quarter by G.H. Krüger (ca. 1942). Courtesy of the Netherlands Institute for War Documentation (NIOD), Amsterdam, #97016.





In a diary entry dated May 1942, Velmans recounts that all Jews were ordered to wear a yellow Star of David, with the word Jood (Jew) printed on it, and that it had to be sewn on any article of clothing that was worn outside the house. “I remember,” she wrote, “the instructions that came with the stars, posted around the city for all to see, specifying the exact placement of the star on the left side of the chest. … The people wearing stars are greeted warmly by strangers, people take their hats off to you in the street, make all sorts of comments like ‘Keep your chin up’ – it’s wonderful. … It’s highly amusing.” Several men on the bus, she continued, offered her a seat because of the star, while another man “made an unprintable comment about it and started singing, ‘Oranje Boven’ [Orange above all].”47 Similarly, Esther van Vriesland recorded that the greetings by complete strangers made her feel “star-struck … there were stars everywhere today [and] people let me go first and offered me seats; so delightful.”48 For Salomon de Jong, the polite response of passersby to Jews wearing stars symbolized the pinnacle of positive relations between Jews and non-Jews in Holland:

[C]omplete strangers bowed slightly and lifted their hats and this happened hundreds of times! I don’t believe that, in the long history of our coexistence, we have ever been as intimately bonded as in our current and shared hatred for the occupier. It truly was a moving scene to witness the public, widespread solidarity with us Jews, banished from society. … It profoundly touched me to feel the communal affection toward us persecuted Jews.49

In a city where acculturation was far advanced and where Jews had blended into Dutch life and culture, the initial non-Jewish response to the Jewish star was, in the words of another diarist, that of solidarity and “polite resistance.”50

Many non-Jews expressed their revulsion to the Nazi decree in private correspondence, and many were also more open in their opposition. Non-Jewish girls walked arm-in-arm with Jewish friends; a handful of Catholics professed support by wearing a yellow tulip in their left lapel, while two pregnant Christian women pinned stars on their protruding bellies; even a poodle strolled by with a star pinned on his tail.51 A 20-year-old named Salomon Silber, who had fled to the Netherlands from neighboring Germany, reported that his arms “got tired from returning greetings to non-Jewish Dutchmen … from poor and well-to-do, from mayor to street cleaner. … [I]n the tram, train, everywhere, kind people offered their seats to whomever wore a star.”52 A 36-year-old Jewish woman experienced a similar response from complete strangers, a reaction that she found endearing. A high school student, for instance, sat next to her on the tram and chatted to her about school and homework, informing her that “his Lyceum class has decided, as soon as we see someone wearing a star, we’ll keep him or her company so this person will not feel alone.”53 An Amsterdam accountant, Joop Voet, reported on the “great indignation over this star-nonsense” on the part of his neighbors.54 Similar expressions of sympathy occurred outside of Amsterdam. In Deventer, for example, students from the Colonial School of Agriculture walked in procession through the city, wearing stars on their clothes with the inscription “Reformed” or “Catholic.”55

At the same time, despite such gestures of sympathy and compassion – sentiments that were muted once Nazi brutality escalated – this yellow piece of fabric almost instantly altered the relationships between Jews and non-Jews and contributed, in the words of Dutch historian Peter Romijn, to the disorientation and “radical alienation of the persecuted to their surroundings.”56 When the journalist Sem Davids, wearing the star on his jacket, entered the post office – a place where he was a regular, and where people knew him well – he encountered an awkward silence and muffled “good mornings” from acquaintances who “did not know how to look past the star.”57 The visual marker on his lapel communicated clearly that he had become a target and therefore a risk, a situation that rendered polite conversation uncomfortable. In this new reality, Velmans acknowledged that she “suddenly became more aware” of her Jewish identity:

Up until this point, my religion had never seemed an important part of who I was … At school my friends were Protestant, Jewish, or Catholic – it had never seemed to matter very much. Now we discovered who was Jewish and who was not. We had never been aware of any differences. Some kids went to church or celebrated Christmas, some were “nothing,” and some went to synagogue on the high holydays [sic] … It was something we had never paid much attention to before.58

After being visually marked, and after initial responses of empathy from non-Jews, Velmans found herself becoming part of “a new group – the Jewish outcasts.”59 Gradually the raised hats made way to averted glances and spontaneous chatter on the tram turned into uncomfortable silence. A reversal of advanced Jewish acculturation to renewed ethnic and religious particularism ensued.

One explanation for this rapid and successful racial classification in a society that had historically been hailed as unusually tolerant toward others is that the objections articulated by non-Jews toward the star did not originate from any particular fondness for the Jews, but were rather a reflexive response against the German attack on long-held Dutch values. According to historian Bart van der Boom, anti-Jewish measures were regarded as “un-Dutch” and unacceptable in a liberal, democratic society. Most diarists, unaware of the ideological objectives of Nazi policy in the early years of the war, interpreted the Jewish star decree mostly as a form of bullying, “a primitive impulse that did not belong in modern societies, but in the Middle Ages.”60 In response, they expressed empathy for the Jews. But this reflex against Nazi oppression did not mean that non-Jewish Dutch citizens were free of prejudice or had remained immune to the internalization of anti-Jewish stereotypes. Instead, they exhibited what Dutch historians have referred to as “soft antisemitism.”61 In an environment that became increasingly restricted, deprived, and grim, solidarity quickly gave way to passivity. A 1942 Dutch police intelligence report concluded that Amsterdam residents initially expressed “palpable signs of pity” but refrained from acting on them. While the Jews “may not have been a pleasant people,” as a traveling salesman confided to his diary in the summer of 1943, “they’re still people” – yet only a few citizens had the courage or the will to defy Nazi persecution of the Jewish population in Amsterdam.62 Dutch historians such as Romijn, Abel Herzberg, and Gerbern Oegema have somberly concluded that contact between Jews and non-Jews “assumed an unreal quality because of the inability of either side to decide its own attitude” toward abrupt racial segregation and persecution.63 Over time, most people got used to the situation.64


Signatures of Dissent

Maurice Merleau-Ponty argued in The Phenomenology of Perception that we perceive the world through our body and senses, and that our corporeal perception is immersive and three-dimensional, an experience in which “the world is around me, not in front of me.”65 In the context of occupied Amsterdam, phenomena such as altered street names, yellow stars of David, German traffic signs, censured radio programs, and piercing doorbells were not mere corollaries of Nazism but rather active catalysts that worked concurrently to embed Nazism in the public and private sphere. At the same time, Nazi attempts to control urban topographies were not always successful; the cityscape also offered space for visual and auditory transgression.

Amsterdammers used walls, windows, and sometimes their own bodies as canvases to display their discontent and growing anti-German sentiment. Some people altered texts on billboard signs to undermine propaganda; some placed orange flowers in window sills on Queen’s Day, greeted each other with “Ozo” (an abbreviation for “oranje zal overwinnen,” “the House of Orange will prevail”), or marked the birthday of Prince Bernhard by wearing the traditional white carnation on their jackets in a show of allegiance to the monarchy. Some taped little Dutch flags on bicycles, before the latter were confiscated. People also hung out laundry that was red, white, and blue (to resemble the Dutch flag) or painted “V” for victory on neighborhood walls.66

Two months into the occupation, in July 1940, Nazi ordinances were published that forbade listening to foreign radio stations, especially British news broadcasts. Tuning into the BBC or Radio Orange (stationed in London) could result in hefty fines and a ten-year prison sentence. This decree intensified in May 1943, when the occupier ordered residents to turn in their radios, making their private ownership a punishable offense. However, according to Sicherheitspolizei (Nazi security police) records, the large majority of the Dutch population ignored the radio decree and listened en masse to news coverage of the war.67 They hid radios in attics, basements, and chimneys – even in chicken runs outside in the yard. The “listening prohibition” (luisterverbod), as one author phrased it, was “utterly and blatantly disregarded” as people openly discussed recent developments in public conversations.68 In fact, so many windows shut at 2:00 and 7:00 p.m., when the BBC began its news coverage, that even those who did not own a radio followed suit, closing all their doors and windows, “so as not to be suspected of being a Nazi sympathizer.”69 In this instance, disobedience was both silent and audible: outside silence increased as many people retreated indoors, while inside the voice of the BBC broadcast filled attics, basements, and back rooms. Noncompliance to the luisterverbod also became visible, not merely by means of closed windows and shutters, but also in the form of public signs. Several diarists, for instance, made mention of a conspicuous note placed on a nearby statue (it is not clear which statue this was) that read: “I am the sole person who does not listen to the English radio.”70 Indeed, the May 1943 directive to relinquish all registered radios indicates the Nazis’ failure in controlling this medium.

The radio proved effective in spurring disobedience to the occupation. In the spring of 1941, after the Dutch division of the BBC had urged listeners to chalk the letter “V” on walls as an expression of their anti-German sentiments, such signs appeared throughout the city (Fig. 4.4). In late June of that year, a variation was introduced: the V in Morse code, three short clicks followed by a long click. This campaign, as well, was markedly successful; in restaurants, for example, waiters were often beckoned by means of Morse code tapping of the letter on the table. On city sidewalks, many people put their fingers in a V-configuration while passing one another. And at night, young high school students risked arrest with their acts of protest. Meta Groenewegen, for instance, recorded in her diary that “with her heart pounding in her chest” and a large tote bag flung over her shoulder, she dropped handfuls of small paper V’s on the streets and chalked V’s on façades after sunset.71 A fellow student, Celina Veffer, recounted that “we do everything with the V; we give V-signs with our fingers, all English broadcasts begin with V in Morse code – it drives the Germans berserk.”72 In response, Nazi sympathizers attempted to re-appropriate the letter V to the German cause by mounting billboards that read “V= Victory because Germany is winning on all fronts.”73 The poet Bert Voeten witnessed members of the SA and WA (Dutch storm troopers) standing on ladders and using buckets of paint to mark fences, pavements, sidewalks, bridges, store windows, telephone booths, and residential façades with V’s.74 In addition, residents mounted banners on main shopping streets in an attempt to reclaim the visual dominance of National Socialism. This effort was not confined to the Netherlands but rather took place all over occupied Europe, beginning exactly at midnight on July 18, 1941. The next morning, Amsterdam was covered with V-posters.75 Many of the V’s, however, were subsequently altered into W’s – for Wilhelmina – so as to reclaim the campaign on behalf of Dutch resistance efforts. Although the Nazi authorities took these largely symbolic protests seriously and responded sharply to displays of Dutch noncompliance, mostly by means of monetary fines and short-term incarceration, citizens nonetheless continued to leave urban signatures of dissent.
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Fig. 4.4. “Germany is Drowning on All Fronts!” (1941). Courtesy of the Verzetsmuseum (Dutch Resistance Museum), Amsterdam.





A particularly impressive (although today almost forgotten) demonstration of visual dissent was carried out by Dutch physicians in 1943. Two years before, the highly respected Royal Medical Society had been dissolved, replaced by the Artsenkamer (the National-Socialist physicians’ chamber), which promoted a policy of Gleichschaltung, that is, bringing medicine in line with National-Socialist racial doctrine. Membership in the organization was both automatic and compulsory. However, the vast majority of physicians – an estimated 6,200 out of approximately 7,000 licensed medical professionals – submitted letters of resignation and joined a dissident organization known as Medisch Contact (MC) that was established in August 1941. This act resulted in their being stripped of their licenses, though the doctors continued to treat all patients who chose to remain loyal to them. By 1943, resistance had escalated, with physicians removing all references to their professional standing, dispensing with letterhead stationery and taping over nameplates that identified them as doctors; in response, Nazi sympathizers painted the word “arts” (doctor) on the dissidents’ residences (Figs. 4.5, 4.6). Infuriated at the physicians’ resistance, Arthur Seyss-Inquart, the Reichskommissar for the occupied Netherlands, arranged for close to one hundred doctors to be arrested and sent to the Amersfoort and Vught concentration camps.76 However, a few days later, as a result of administrative chaos in Amsterdam and elsewhere, the camp authorities released the doctors, bypassing the Nazi-controlled Artsenkamer. Following this incident, Mirjam Levie noted in her diary a conversation she had with her next-door neighbor, a doctor who had taped over his nameplate. The MC, he told her, had been “informed … through underground channels that they would never bother us again, provided we would return to our regular duties as licensed Dutch physicians.”77
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Fig. 4.5. Residence of Anton Hendrik Garrer (1883–1951), Optometrist. Courtesy of the Netherlands Institute for War Documentation (NIOD), Amsterdam #99114 (April 1943).
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Fig. 4.6. Door sign of Dr. A. A. Schoen, date and photographer unknown. Courtesy of the Verzetsmuseum (Dutch Resistance Museum), Amsterdam.





The success of the physicians’ revolt was rather exceptional. By and large, most public acts of resistance in Holland, as in other places under Nazi rule, were of a symbolic nature.78 Chalking V’s on city walls or wearing a carnation to express loyalty to the Dutch crown did nothing to prevent the deportation of the great majority of Holland’s Jews to Nazi death camps. To be sure, symbolic defiance preserved a sense of Dutchness under occupation and allowed people the satisfaction of small personal victories, but it was always clear that Nazi power was overwhelming and thus unfazed by what the Sicherheitspolizei termed “passive resistance.”79 Diarists, as well, were inclined to regard acts of disobedience as being “horribly lame,” though they were “a deserved distraction for the people.”80 Jaap Burger and others were well aware that sabotage as a means to overthrow the Nazi regime was an “illusion that cannot be realized.”81 What expressions of defiance do clarify is that the urban environment functioned as a canvas for Dutch citizens to express discontent and anti-German sentiments, while at the same time the Nazi occupier sought to exercise its authority, control the population, and make Amsterdam its own by means of signs, symbols, and sound.


A Stunned City

As shown by this analysis of the urban semiotics of occupied Amsterdam, the imposition of a new ideology on a foreign population requires more than mere military dominance – what historians of foreign policy call “hard power.” Equally important is indirect coercion, or “soft power.” Thus, while Nazi territorial expansion depended on military might and physical dominance, ideological coercion found expression in the colonization of the urban landscape and soundscape.

Under Nazi rule, as has been seen, Amsterdam became a much more subdued place. It was also, quite literally, a darker city. Blackout regulations extended not only to stores, homes, and street lights but also to flashlights and lights on bicycles. Accidents multiplied as people struggled to find their way: in the first six months of the occupation, some 450 people fell into the city’s canals.82 Jaap Burger described bumping into a German soldier kissing a young woman on an unlit street corner; Natalie Westerbeek van Eerten-Faure kept stumbling into other people and sidewalks, a sensation that she found “exceptionally lugubrious” and that “intensified the pressure of the times we live in.”83 As a result of the darkened streets, many people stayed indoors after sundown and refrained from social engagements, a form of modified behavior further encouraged by strict nighttime curfews.

In the realm of sound, wartime diaries and journals disclose not merely what people heard, but also how they heard, and how sounds affected their perception of the occupation and of the war at large. These perceptions often changed over time as residents obtained a certain sensory knowledge of their modified surroundings – what Westerbeek van Eerten-Faure called “trained ears.”84 The development of acoustic recognition skills taught Dutch men and women how to tune their ears to the soundscapes of war. Some residents, for example, reported that they got used to the intrusive sound of airplanes, anti-aircraft gunfire, and air-raid alarms – some even found them soothing, as these sounds meant that the Allies were on the offensive. Whereas in 1940 the drone of airplanes drove Dirk Hoorens van Heyningen “utterly mad [as] menace is hovering in the sky, expresses[ing] itself in a fearful gaze at the grey-clouded sky,” to Gerlof Verwey, the presence of British bombers later in the war was “comforting.”85 Similarly, in June 1942, Edith Velmans wrote that the loud, constant drone was “a comfort to me. … The bombing raids [are] a sign, at least, that somebody out there [is] doing something!”86 For Els Polak, too, the frequency of air alarms, “three or four per night these days,” lessened her initial fears. Rather than hurrying to a bomb shelter, she tossed in bed, since she found it “too exhausting” to run and hide every night.87 Over time, new sights and sounds lost their immediate potency, giving way to a process of accommodation and adaptation.

The semiotic metamorphosis of Amsterdam accelerated in the final months of the war, during the so-called hongerwinter (hunger winter). Isolated and cut off from supplies, residents used whatever resources they could find to sustain their families. They stripped deserted homes, cut down trees in streets and parks, and demolished fences to meet the desperate need for firewood. The lack of gasoline, coal, and electricity silenced telephones, halted any remaining traffic, and extinguished home furnaces and stoves; it also darkened living rooms, offices, and store windows. More than a few diarists included references to tulips, which were no longer used for outdoor garden decoration or public protest but rather as the basis of a meal – during the winter of 1944–1945, recipes for mashed tulip bulbs, tulip bulb cookies, and casseroles circulated among housewives.

Wooden “forbidden for Jews” signs also vanished. Indeed, by this time, most of the city’s Jewish inhabitants had disappeared altogether, the majority of them deported to the East and gassed on arrival. By 1945, Amsterdam had become, in the words of Toby Vos, a “muted” and “stunned city” (een verstomde stad).88 Of more than 140,000 Jews living in prewar Holland, approximately 107,000 were deported to Nazi camps, where at least 102,000 were murdered (73 percent).89 Camp survivors returned to a city traumatized by Nazi terror and by the enormous tragedy that had occurred in its midst, so much so that the population’s response to those assumed dead was often cold and distant. An urban community traditionally proud of its tolerant and liberal attitudes now struggled to come to terms with the loss of its Jewish neighbors, who had been systematically taken without much opposition or protest. The municipal authorities began the removal of signs and sounds reminiscent of Nazi occupation soon after the war came to an end: the 1942 directive to alter 25 street names, for example, was reversed on May 18, 1945, two weeks after liberation; war-damaged buildings and streets were repaired; radios once again played Dutch and American music; bicycle and tram bells chimed in the air. It would take much longer, however, for the population to address the difficult question of a near-empty and soundless Jewish neighborhood.
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Restoring and Reconstructing: Munich for Jews after the Second World War

Andrea A. Sinn
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In the immediate aftermath of the Second World War, roughly a quarter of a million Jews lived in the shattered spaces of post-Holocaust Germany. Most of these people were survivors from Eastern Europe who, for a variety of reasons, refused or else were unable to return to their home countries. Categorized according to the UN definition as “displaced persons” (DPs), these individuals were accommodated – along with non-Jewish DPs – in camps administered by the occupying Western Allies.1 In parallel, a much smaller number of German Jews settled in larger cities outside the camps. This group included approximately 9,000 German Jewish survivors of the concentration and extermination camps who returned for different periods of time to their home towns, in many cases without resources or contacts. There were also some German Jewish returnees from exile and approximately 15,000 German Jews who had survived the Holocaust in hiding or as partners in mixed marriages. These German Jews lived side-by-side with members of various other refugee groups, as well as with non-Jewish German residents of established communities, homeless Germans and ethnic German expellees from Eastern Europe, and military personnel from the Allied occupation forces.2

Independent of their diverse backgrounds, conflicting religious outlooks, and contrasting living arrangements under Allied occupation, German and East European Jews faced the same pressing question: Where should they continue their lives? In the wake of Hitler’s war against the Jews, it seemed unlikely that any of the survivors would choose to settle permanently in post-Holocaust Germany. Indeed, the vast majority of Jewish survivors perceived their existence in the Allied zones of occupation as nothing more than a miserable interlude preceding their journey to a new homeland, still to be defined. Yet against all odds, a small number of Jews did begin to engage in the process of restoring Jewish communal structures in Germany. Numbering some 20,000 members during the 1950s and 1960s, the Jewish communities in Germany continued to grow thereafter, and today list more than 98,600 registered members.3 How did this situation come about?

In analyzing the beginnings of Jewish life in Germany from a Jewish perspective, this essay highlights the tensions between Jewish DPs, German Jews, and international Jewish organizations over the question of whether to remain or to leave. To date, the vast majority of scholars have tended to study one group or another in isolation, despite the fact that members of all the groups lived in close proximity and sometimes even shared spaces, particularly in urban settings. To document both the complexity and spatial interdependencies of this unique project of historical recovery, this essay combines disparate narratives and argues that the process of restoring and rebuilding Jewish life in postwar Germany had an existential as well as political dimension. A close examination of contemporary internal Jewish debates suggests that the path toward recovery of the Jewish community in the Federal Republic of Germany could not have been possible were it not for the emergence of a group identity among the so-called stayers and a change in mindset regarding Jewish life in Germany within the global Jewish community.

The city of Munich serves as an especially revealing example to illustrate this historical process. Located in Bavaria, in the heart of the American zone of occupation, Munich emerged as one of the major centers of Jewish life in postwar Germany. By chance, the former “capital” of the National Socialist movement became a focal point for Jewish survivors who favored the American occupiers over the British because of the former’s more supportive refugee policies. By late 1947, about 90 percent of Jewish DPs from Eastern Europe had moved into the American zone of occupation; in the Greater Munich area, there were approximately 78,400 Jewish DPs in addition to some 800 German Jews.4 Munich by this point had been transformed into one of Germany’s major administrative centers, housing the headquarters of the American occupiers and leading Jewish organizations alongside new government structures.

In contrast to British- or French-controlled territories, the American occupiers, from late 1945, administered a number of exclusively Jewish DP camps in their zone. This situation enabled Jewish survivors from Eastern Europe to create autonomous Jewish refugee spaces throughout the American-controlled territory, and this in turn allows us to compare competing conceptions of Jewish “space” among different Jewish groups – especially among Jewish DPs and German Jews – and the ways in which differing conceptions of space informed the process of restoring and reconstructing Jewish life in West Germany after the Holocaust.5 In so doing, this essay builds on the extensive, and growing, literature examining the situation of Jewish DPs and German Jews during the immediate postwar years.6

The Multidimensionality of Jewish Landscapes in Postwar Germany

Discussions on whether Jews should be reintegrated into a future German society began well before the end of the Second World War. In their early postwar planning, many of the anti-Nazi political exiles abroad, for example, “accepted assumptions of Jewish ‘otherness’ prevalent in the 1930s and 1940s” and rejected the notion of any return of German Jews to the country.7 The matter became far more controversial once Allied troops had liberated the European continent and informed the world of the horrors of Nazism and the enormity of the Holocaust. Although the return of Jews to Germany was expected by the Allies and – for political reasons – was sought by German politicians, a Jewish postwar presence was opposed by most of the non-Jewish German population. In response to the strongly negative and in some cases outright antisemitic opinions held by the majority of Germans even after 1945, influential Jews such as Dr. Leo Baeck, the well-known rabbi and community leader in Germany, and U.S. Army chaplain Abraham Klausner, along with international Jewish institutions, took a clear stand against the continuation of Jewish life in “the land of the perpetrators.”8 One of the most powerful statements was issued by the Second Assembly of the World Jewish Congress, which took place in Montreux, Switzerland in the summer of 1948.9 Referring to the general consensus to refrain from settling in Spain after the expulsion of the Jews in 1492, this international federation of Jewish communities and organizations condemned the idea of a Jewish return to Germany and declared unequivocally “the determination of the Jewish people never again to settle on the bloodstained soil of Germany.”10 In line with this policy, leading Jewish organizations considered the large Jewish presence in the Allied zones of occupation to be a temporary phenomenon.

At the same time, thousands of Jewish Holocaust survivors found themselves stranded – in many cases, for several years – in Germany’s postwar refugee spaces. Among these temporary spaces, the Jewish DP camps constituted a novelty and probably the most significant transformation of the postwar landscape. According to Malcolm Proudfoot, a U.S. Army officer who served with the Displaced Persons Branch of the Supreme Headquarters Allied Expeditionary Force (SHAEF), assembly centers in the Western zones were initially

established as a military responsibility for the temporary care of United Nations displaced persons for whom shelter, food, clothing and medical facilities will have to be provided until they can be repatriated. […] When numbers on hand justify, it will be desirable to establish separate Assembly Centers for each national group after the nationalities of the displaced persons have been determined by the appropriate Liaison Officers for Repatriation.11

Yet at first, Jewish and non-Jewish DPs were housed in the same camps, even in the American zone, and there were frequent disputes – some of them violent, many of them antisemitic in nature – between the two populations. Following a series of alarming reports concerning the desperate situation of Jewish survivors, President Harry Truman ordered an investigation, led by Earl G. Harrison, of living conditions in these camps. The Harrison report, submitted in August 1945, led to a number of improvements, including the establishment of exclusively Jewish camps in the American zone.12 The arrival of international Jewish aid workers later that year – notably, teams of the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee (JDC) – also considerably improved the living conditions for those in the camps.

Over time, the Jews in the camps established and maintained a strong social and political cohesion. They founded numerous religious, social, and cultural organizations, celebrated holidays, and started families.13 Understandably, they organized their everyday life in a manner that modern scholarship has often compared to the “shtetl life” in Eastern Europe – that is, deliberately separate from the surrounding German Jewish and non-Jewish society.14 Sometime later, in 1947, there was a dramatic increase of the Jewish population in response to antisemitic outbreaks in Eastern Europe. Tens of thousands of arriving Jewish refugees, often referred to as “infiltrees,” poured into the existing camps and brought the busy centers to the limits of their capacity.15

Three large Jewish camps – Landsberg, Feldafing, and Föhrenwald – were located in the greater Munich area. Landsberg existed as a Jewish camp between October 1945 and November 1950, housing a maximum of 5,000 DPs, whereas Feldafing, which was transformed into an all-Jewish camp in the fall of 1945 and dissolved in February 1951, offered shelter for up to 4,000 DPs. Föhrenwald was the largest and longest-existing Jewish DP camp in the American zone of occupation, and it will therefore serve as an example of this particular form of refugee space.16

Established in the autumn of 1945, Föhrenwald was located 25 kilometers south of Munich, on a site that had previously been used by IG Farben to house its workers. The estate was originally meant to accommodate up to 3,200 individuals, and it was first designated by the Americans to house former Soviet forced laborers and their families. Given its design – small cottages with central heating units – the camp did not require extensive alterations (Fig. 5.1). By June 1945, around 3,000 non-Jewish DPs from Poland, Yugoslavia, Hungary, and the Baltic states were residing in Föhrenwald, sharing the space with 200 former concentration camp inmates of Jewish origin who had fled a death march from Dachau to northern Italy.17 The American occupiers chose Föhrenwald to become one of the all-Jewish camps in September of that year. As of November 15, 1945, the camp was run by the United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration (UNRRA), an international aid organization founded in 1943 to manage the refugee crisis in postwar Europe. Two years later, it was placed under control of the International Refugee Organization (IRO), which turned it into “a resettlement centre for DPs awaiting emigration.”18 On December 1, 1951, Föhrenwald was placed under German administration and became a government transit camp for homeless foreigners. By the time it closed its gates in February 1957, it was the last all-Jewish camp left in Germany.19
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Fig. 5.1. Street scene in the Föhrenwald displaced person’s camp (May 1945). Courtesy of United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, courtesy of Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society, #71675.





A number of recently published studies on refugees and postwar displacement highlight the fundamental ambivalence characterizing spatial practices among Jewish refugees in postwar Germany. While offering valuable insights into the Jewish DP and refugee communities, these analyses fail to address German Jewish places and the conflicts over them.20 Anna Holian, for example, draws upon the work of the Italian philosopher Giorgio Agamben when she defines the variety of postwar Jewish refugee spaces as permanent spatial manifestations of the “state of exception” – a situation in which the law has been suspended.21 However, unlike Agamben (who uses the example of Auschwitz as a model for thinking about camp regimes), Holian does not equate the Jewish DP camps with a complete withdrawal of rights and the loss of identity. Rather, she subscribes to the contention of scholars such as Atina Grossmann and Margarete Myers Feinstein in claiming that, in the context of a hostile German world, Jewish DP camps evolved into “places of protection and self-realization” that “allowed Jews to create a provisional sense of home.”22 At the same time, Holian notes that Jewish refugee spaces were not, in effect, part of “Germany” but instead were subject, up to 1951, to the control of the Americans, UNRRA, and the IRO. In short, American occupation authorities allowed for the creation of alternative legal frameworks, a status that was not limited to Jewish DP camps. Alongside the camp structure, medical and economic needs produced other forms of temporary Jewish spaces during the postwar years, which German officials considered a “threat to their authority and a barrier to reconstruction.”23 Two prominent examples were Munich’s Möhlstrasse, a downtown center of local East European Jewish life and black market activities, which existed between 1945 and the early 1950s, and the various DP hospitals that were founded during the immediate postwar days.24

Undoubtedly, these refugee spaces were merely provisional homes for Jewish survivors who had no intention of restoring Jewish life as it had existed in Germany before 1933. In contrast, the far smaller group of Jews who considered remaining in Germany was concerned with how best to go about rebuilding permanent Jewish communal structures. Arriving at their former hometowns after years of ostracism, German Jewish survivors were confronted with chaos, quickly realizing that nearly every familiar Jewish place had been desecrated and destroyed, and that few if any Jewish neighbors and family members were alive.25 As a result of the unprecedented robbery of individual and communal property under the Nazi regime, the path toward restoring and reconstructing Jewish life in post-Holocaust Germany was extremely complicated. In some local settings, German Jews and Jewish DPs fought over places they intended to use for shelter, social and cultural gatherings, and – most important – religious services. In the case of Augsburg, for instance, the synagogue located close to the central train station on Halderstrasse was the focal point of a broader conflict regarding control and influence between the two competing Jewish groups until 1957.26

The situation in Munich reflects a slightly different situation that was representative of almost every larger German city. When American troops liberated the city on April 30, 1945, they found only a handful of the 9,005 Jews who had been members of the community in 1933, of whom many had been protected by non-Jewish spouses. Two months later, this small remnant of Jews was joined by some 150 survivors who returned from the Theresienstadt concentration camp, along with a very small number of returnees from exile. A close analysis of the city’s registry suggests that, by 1950, no more than 25 Munich-born Jews who had escaped Nazi persecution by means of emigration had opted for a new beginning in their former “Heimat.”27 Their return can be attributed to a number of reasons – their advanced age, bad state of health, political considerations, language issues, and economic and professional difficulties experienced abroad. In addition, one cannot dismiss the possibility of homesickness as a motivation to move back to Germany.28

Even though the small number of German Jews experienced difficulties in readjusting to the postwar situation and were not exempt from antisemitic offences, a new Jewish community was established in Munich on July 19, 1945 under the leadership of Dr. Julius Spanier, Fritz (Siegfried) Neuland, and David Holzer.29 Shortly thereafter, in October 1945, the community employed a rabbi, Dr. Aaron Ohrenstein, and by March 1946, it listed 2,800 members, 796 of whom had been members of the community before the war. At the outset, the community lacked a specific place for services and other larger events, and thus needed to seek temporary assembly rooms around the city. Contingent on this situation, the reestablishment of the Reichenbachschul, the former Orthodox synagogue founded by Jewish immigrants from Eastern Europe in 1931, which was located in one of Munich’s neighborhoods just south of downtown, took first priority.30

The postwar community’s interest in this particular synagogue might come as a surprise given that, prior to the Nazi rise to power, it had not been the city’s largest synagogue. That distinction had been held by the imposing Liberal synagogue on Herzog-Max-Strasse, established in 1887. Located close to Munich’s landmark Frauenkirche (Church of Our Lady), the neo-Romanesque synagogue structure had been an integral part of the city’s historic skyline. It seated 1,000 men and 800 women, which made it the third-largest synagogue in Germany at that time, after those in Berlin and Breslau, and its impressive architecture manifested the community’s confidence and communal pride. Presumably this visible show of strength was one of the reasons prompting Adolf Hitler himself to order the leveling of the synagogue in June 1938 – five months before Kristallnacht (Fig. 5.2).31 During the Kristallnacht pogroms, buildings belonging to Ohel Jacob, another Orthodox religious community, were looted and set on fire.32 The Reichenbachschul was spared from total destruction because it was wedged between other buildings; although its interior was ravaged, the structure itself remained intact and was temporarily used by a local craftsman (Fig. 5.3). In October 1939, the Gestapo moved the Jüdische Anlernwerkstätten, a Jewish professional training school, onto the ruins of the former synagogue. This organization made use of the building until the end of 1941, educating Jewish youth in wood and metal processing, with the aim of preparing them for emigration to Palestine.33 From the end of 1941 until the end of the Nazi regime, the building served as a warehouse.
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Fig. 5.2. Construction workers during the demolition of the Main Synagogue at Herzog-Max-Street (June 1938). Courtesy of Stadtarchiv München, FS-STB-0776.
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Fig. 5.3. The desecrated internal space of the Synagogue in Reichenbachstr 27 after Kristallnacht (November 1938). Courtesy of Bayerische Staatsbibliothek München/Bildarchiv, hoff-22013.







After liberation, German Jews interested in rebuilding the community began the renovation of the Reichenbachschul. With the support of the American occupying forces as well as German local and state authorities, the small Jewish community was able to celebrate the festive reopening of Munich’s new main synagogue on May 20, 1947 in the presence of representatives of the American military government and delegates of the Bavarian state government, the city council, and Christian churches. Among the list of special guests and speakers at this event was Lucius D. Clay, the commander-in-chief of the U.S. forces in Europe and military governor of the U.S. zone of Germany, who expressed the hope that this historical moment would mark the beginning of a new era of goodwill and mutual understanding.34 During the following years, the synagogue emerged as the communal center of German Jews. Yet, as will be seen, it was also a contested site marking the divergence between those seeking to stay in Germany and those arguing for Jews to leave.

The Transformation of Jewish Places


By the end of the 1940s, Jewish communities had been established in various cities in Germany. Notwithstanding, the “Jewish question” was far from settled. Thousands of Jewish survivors who still lived in camps, as well as many Jews outside Germany, vehemently opposed the continuation of Jewish life in post-Holocaust Germany. In their view, the new communities were “liquidation communities” that would cease to exist once every Jewish survivor was able to emigrate.35 A tangible expression of opposition was the refusal to allow any German Jewish community founded outside a camp structure to join the Central Committee of Liberated Jews (U.S. zone), which “defined its major task as the representation and protection of She’erit Hapleitah [the surviving remnant]” on a regional level.36 In the face of such opposition, the reestablished communities had no alternative but to actively defend their own interests while at the same time seeking to resolve the conflicts between themselves, on the one hand, and both the Jewish DPs and the international Jewish community, on the other. The ultimate aim was to create a unified group identity among those remaining in Germany.

To achieve this goal in the greater Munich area, significant changes in the postwar structures had to take place. First, the temporary refugee spaces had to be closed down, and those individuals who remained needed to be integrated into the newly established community. Concurrently, steps had to be taken – both in Munich and elsewhere – to ensure the continuation of Jewish life beyond the immediate postwar years, both by means of reestablishing communal institutions and by securing the communities’ financial independence. The last goal proved to be particularly difficult to achieve, as German Jewish representatives were excluded from the official negotiations regarding restitution claims that took place between German, Jewish, and Israeli parties, which came to a conclusion with the signing of the Luxembourg Agreement in September 1952.37 As will be seen, the issue of restitution had particular relevance with regard to communal property (such as the Reichenbachschul) that the newly formed German Jewish communities wished to reclaim.


The Closing of Jewish Refugee Spaces

In parallel with DP representative bodies that were set up in the three Western occupation zones in order to lobby for better conditions in the camps and for expedited emigration procedures, German Jews established their own regional federations of Jewish communities (Landesverbände). At times, these representative bodies joined forces with Jewish DP groups to form special interest groups (Interessenvertretungen), though it was only in the British zone that one single representative group emerged. Indeed, because of the sharply diverging agendas of the DPs and the newly established German Jewish communities, there was a good deal of apprehension with regard to organizing a nationwide federation of Jews. In September 1949, the chairmen of three major Landesverbände – Leopold Goldschmidt (Cologne), Julius Dreifuss (North Rhine region), and Siegfried Heimberg (Westphalia) – addressed this issue in a joint letter sent to Norbert Wollheim, a German Jew and Auschwitz survivor who was serving both as the official representative of the Jewish communities in the former British zone and as second chairman of the Central Committee of Liberated Jews in the British Zone. The letter stated:

We would like to assert that the members organized in communities consider it absolutely necessary to finally establish a common organization in Germany that integrates the members of the DP committees; yet, the leadership has to be placed in the hands of the communities. […] Given the previous and anticipated developments as well as our collected experiences we cannot accept a situation that prioritizes the DP committees over the communities. Naturally, the interests of the committees will be acknowledged within the emerging joint representation, as long as they still reside in Germany. Only under these circumstances will the establishment of such an umbrella organization actually fulfill its purpose.38

Eventually, “in the face of abandonment by the American occupiers, isolation by world Jewry, and the imposition by the West German government of an official representative,”39 German Jews and the remaining Jewish DPs finally agreed to consider the establishment of an umbrella organization for the Jews in Germany. Following a decisive meeting between representatives of the two groups in Frankfurt, the Central Council of Jews in Germany was established in July 1950.40 This umbrella organization, which continues to exist, claims to represent and voice the interests, concerns, and complaints of all Jews living in Germany.41

Notwithstanding the establishment of the Central Council of Jews, the relationship between Jewish DPs and German Jews remained extremely tense. Cultural and religious differences abounded. Intermarriage, which was common among the German Jews but condemned among the more observant Jewish DPs,was one source of tension. In the case of Munich, Jewish survivors from Eastern Europe started joining the German Jewish community in larger numbers at the end of the 1940s, as the DP camps began closing down. They soon accounted for a majority of the community; subsequently, they enforced a supplement to the bylaws that prohibited the election of community members married to non-Jews. This addition to the community’s bylaws antagonized and isolated the German Jewish community members.42

Another source of tension emerged as a result of the “Auerbach affair” of 1951–1952. Philipp Auerbach, one of the best-known German Jewish representatives in the immediate postwar period, had been appointed state commissioner for victims of fascism in 1946; in addition, he administered the Bavarian state restitution agency in Munich, held a number of elected Jewish community offices, and generally served as a powerful middleman between German and East European Jews. In 1951, he was accused – among other things – of having falsified reparation claims worth more than 1.3 million marks. The ensuing investigation and controversial trial against Auerbach, which began in March 1952, effectively ended his career. Unable to deal with his loss of reputation after being convicted, Auerbach committed suicide in the night following the sentencing in August 1952. His death left both the Jewish community in Bavaria and the Central Council in a difficult situation, as it opened the door for a struggle for power between the German and East European Jews.43

In the aftermath of Auerbach’s death, many German Jews who had established themselves in leadership positions had reason to fear a possible Jewish DP takeover of Jewish communities’ executive boards. Seeking to retain its right to speak in the name of all Jews in Germany, the Central Council went so far as to publicly state, in December 1953, “that – by all means possible – German Jews should be part of the representative bodies even within those communities in which the German-born element was not the majority.”44 This statement was directed in particular at the Jewish community in Bavaria, where former DPs were now in the majority and attempting to claim equal representation. Indeed, in the previous year, a former DP had been elected chairman of the Bavarian Landesverband – an outcome that nearly led to the association’s resignation from the national amalgamation in 1952.45

Given the large Jewish DP population of close to 80,000 that was centered in and around the Bavarian capital, Munich remained a focus of attention during the following years, which were marked by gradual rapprochement between the reestablished Jewish community and the DPs. One of the major issues of this period revolved around the closing of the Föhrenwald DP camp. As noted, Föhrenwald was the last of the Jewish DP camps to close down. Plans for the camp’s closing had been drawn up as early as 1949, in the wake of the establishment of the state of Israel and the loosening of immigration regulations in the United States, Canada, and Australia. Notwithstanding, the camp continued to operate, even after most of the foreign Jewish aid organizations had withdrawn their support, and even after the Central Committee for Liberated Jews disbanded in August 1951. Later that year, all remaining Jewish refugee spaces underwent a radical change with the passage of a law pertaining to “homeless foreigners” (heimatlose Ausländer). Under the provisions of this law, the remaining DP camps became the responsibility of the West German government and refugees were reclassified as homeless foreigners.46 Unlike German refugees from the former East German provinces, the Jewish refugees were not granted West German citizenship, though they were guaranteed most of the same civil, social, and economic rights.47 Nevertheless, the new law aroused great anxiety among the remaining Föhrenwald residents, as they stood to lose the protection provided by the camps and their non-German administration.48

The shift in management went into effect on December 1, 1951. Over the course of the next five years, German authorities made several attempts to shut down the camp.49 Although some individual resettlements were successfully carried out, many former DPs refused to leave. In one instance, plans were made to resettle Orthodox Jews from Föhrenwald in downtown Munich and to delegate responsibility for their welfare to the local Jewish community. Such plans did not come to fruition, in part because of the vehement resistance of the Bayerisches Hilfswerk für die von den Nürnberger Gesetzen Betroffenen (Bavarian Relief Committee for those Harmed by the Nuremberg Laws), a large and publicly subsidized relief agency assisting individuals who did not receive direct support from UNRRA – in other words, an organization working on behalf of German Jews rather than Jewish DPs. Officials of the Hilfswerk cited practical concerns such as the lack of experience among the leadership of the Munich Jewish community in administering welfare, and also insisted that preferential treatment be given to the “old-established” (alteingesessenen) German Jews rather than to the Jewish DPs.50

Contemporary letters and reports, and later historical studies such as that of Angelika Schardt, indicate that, by 1952, Föhrenwald had become a collection point for the elderly, sick, and disabled, who could not easily be resettled.51 An additional challenge emerged with the steadily growing number of former DPs returning illegally to the camp after unsuccessfully attempting to start new lives in Israel.52 Confronted with this increase in population (despite ongoing resettlement efforts) and the financial burden of maintaining the camp, the German administration intensified its efforts to close Föhrenwald in 1953. To this end, it turned to the Central Council and to international Jewish organizations, most prominently the JDC and the Hebrew Sheltering and Immigrant Aid Society (HIAS), all of whom agreed to assume responsibility for the “illegal returners.”53

Following lengthy discussions, it was decided in March 1954 to close the camp by April 1, 1955. A more detailed agreement was soon reached with regard to emigration and resettlement costs for all remaining residents, both legal and illegal.54 Yet when the German government attempted, in early 1955, to begin implementing the camp’s closing (at the time, there were still 1,481 registered Jews in Föhrenwald, among them 305 “illegal returners”), it faced stiff opposition.55 Despite various offers to aid in the DPs’ emigration from Germany or their integration into German society, and despite a plea from the president of the World Jewish Congress, Nahum Goldmann, to bring the “Föhrenwald chapter” to a worthy conclusion, the camp inhabitants resisted. In March 1955, 13 patients of the Föhrenwald hospital went on a hunger strike and threatened to commit suicide if they were not resettled together; a similar request was made by the Orthodox community, which demanded that specific arrangements be made before they would agree to move.56 A third group, consisting of individuals with serious medical conditions such as tuberculosis, posed a special challenge, as few countries (Norway, Sweden, and Argentina being the exceptions) were willing to accept ailing immigrants.57 Eventually, however, the 293 residents still registered in Föhrenwald as of December 1956 accepted the final closing of the camp and their resettlement in Germany in January and February 1957.58

With this, the most prominent Jewish refugee space, which was never intended to serve any purpose other than to offer a temporary home, disappeared from the map of Germany. Contrary to the situation in 1945, the changes altering the Jewish landscapes in the middle of the 1950s were not forced upon Jews and non-Jewish Germans by the occupation forces. On the contrary, the transition was the result of a concerted effort on the part of German federal and state ministries, the governments of visa-granting countries, international Jewish organizations, the Central Council of Jews, and individual Jewish communities in Germany.

The closing of Föhrenwald brought an end to the spatial competition between the two Jewish groups – former Jewish DPs and German Jews – still present in Germany at the end of the 1950s. This process had been underway since the beginning of the 1950s, as Jewish DPs left the camps either to emigrate abroad or to join the small German Jewish communities. Indeed, as has been seen, non-German Jews constituted the core of many of these new communities and thus, somewhat ironically, made a major contribution toward securing a long-term return of Jewish life to Germany. Meanwhile, a second issue that had threatened the continuation of Jewish life in Germany was also gradually resolved during the course of the 1950s. This issue, which also revolved around space, concerned the competing claims to the ownership of the German Jewish communities’ communal property.59 Again, Munich – and more specifically, the Reichenbachschul – will serve as the focus of analysis.

Restitution of Jewish Property

In the wake of the systematic, state-sponsored persecution and mass murder of the Jews by the Nazi regime and its collaborators, an enormous amount of illegally seized Jewish assets remained without heirs. This situation gave birth to an unprecedented question: Who was entitled to this property? The German Jewish communities had been dissolved as legal entities in 1939,60 yet it was morally and politically impossible to follow common rule, according to which heirless property reverted to the state. Indeed, in order to avoid a situation in which German states (Länder), the successors of the Third Reich, would claim heirless Jewish property, the Western Allies, immediately following their invasion, began to confiscate forcibly expropriated property. In addition, they created Jewish “successor organizations” in their respective zones – the Jewish Restitution Successor Organization (JRSO) in the U.S. zone, the Jewish Trust Corporation for Germany (JTC) in the British zone, and the Branche Française de la Jewish Trust Corporation in the French zone.61 These three organizations (which merged in 1951 to form the Conference of Jewish Material Claims against Germany) were responsible for claiming, administering, and liquidating the heirless assets of German Jewry, which included “identifiable” property – mainly real estate – owned by Jewish communities before 1933 as well as the holdings of German Jews who had perished in the Holocaust.62

Despite the Allies’ enactment of several laws designed to regulate the restitution of property, the matter of heirless assets led to repeated disputes between the Jewish successor organizations and the Jewish communities in the Federal Republic. In accordance with their belief that there was no long-term future for Jewish life in Germany, many Jews outside the country, and with them the Jewish successor organizations, argued that only those properties essential for the communities’ day-to-day religious and cultural activities should be conserved. Other communal Jewish property, they contended, should benefit both individual Jews who had resettled elsewhere and the absorbing Jewish communities outside Germany. More specifically, they believed that communal property such as unutilized synagogue buildings should be relinquished, with a mechanism set up to allocate the income arising from such sales to those mentioned above. Naturally, this position was strongly opposed by the majority of the newly established Jewish communities in West Germany. Though they constituted only a small fraction of the once vital centers of German Jewish life, members of these communities fought to be recognized as the legal successors of the destroyed German Jewish communities in order to assert restitution claims with regard to synagogues, cemeteries, hospitals, old-age homes, and the like.63 This conflict produced the aforementioned trial between the JRSO and the Jewish community in Augsburg. In Munich, it is the dispute involving the Reichenbachschul that best illustrates the competing claims and interests of the Jewish communities in Germany and the international Jewish organizations.64

On the surface, the reopening of Munich’s restored synagogue at Reichenbachstrasse 27 in May 1947 suggests an amicable arrangement between the Jewish community leadership and the JRSO, which administered both the property expropriated from Jews murdered during the Nazi period and the assets of the Jewish communities in the American zone of occupation.65 In fact, the situation was far more complex. The American occupiers had confiscated the building upon their arrival in Munich, and they were the ones who granted permission to Munich’s Jewish community to renovate and reopen the synagogue. However, the question of ownership had not yet been resolved. In May 1948, in accordance with the U.S. restitution law enacted on November 10, 1947 (Military Government Law No. 59), documents were submitted to the Central Record Section by Felix Ascher, a dentist and former member of the National Socialist Party.66 According to Ascher, the communal property at Reichenbachstrasse 27 – comprising a building in front and a synagogue located in the rear, accessible through a courtyard – had been purchased by him on April 13, 1943. In his attached letter of intent, Ascher stressed that he had “acquired the property legally” and that the purchase had been made “not as part of certain aggression or in the course of an expropriation proceeding.” To be sure, Ascher “did not expect a continuation of ownership, as the Jewish community had already made significant investments since starting the renovation in 1945.” Rather, he was staking a claim for adequate compensation from the state, based on the aforementioned reasons.67

Toward the end of 1948, the board of the Jewish community in Munich filed an application for restitution of the property on Reichenbachstrasse 27.68 The timing was important, as Military Government Law No. 59 required that all claims for restitution within Bavaria be submitted to the appropriate authorities by December 31, 1948.69 This action went against a provisional agreement between the Jewish community and the JRSO, according to which “the JRSO would retain the title to all communal property but the communities would receive the usufruct of properties essential to their needs.”70 Countering the community’s application, the JRSO submitted its own claim for the title to the communal property. At a meeting called to arbitrate the dispute, which took place in April 1950, the JRSO (which continued to deny the right of postwar Jewish communities to be acknowledged as the lawful continuation of the former Jewish communities in Germany) and Munich’s Jewish community (at that point represented by the Bavarian State Association) agreed to work out the distribution of their mutual claims at a later point. In the end, the restitution court for Upper Bavaria (Wiedergutmachungsbehörde Oberbayern [WB I]) decided against Ascher and in favor of the two Jewish applicants, without stipulating which of the two was entitled to the property. It was then left for Munich’s Jewish community and the JRSO to resolve their ongoing conflict; as will be seen, other negotiations took precedence over this particular case, which meant that it was many months before a final agreement was reached.71

Upon its establishment in July 1950, the Central Council was faced with this and similar disputes between Jewish successor organizations and local Jewish communities.72 It criticized many of the arrangements that had been made between communal and global representatives as being biased toward the JRSO and other international Jewish community interests.73 Beyond this, the Central Council feared that a transfer of titles to the successor organizations could place it in a state of permanent dependency on German government subsidies and foreign Jewish organizations’ support. In an essay titled “The Gemeinde Problem,” Ayaka Takei describes how the newly formed Jewish communities were obliged to care for many old and sick members who had limited economic capabilities; this, she contends, was one of the factors underlying the communities’ claims for restitution of Jewish assets. The communities “resolutely refused to be seen as the recipients of ‘alms’ from the German states,” but rather “desired properties that would supply regular revenues and, if necessary, could be sold to cover debts.” The JRSO, for its part, contended that it was unjustified to transfer communal property that had belonged to large prewar German Jewish communities to the far smaller postwar communities – many of whose members were not even German, but rather East European Jews.74

Over time, however, the merging of East European Jewish refugees with German Jews served to enlarge and stabilize the Jewish communities. This development, which ran counter to the expectations of international Jewish organizations, eventually compelled them to reconsider their stance regarding the continued presence of Jews in Germany. This change in attitude was reflected in the final settlement between the JRSO and the Jewish community in Munich with regard to the Reichenbachschul. On January 15, 1953, after difficult negotiations and approximately half a year after the JRSO had closed a restitution settlement agreement with the Bavarian state,75 the successor organization and the Jewish community in Munich signed an agreement that assigned ownership of the synagogue to the local Jewish community.76 Ending eight years of dispute, the settlement provided a material base for communal Jewish activities in Munich, and this in turn strengthened the community’s sense of permanence.

Conclusion

By 1960, the Jewish community in Germany had essentially overcome its internal divisions regarding place and space. The competition between Jewish DPs and German Jews took place long before non-Jewish state authorities became interested in Jewish places as public representations of imagined Jewish-Gentile symbiosis and cosmopolitan tolerance; during the 1950s and 1960s, non-Jewish Germans and German local and federal state authorities rarely considered Jewish sites to be part of the national or local heritage. Yet under the radar, as it were, Jews in Germany were working to revive old Jewish places and create new ones. With the closing of the refugee camps, a majority of former Jewish DPs and “infiltrees” from Eastern Europe who were either unable or unwilling to emigrate joined the new communities founded by German Jews – adding a significant element to these new centers and ultimately convincing the international Jewish community that Jews were prepared to resettle in Germany. The global Jewish institutions’ acknowledgment of a Jewish presence in Germany provided the basis for improved relations among the various Jewish groups in Germany and also led to essential financial and practical support. Such support laid the foundation for Jewish structures that continue to exist.

The case of the Jewish community in Munich serves as an illustrative example for the successful rebuilding of a prewar center of Jewish life. A small number of German Jews established a community in 1945 that was later strengthened by the arrival of Jewish survivors from Eastern Europe. Together, they reclaimed one of the former Jewish community’s synagogues that, over time, evolved into a vibrant religious and cultural center.

To be sure, this successful project of historical recovery cannot be considered the norm. In many other German cities that had been home for centuries to continuous Jewish communities (Worms is one example), no such congregation was reorganized.77 In the immediate postwar period, some of these places still attracted the attention of individual Jews. However, in the absence of an active Jewish community, what remained of synagogues and other “identifiable” property, mainly real estate that had been owned by Jewish communities before 1933, was commonly abandoned – in many cases sold, or else simply left in ruins.

It was not until the 1960s that these sites once again came into focus. The rediscovery and subsequent preservation of Jewish sites on the part of city, state, and federal state authorities transformed them from neglected ruins into pieces of “heritage” or “historic monuments,” a process that accelerated after the collapse of Communism in 1989.78 The fall of the Iron Curtain also marked a historic moment for Germany’s Jewish communities, as the country’s Jewish population tripled as a result of the mass immigration of Jews from the former Soviet Union.79

Unlike the Jewish survivors in 1945, the post-Communist wave of Jewish immigrants from Eastern Europe found in Germany a network of Jewish communities that existed alongside sites of Jewish heritage that are often described as signifiers of successful rehabilitation and respectful mourning. Clearly, over the course of five decades, the Jewish landscape in Germany has changed dramatically: new forms of Jewishness have evolved with the institutional and physical construction of public Jewish spaces in Germany. Considering these developments, it will be telling how today’s generation of Jews in Germany and other European countries will answer the frequently renewed question – especially in an era of growing fundamentalist unrest –of whether to remain or to leave.
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“The Lord shall bring thee, and thy king which thou shalt set over thee, unto a nation which neither thou nor thy fathers have known” (Deut. 28:36).1 This verse – one of the most succinct of the numerous, diverse, and variously interpretable accounts of collective displacement and exile2 in the Hebrew Bible – is part of the list of curses (which are really threats) announced to the people of Israel near the end of Deuteronomy. The tirade, beginning with the words: “But it shall come to pass, if thou wilt not hearken unto the voice of the Lord they God…” (Deut. 28:15), follows a list of blessings to be granted if the people follow the divine commandments. Among these blessings is the promise of a place of their own, a home “in the land which the Lord sware unto thy fathers to give thee” (Deut. 6:10). Like the expulsion from paradise and the restless wanderings of Cain, who fears that he will be killed in exile by anyone who finds him (Gen. 4:14), exilic displacement is represented here as punishment, as a sorrowful stage. The threat of having to live in a foreign land, among a foreign people, is immediately followed by an ambiguous verse: “And thou shall become an astonishment, a proverb, and a byword among all the nations whither the Lord shall lead thee” (Deut. 28:37). The extent of this ambiguity is evidenced by the line’s divergent translations. In Martin Luther’s version, for example, the italicized words not only convey a curse and a punishment but, in connoting abjection and humiliation, are expressed in the most unforgiving terms: “Und wirst ein Scheusal [a horror] und ein Sprichwort [parable] und Spott [mockery].”

Yet the Hebrew wording “vehayita leshamah lemashal velishninah” allows for a less harsh reading. Luther’s grim language is undoubtedly colored by his hostile view of the Jews: in his eyes, the Jews were strangers who lived stiff-necked and unrepentant among the nations. In contrast, in Martin Buber’s German version of the Hebrew Bible, titled Die Schrift, which he translated together with Franz Rosenzweig, the verse reads: “Da wirst du zu einem Staunen,/zu Gleichnis und Witzwetzung….”3 With the exception of the curious onomatopoeic neologism Witzwetzung, this rendering is closer to the King James translation. Buber, evidently seeking to soften the threatened punishment, conveys the situation of the exiled and displaced as one that leads toward a new awareness and, in so doing, neutralizes – if not reverses – the negative judgment of a rootless people living among other peoples: thus, the “astonishment” that the strangers arouse also implies wonder, and perhaps even admiration. Moreover, unlike Luther’s “mockery” (Spott), the neologism Witzwetzung – literally, “a tongue-sharpening,” which is adapted from the expression “die Zunge wetzen” (to sharpen the tongue, in the sense of whetting or sharpening a [rhetorical] blade) – focuses on the “other nations” and suggests their murderous violence against the Jews living among them. Most notable, however, is Buber’s translation of the Hebrew mashal as “Gleichnis” (from gleich, meaning identical or similar), a term that evokes not only parable but also metaphor. This rendering of mashal as a neutral term – as a rhetorical figure of speech or as a concept – while not excluding the meaning of the deterrent example implied in the biblical curse, opens up the possibility of regarding Jewish displacement both in literal and in metaphorical terms and thereby granting the particular Jewish fate a universal range and significance.

Some biblical passages that deal with exile and displacement invite interpretations in the metaphysical-existential realm, others in the political one. Even if these two dimensions sometimes overlap, there are nevertheless fundamental differences between their levels of meaning.4 The expulsion from paradise lends itself to an understanding of exile as a universal conditio humana of the alienation of man from nature, from fellow man, and from God. By contrast, the passage in Deuteronomy in which the cursed and expelled people become an exception among other, “settled” nations that have their own respective homelands is addressed to a specific group, the Israelites, and wields political connotations of subjugation and powerlessness. Throughout the centuries, the Jews have indeed been the epitome of the displaced, wandering, and exposed stranger, the rootless intruders, or, given a positive twist – as has often happened in the modern philosophical and theoretical discourse that I address here – an example embodying the forfeiting of fixity, dominance, and ownership associated with territorial emplacement.

A positive understanding of Jewish exile is by no means exclusively a feature of modernity. Following the expulsion from the Iberian Peninsula, the metaphysical understanding of exile was extended and deepened, as a form of consolation, in the Lurianic Kabbalah. According to the Lurianic reading of exile, the “vessels of the world” (referring to a primal wholeness of divine creation) were now broken, and God himself had gone into exile together with his people; as such, the “fate of Israel” in all its terrible reality had in fact become “at bottom a symbol of the true state of being, yes even […] of divine Being.”5 In this strand of thought, so influential in modernist and postmodern theory, the situation of the Jewish people in exile corresponds to the situation of humanity expelled from paradise; likewise, it stands in symbolic opposition to the illusion of those who believe they can create a home on earth and who even claim particular territory as their property. Jewish exile, regardless of whether it is seen negatively (as the epitome of a reprehensible rootlessness) or positively (as a bearer of insight into the existential homelessness of mankind on earth), has over the centuries become the symbol and metaphor prefigured in Buber’s translation of mashal in the Book of Deuteronomy.

In modernity, Jewish exile, beyond being a theological, historical, and political issue, became a discursive theme, a literary motif, and a loaded philosophical concept. As an embodiment of discreditable rootlessness, it appears in the antisemitic depictions of the wandering, homeless outsider rejected from the nations of the earth.6 While the metaphorization of Jewish displacement in this context has played a part in anti-Jewish discourse, it has also led to reversal or subversion of such discourse. Forms of this inversion of negative assessment of the Jews’ lack of a specific place of their own are found in the writings of many modernist Jewish authors, among them Franz Rosenzweig, Walter Benjamin, Hannah Arendt, Lion Feuchtwanger, and Siegfried Kracauer. Rosenzweig famously criticizes those who are more attached to the land than to the very life of their people as a nation.7 In his view, the Jews are a people that truly becomes itself only in exile, first in Egypt and then in Babylon. The Jewish people do not dwell in a Jewish homeland; they do not settle in a particular place, as do other nations, but instead retain and preserve the freedom and mobility of the wanderer. The Jew is a faithful agent of his people only when he dwells in foreign lands and longs for the home he has left behind – in short, when he remains a stranger and outsider in the land he inhabits. Rosenzweig remains to this day one of the best-known pre-Holocaust precursors of a positive approach to Jewish exile, which is conceived as an alternative to territorial nationalism.8

The critical potential of this attitude is particularly evident in the post-Second World War period. After the years of National Socialism, it was hardly surprising that the idea of the Jew as homeless, eternal wanderer would activate the notion of an intellectual rootedness that was embedded in the law, the word, and the letter – that is, an alternative to a rootedness that was national or geographic. The old motif of the wandering Jew was again taken up, albeit now under different circumstances, and viewed as being disruptive of nationalisms, whatever their origin. Those who appeal to the centuries-old narrative of Jewish displacement seek, on the one hand, to reverse the hostile view of the rootless Jewish people and, on the other, to propagate a universally valid alternative – and even counterforce – to ideologies of “blood and soil” and ultimately to all nationalist identity politics. The simultaneity of these concerns raises fundamental questions: How can Jewish exile be presented as a positive, indeed an exemplary displacement and extraterritoriality, in light of the Jewish past, which includes a long and bloody history of suffering in consequence of their lacking a “proper place”? And how can the concept of non-identity, which is closely linked to the idea of not identifying with a place, be conceived through recourse to a particular identity?

The motif of an exemplary and “positive” Jewish homelessness is found, in numerous variations and modalities, in many writings from the second half of the 20th century. Thinkers dealing with this subject range from Jean-Paul Sartre, Emmanuel Levinas, and Maurice Blanchot to Bernard Henri-Lévy, François Lyotard, Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe, Jean-Luc Nancy, Edward Said, George Steiner, and Jacques Derrida; there are also numerous literary analyses.9 Some writings focus on the idea of an actual, existing Jewish people with a history and tradition, either carrying the message of or – and already this is a major difference – embodying rootlessness as a universal value. Others, in contrast, offer purely metaphorical references to Jewish rootlessness, in which concrete manifestations of Jewishness are not only unnecessary but even a hindrance to or in conflict with the dissolution of a “localized” identity. Different situations, depending on who is speaking, and where and when the discussion takes place, and different levels of metaphorization – from model and example to symbol and metaphor – produce starkly different conceptions.

A prime example of questionable universalization of Jewish exile on the part of a post-1945 Jewish thinker is undoubtedly George Steiner. In his article “A Kind of Survivor” (1965), which is dedicated to Elie Wiesel Steiner writes:

The rootlessness of the Jew, the cosmopolitanism denounced by Hitler, Stalin, […] is historically an enforced condition […]. But though uncomfortable in the extreme, this condition is, if we accept it, not without a larger meaning […]. Nationalism is the venom of the age […]. Even if it be against his harried will, his weariness, the Jew – or some Jews at least – may have an exemplary role. To show that whereas trees have roots, men have legs and are each other’s guests […]. Even a Great Society is a bounded, transient thing compared to the free play of the mind and the anarchic discipline of its dreams.10

Moshe Idel, the most important scholar of Kabbalah writing today (he is often regarded as Gershom Scholem’s successor, albeit in many ways a renegade one), criticizes Steiner’s position for being ahistorical and for falsifying the Jewish tradition and history. In a polemical analysis of Steiner’s oeuvre, Idel criticizes his notion of a “Jewish spirit” as essentialism and illegitimate metaphorization, arguing that Steiner’s recourse to the topos of Jews as “People of the Book” is not only a false transfiguration that fails to do justice to Jewish life in terms of ritual and community alike, but also an idea that continues to have effect only as a construct of modern intellectuals, with no actual relationship to living Judaism.11 His criticism of Steiner’s view of Jewish exile is similarly harsh: “Few Jews,” states Idel, “ever imagined peregrination as more than a simple curse, reminiscent of the wandering Cain. To say otherwise is, from a historical point of view, sheer distortion or anachronism. Jews were no more enamored of the concept of the homo viator than were medieval Christians or Muslims.”12 Yet this critique, however justified as it may be historically, implies a general rejection of any continuation of the Jewish tradition under the conditions, demands, and values of modernity. Rather than examining the historical authenticity of Steiner’s claim, I will consider his statement in terms of its rhetorical gesture.

Steiner’s rhetoric is seductive. For him, the specific historical position of the Jew, that is, as one who is rootless, represents a universalist – and apparently universal – ethics. However, this ethics, explicitly directed against Heidegger’s “rhetoric of dwelling” and sense of home,13 would also have to reject the idea that the Jews are the exemplary nation of the rootless, an idea that this ethics in fact holds onto. Steiner was evidently aware of the problem, for he relativized it with the addition in the quote above of the words “at least some Jews.” If not the Jews as such, but only “some Jews” embody the function of rootlessness, then it remains an open question what the reference to Jews can still mean. Is this role freely chosen by Jews and must it be defended, or does it fall to them as Jews, in the name of an unexamined adherence to the Jewish people or its tradition? Furthermore, in Steiner’s exposition, a violent historical uprooting flows seamlessly into the beautiful rootlessness of the free-floating intellect, dissolving history into myth. Doubt is thereby also cast over the range and overall tendency of Steiner’s polemic: his blurring of the distinction between enforced exile and cosmopolitanism, as well as his self-affirming idea of an exemplary role for his own people, enfeeble his polemic against the poison of an exclusionary nationalism.

Unlike Steiner, Bernard-Henri Lévy, another post-Shoah advocate of Jewish exilic identity who wrote on the subject in the 1970s, appeals not to the myth of the Wandering Jew, but more directly to the biblical tradition and its universalist message: “One grasps nothing of the greatness of the biblical message if one believes one sees chauvinism, nationalism in an election whose first concern is to snatch the object away from its timeless locality, its archaic geographies, its savage, unmediated rootednesses, which are always and unavoidably the origin of cruelty.”14 Lévy offers a powerful critique of the bond with the soil; however, like Steiner, he becomes caught in the paradox of wanting to oppose the ideology of a potentially violent, exclusionary, and sacrificial nationhood in the name of a communal identity that is also a nation. Certainly, neither Steiner nor Lévy is interested in geographical roots, yet their arguments remain tied to a way of thinking that, in the name of a particular mythic, biblical, or transhistorical tradition, is presented as a model for general modes of human behavior.

Emmanuel Levinas presents a conception of Jewish exile that is more complex than either Steiner’s or Lévy’s, in that it is simultaneously more far-reaching and more deeply contradictory. Levinas’ thinking is in many ways focused on an ethics of uprootedness. The core of his philosophy, namely, the constitution of ethical subjectivity by means of exposure to “the face of the other” (la face de l’autre), is presented in terms of a model of (metaphorical) exile in which the face of the other forces the subject out of his self-absorption and shatters every notion of autonomy. For Levinas the subject is not grounded in itself but is constituted by the other. It is therefore not self-contained, not at home in itself but “resides” in exile. In his philosophical texts, Levinas goes no further than this abstract conception of subjectivity in terms of exteriority. In his “confessional” or “Jewish” writings, however – particularly in Difficult Freedom: Essays on Judaism (1990) – this universal structure corresponds to the biblical message embodied by Abraham, who, unlike Odysseus, does not return home but instead hearkens to the call of God, the call of the absolute Other, and forever leaves behind the land of his birth. In his essay “Heidegger, Gagarine et nous,” Levinas draws an explicit analogy between the structure of subjectivity and the Jewish foundation myth in Abraham’s departure from the land of his ancestors. For Steiner, the message of Judaism is opposed to Heidegger’s notion of dwelling, which the latter conceives in terms of the “thrownness” (Geworfenheit) of man. Levinas” praise of Jewish rootlessness, for which he uses the terms “exile” and “exteriority” interchangeably, is directed against Heidegger’s idea of a bond to a place, that is, to what Heidegger calls “soil” (Boden or Erde), a rootedness that Levinas ascribes to paganism and which he regards as a nationalism of “cruelty and pitilessness.”15 Levinas characterizes Judaism, in contrast to Heidegger’s pagan rootedness, as a deterritorialized community, one enlivened rather than deracinated by a certain groundlessness and displacement: “The constitution of a real society is an uprooting – the end of an existence in which the ‘being-at-home’ is absolute.”16 For Levinas, a detachment from this bond is the basic condition of all ethics and politics: “One’s implementation in a landscape, one’s attachment to Place, without which the universe would become insignificant and would scarcely exist, is the very splitting of humanity into natives and strangers.” In other words, the “spirits of the Place,” the genius loci, are “dangerous.”17

“Judaism,” Levinas writes, “has always been free with regard to place.”18 For Levinas, this negation of rootedness is at the core of one of the universal messages of Judaism. He turns this message into a fundamental distinction between Judaism and Christianity; this distinction, in its different approaches, correlates to that between spirit and letter of the law. Aside from its pagan residues, Christian doctrine represents for Levinas a false conception of Jewish loyalty to the letter. The latter refers “not [to] the subordination of the spirit to the letter, but the substitution of the letter for the soil.”19 When Levinas identifies this counter-position to rootedness as being the actual message of Judaism, the contradiction between the universalist tendency of his philosophical writings and his privileging of the Jewish tradition of thought in his “confessional writings” becomes quite evident. He emphatically distinguishes between the idea of Jewish exile as suggested by the Abraham story and Heidegger’s concept of “thrownness.” In contrast to Heidegger’s idea of existence as fate, Abraham, as Levinas sees him, assumes of his own free will the responsibility of departing from the land of his ancestors. Thus Levinas, unlike Steiner, distinguishes emphatically between voluntary uprooting, which he affirms, and historical enforced exile.

In Levinas, as in Steiner and Lévy, the universalization of Jewish exile appears partly as a contradictory discourse of “national self-affirmation.” For other thinkers, such as Sartre, Blanchot, and Lyotard, it repeatedly assumes features of a questionable appropriation of a philosophical notion dedicated to surrender of ownership, particularly a territorial one, which is associated with domination and ultimately with the violence of exclusion. The positive inversion of the old stereotype of the rootless Jew finds expression in Sartre’s work in his determination of consciousness as a mode of being that is “for-itself ” (pour-soi). Contrary to the “in-itself ” (en-soi), consciousness is always already marked by self-distance, which Sartre, referring explicitly to Jewish exile, describes as “diasporic.”20 In his Anti-Semite and Jew: Reflections on the Jewish Question (1946), Sartre notoriously defined Jewishness as a characteristic ascribed to the Jew by a hostile outside perspective, thereby denying Jews any autonomy, tradition, or self-determination. Sartre retracted this position years later, albeit half-heartedly. Yet he nevertheless made a considerable contribution to the inversion of Jewish exile into a universal mode of existence. In his work, Sartre comes close to but ultimately avoids a metaphorical appropriation of Jewish exile: in his definition of consciousness, he implies no concrete identification between universal human consciousness and Jewish exile, but instead merely sketches a structural analogy.

The case of Blanchot is different. He, not least under the influence of his friend Levinas, stages a complex complicity between literature and Jewishness. Here, unlike in Lévy and Levinas, the placeless, rootless Jew is no longer the bearer of a message to humanity; instead, he is explicitly a metaphor in which the Jews’ active participation, even their concrete presence altogether, disappears. In an implicit dialogue with Levinas, Blanchot shifts, ever so slightly yet nonetheless significantly, Levinas’ conception of a universally valid “ethic of rootlessness” proclaimed by Jews, transforming it into a “poetics of wandering” that he associates metaphorically with Jewish exile.21 For Blanchot, as for Levinas, the latter exile stands in opposition to the pagan fixation on place and dwelling. However, while Levinas argues against attachment to soil from an ethical perspective, Blanchot does so in the name of literature. For Blanchot, literature stands for a language that resists any kind of use: such language is without foundation and telos, its routes are detours without goal or purpose, and thus, according to Blanchot, it can be described with the metaphor of the Jewish people wandering in the desert.22 In a critical comment to Blanchot on this equation, Levinas notes that, in the desert, the Jews had also entered into a covenant with God and became a nation. Yet this criticism hardly undermines Blanchot’s metaphorical construction: in his theory of literary language, figurative discourse is not obliged to any external reality. In Blanchot’s view, such discourse is therefore more authentic than the conceptual language of philosophy, because it admits referential failure from the start. Since it is a performative and destabilizing act, a metaphor is itself a form of deterritorialization. It is hardly surprising that Blanchot identifies the ethics of uprootedness, which Levinas ascribes to Jews, as “nomadic,” thereby eliding the suffering associated with exile that runs through Jewish history: “If Judaism is destined to take on a meaning for us, it is indeed by showing that, at whatever time, one must be ready to set out, because to go out (to step outside) is the exigency from which one cannot escape if one wants to maintain the possibility of a just relation. The exigency of uprooting; the affirmation of nomadic truth.”23

In his reflections on uprootedness, Blanchot explicitly admits his indebtedness to Levinas. He asserts, however, as Sarah Hammerschlag explains, that Jewish resistance to place “appears now as a series of tropes, metaphors for human tendencies that can be disengaged from their proper referent.”24 In other words, Jewish displacement, or rather placelessness, becomes a pure metaphor of the negation of any identity and belonging whatsoever, a “necessity of foreignness” (exigence de l’étrangeté), which, according to Blanchot, unfolds in the prefix of “the words exile, exodus, exteriority, and étrangeté.”25 The sliding shift of these concepts is itself what Blanchot would term a performative act, one subverting the foundations of referential language. Metaphor is itself “like” the exiled Jew: a disturbing stranger, an intruder in a foreign context. It is “impropre” in the sense of “out of place” (un-eigentlich), that is, itself astray and confusing the order of identities: the Jew as metaphor, the metaphor as Jew. In this circular argument, the very exteriority that Blanchot promotes is at risk of being lost.

As metaphor of the “non-selfsame,” the non-identical, Jewish exile has its apotheosis in Jean-François Lyotard’s Heidegger et les “juifs” (1988). In his distinction between “juifs” and Juifs (the latter capitalized and without quotation marks) he distinguishes between the exilic “jew” as a metaphor for non-identity and the historical Jews. The meaning of “jews” for Lyotard is most succinctly defined in his description of the “fate of this non-nation of survivors. Jews and non-Jews whose being together is owed to no authenticity of an original root, but to the sin of a never-ending anamnesis.”26 For Lyotard, Jews who describe themselves as such are bad “jews,” insofar as they claim an identity for themselves yet do not fulfil, as good “jews” should, the commandment of remembering a sublime unsayability, an “immemoriality” of the radically (divine) Other. Instead, such “jews” insist on a referential or narrative recourse to their particular history.27 Lyotard later retracted this approach, ascribing it to the haste and urgency with which he wrote the text at the time of the first major revelations of Heidegger’s involvement with Nazism. In later writings he replaces his earlier metaphorization of the Jew as “jew” with a rather stereotypical praise of Jews as the “people of the letter.”28 He compares their injunction and practice of endless commenting on and interpreting of texts to the eternal wandering of exile, in that such acts never definitively arrive at a goal. In other words, the general structure of non-arrival at a fixed place is already implied in Jewish exegesis of Scripture; although Lyotard, in his later writings, rehabilitates “capitalized” Jews and their tradition, his writings as a whole obliterate the historical experience of exile and obscure its hardships.

At first glance, Blanchot’s and Lyotard’s ahistorical views of purely metaphorical Jewish displacement would seem to resemble those of Jacques Derrida. However, something fundamentally different occurs in Derrida’s writings about Jewishness as a figure of place and rootlessness and, more generally, about the Jew as embodiment of non-identity. To begin, Derrida drives the idea of exemplarity as such into an aporia that uproots itself. In a conversation about his relationship to Judaism he writes:

If the self-identity of the Jews or Jewry consists of … a certain non-self-identity – then it is the case that the more one suppresses self-identity and says: ‘My own identity consists in not being identical with myself, in being a stranger, not corresponding to myself,’ etc., then one is all the more Jewish! And at that moment the word, the attribute ‘Jewish’ […], the logical proposition ‘I am a Jew’ is robbed of all certainty, is swept away in a claim, a demand, an outbidding without end.29

In these lines Derrida “performs” the exteriority that risks becoming lost in Blanchot’s argument. What Derrida calls an “outbidding without end” corresponds in its logical structure to the groundlessness that characterizes the figure of the Jew as ultimately placeless and exiled. However, this attribute is in turn called into question by its lack of grounding, and so on ad infinitum. In this structure of infinite regress, Derrida sees an opening to an ethical position whose starting point is no longer a rootedness in a stable identity or in an identity that has such a foundation as its goal, but instead grows out of this dizzying abyss and remains oriented toward it, in infinite movement.

To better understand this dynamic, it may be helpful to consider Jonathan Boyarin’s critique of Derrida’s views. In his work Thinking in Jewish (1996), Boyarin is critical of Derrida’s blindness to the particularity of Jewish difference, which, for Derrida, is constituted by the Jews’ “diasporic experience” and the concrete historical legacy generated by this mode of existence. “Allegorizing all difference into a univocal difference,” Boyarin writes, “is to be blind to concrete particularity.”30 He claims that the Jews invoked by Derrida – as well as by other French thinkers such as Lyotard and Nancy – stand for an abstract, “paradigmatic Other” because of their importance for European modernism. Boyarin notes that Freud, Benjamin, Kafka, Adorno, Arendt, Celan, and the like are not “the Jews” as such; they are not representative of actual Jews, yet for these French thinkers they serve as figures that embody the abstraction of self-difference. Boyarin traces the role of the Jew as ultimate disturber of the universal – which he equates with Christianity – to the apostle Paul, for whom, paradoxically, the Jews becoming “good Jews” meant precisely their renouncing of their specific difference. Boyarin’s critique is not directed solely at the figure of the “paradigmatic Other” that ignores the concrete particularity of the “real” Jews. For Boyarin, the act of metaphorization is in itself problematic, since it robs those who claim a historically rooted identity of their specificity. That the Jews are turned into parable is, to Boyarin, itself a curse. “Real Jews,” he concludes, “end up as metaphor” and lose all relationship to their concrete historical and cultural experience and tradition.

Boyarin’s critique does not quite do justice to Derrida’s approach to Jewish exile. Being neither a historian who stays with the concrete particular nor a traditional philosopher who aims at universal abstractions, Derrida thematizes – and, in his mode of writing, enacts – the passages and breaks that occur when concrete experiences, specific situations, and particular linguistic forms become general possibilities. In their continuous shifting of registers between philosophical conceptualization and personal narration, Derrida’s writings in many ways resemble literature. Far from disposing of concrete historical experience, Derrida introduces his own history into his theoretical reflections. He interweaves these reflections with personal memories of his childhood in Algiers and his early, traumatic experiences of anti-Jewish discrimination, which he describes as the autobiographical origin of his critique of all affirmations of national belonging, particularly those related to territorial claims. In Derrida’s writings, the interplay of his aporetic uprooting of metaphor and the referential narration of his own experiences makes possible the expression of a keenly engaging figure of thought about Jewish exile, namely, a figure that refuses Jewishness as a construction of closed identity yet simultaneously bears in mind its history of suffering in exile.

Even more powerfully than Derrida, Paul Celan questions and undoes the destructive effect of metaphorization on the perception of the singularity of phenomena. In a letter to Peter Szondi he writes: “This whole metaphor-trend comes from the same direction: something is turned into a figure of speech in order to get rid of it, something is visualized that one doesn’t want to believe, acknowledge.”31 It would be possible to read this statement in the same way as Boyarin’s, that is, as a critique of the loss of the concrete that results from turning Jews into a metaphor, but – unlike Boyarin, and more akin to Derrida – Celan unhinges the tropes and metaphors in such a way that even in their negation they open up into a universal significance and at the same preserve the singularity of the Jewish experience of exile.

In a poem titled “Mit uns” written on 9 April 1966, which concludes the cycle “Eingedunkelt” (Darkening Light), published in 1968, Celan envisions Jewish exile very much in the same way as the other authors considered here. As with other thinkers who regard the Jew as the embodiment of displacement, Celan associates both belonging to a place and rootedness with Heidegger and, beyond that, with the “blood and soil” ideology of National Socialism. For Celan, too, the alternative to this dangerous rootedness is associated with text and letter. Yet for him there is neither transfiguration nor self-affirmation. Simultaneously, he blocks the paths to appropriation and, above all, enacts an irrefutable resistance to the forgetting of suffering, in particular, the suffering resulting from displacement:


Mit uns, den

Umhergeworfenen, dennoch

Fahrenden:

Der eine

unversehrte,

nicht usurpierbare,

aufständische

Gram.



[With us, those/thrown about, nevertheless/traveling://The sole/unscathed,/ non-appropriable,/ defiant/grief]32

In a short, two-part sentence lacking any verbs, Celan speaks as “we” (or “us”), and says what or how it is “with us.” The intertextual reference to Heidegger’s “Being-with” (Mitsein) becomes more explicit in the second line, where the collectivity he refers to as “we” is defined: the we/us are the “thrown about, nevertheless.” “We” are, and also are not, the Heideggerian thrown, those thrown into the world as being. “We” are, rather, “thrown about” – thrown from one place to the next, displaced, hunted, and expelled. “We” are, above all, those who nevertheless, despite the trauma of persecution and expulsion, eschew searching for a homeland and resist the yearning for a dwelling that would ward off the existential condition of “thrownness.” “We” are those who in the “nevertheless” defy that consolation, who turn the passivity of having been thrown by fate and history into a self-determined action: “We” become the “travelers” (die Fahrenden). They could be Rilke’s “fahrendes Volk,” the circus people, the artists and vagabonds, those unsettled and unplaced, melancholy yet freely chosen, nomadic wanderers. But Celan’s “travelers” draw their significance from the resistance evoked in the “nevertheless.” Unlike Rilke’s travelers, Celan’s are the expelled and hunted who nevertheless withstand the temptation of being in place, who withstand it in their self-determined traveling as resistance against emplacement. This resistance rests on the only persistent, undiminished certainty that remains:


The sole

unscathed

non-appropriable,

defiant

grief.



It is the insurmountable defiant grief uniting anger and mourning that binds these travelers and accompanies them. It does not stand for them metaphorically and it defines no identity; rather, it is with them. It is neither to be used nor to be appropriated (as a metaphoric undoing of particularity would have it); it stands upright amidst all movement; it stands, as in the poem written two years later, “At no time, lasting grief,”33 against the “mimeticists,” who “no matter how lettered,” never wrote a word “that rebels.” The sorrow called up in “Mit uns” is as defiant as the letter of this poem in which Gram, grief, and Grammaton, the Greek word for letter, come together; the concrete and singular reality of the poem is open to all fellow travelers who are touched by it.

Against the problematic metaphorization (and celebration) of Jewish exile developed to various degrees in the discourse of the thinkers discussed above – a discourse that negates the suffering resulting from the concrete exile constituting the Jewish experience – Celan’s poem exemplifies how Jewish wandering, the rejection of territorial rootedness, can be presented as positive, indeed exemplary displacement while at the same time commemorating the painful history of Jewish exile.


Coda

Current discursive developments in European thought with respect to Jews and place have become increasingly political, though in a different context than that in which the “Jewish question” played out in earlier times, notably under National Socialism. Today, an affirmative discourse of exemplary Jewish exile is conducted, as might be expected, in the context of a critique of Zionism. In this discourse, the figure of thought in question – that of the Jew who identifies himself as Jewish – cannot live up to the metaphorical “jew” and is taken to its radical conclusion: the call for a new Jew who is no longer Jewish in any concrete, religious, cultural, or historical sense. Simultaneously, the metaphor is reinvested with political reality: the idea of exile as the core of Jewishness is deployed against its contemporary Zionist “falsification.” One can find this line of thought among numerous thinkers of otherwise often divergent views, for instance, Judith Butler and Alain Badiou.34 In her book Parting Ways, Butler, who otherwise questions any identity based upon essential characteristics, attributes to the Jews as such a propensity for living in exile. Similarly, in her article “Who Owns Kafka?” she avers that “the exilic is proper to Judaism and even to Jewishness.”35 Butler correlates this characteristic with Kafka’s mode of writing, which she rightly calls “a poetics of non-arrival”; likewise, she sets this characteristic against the Zionist self-conception of an arrival and homecoming of Jews in the land of Israel: “What I hope to show is that a poetics of non-arrival pervades this work and affects, if not afflicts his love letters, his parables about journeys, and his explicit reflections on both Zionism and the German language.”36 Butler convincingly describes Kafka’s writing in terms of an infinite deferral; however, her own political interpretation of this mode of writing and its alleged incompatibility with Zionism (as ultimate “arrival”) is not only stated without doubt or hesitation but also ends up in a fixed and immutable position. In short, Butler’s harnessing of Kafka onto a set political “location” contradicts her praise of his “writing of non-arrival.”

Far more dubious statements, however, are presented in the writings of one of today’s most prominent contemporary thinkers, Alain Badiou. In his polemics against Jewish particularism – a project conducted in the name of a universalism inspired by the apostle Paul – Badiou calls for the “word ‘Jew,’ ” which he considers to be an invention of Hitler, to be abolished altogether. Badiou is no longer concerned with a surrender of an identity; for him, the Jew is also no longer either the exemplary embodiment of exile or the metaphor of de-territorialization par excellence. Instead, the Jew is – rather astonishingly – the name of “a new place” yet to be created (un nouveau lieu à créer).37 This place refers to a “new Palestine,” but since, for Badiou, “Palestine represents not only a local situation but stands in as a symbol of all humanity,”38 it also carries a wider, metaphorical meaning. In line with Paul, whom Badiou calls the ultimate Jew (juif entre les juifs),39 the Jew is supposed to stand for a “Jewishly located universalism” (un universalisme de site juif ),40 in which, as Paul proclaimed in his new doctrine, there are, paradoxically, “neither Jews nor Greeks” any more. “If we have to create a new place” (Si nous avons à créer un nouveau lieu), Badiou writes, “this is because we must create a new Jew” (c’est parce que nous avons à créer un nouveau juif.)41 Satisfying this imperative would not only solve the question of the reality, metaphoricity or exemplarity of Jewish exile; it would solve the “Jewish question” altogether.
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It may be argued that the past is a country from which we have all emigrated, that its loss is part of our common humanity – Salman Rushdie, Imaginary Homelands1

We children of the future, how could we be at home in this time of today! – Friedrich Nietzsche, Die fröhliche Wissenschaft2

Awakening nostalgia indicates the beginning of homecoming – Jacob Taubes, Abendländische Eschatologie3

Strange Places

Writing in 1947, Jacob Taubes, who had fled his native Vienna a decade earlier to settle in Zurich, linked home and homecoming to eschatology. From the end of time, there awakens a desire for familiar places; as the world darkens, man is heimgeholt, brought home to existence. And as the human mind contemplates the end of things, it yearns to know its beginnings. “In the eschaton,” writes Taubes, “history transcends its limits and becomes recognizable to itself.” Because history knows of the first and of the last, it knows direction and thus knows the world as a “labyrinth,” a “place of errantry,” a strange place, whose uncharted lands are not marginal realms but rather belong to its “inner constitution.”4 Knowing strangeness, like knowing error, is the beginning of orientation.

Strangeness, according to Taubes, is the Urwort, the archetypal word of eschatology and apocalyptic thinking. There is no good English rendering for the German die Fremde; it is the uncanny space, the somewhere-other, the elsewhere that is incongruent with familiar places, the actual somewhere in which strangeness manifests itself.5 All apocalypse, for Taubes, is a story of homecoming, for it seeks to convert the labyrinth space of strangeness into a world of enduring signs of direction.

And thus, strangeness, paradoxically, is also the beginning – the Urwort – of history: “History is the illuminated path into the world, through the world, out of the world.”6 As with its end, the beginning of history is marked by homesickness, nostalgia, the experience of the “surrounding strangeness of the Here,” the recognition of oneself as homeless; it begins with forgetfulness turned re-remembrance. “With the realization of the stranger as a stranger,” writes Taubes, “begins the way of return.”7 This realization is both an “uncovering” (Enthüllung) and a “turning” (Umkehr); it is apocalypse, revelation, and at the same time introspection, remorse, a recognition that the familiar is not within reach, but beyond: “Life in the world is strange, the homeland of life is beyond the world.”8

Present Places

The course of history, then, pierces the strangeness of the world without truly remaining in the world. In history, writes Taubes, the human “thrownness” (Geworfenheit) into the world’s necessary worldliness becomes design (Ent-wurf).9 Like Hegel, who dismissed “space” as an “empty, dead element” whose sameness can produce only “fixed, dead sentences” and concepts that are “inert and lifeless,”10 Taubes presupposed the muteness of nature, which, for Hegel, was but “the stage subordinated to world history.”11 And like Martin Heidegger, whose idiom he feverishly imitated, Taubes recognized the “thrownness” into the world as primordial anxiety, the self-abandonment of Dasein to a world constituted by space.12 The experience of the world’s “aroundness” shapes, for Heidegger, the “spatiality” of Dasein. The proximity, however, of what is “ready-to-hand” gives space its definite “there” and “yonder,” a sense that things “belong somewhere.” Belonging somewhere and belonging-to (Zugehörigkeit) arrange the world into regions and rooms of “inconspicuous familiarity.”

Being-in-the-world, argues Heidegger, is the disclosure of space through both de-severance (Ent-fernung, literally the removal of distance) and directionality (Ausrichtung, literally the giving of direction, or orientation). The paradox, for Heidegger, of thinking the remote is not only that it renders distance a present place, but also that present places cannot be conceived without distance. De-severance discloses remoteness, and it is by means of directionality that circumspection – the eye seeking orientation – turns the homogenous, selfsame world of nature into Umwelt, the world around us, a world both infinitely remote and circumscribing our present place. Thus, space ceases to be space-as-such (“der” Raum); it exists only in between places, between limits and boundaries; it exists only as space-in-between (Zwischenraum), as something “for which there is room” (etwas Eingeräumtes). “Spaces,” writes Heidegger in opposition to Kant, “receive their essence from places, not from space-as-such.”13 But like the bridge, which is at once place and in between places, space “gathers” (versammelt) the near and the far. It is a place to which “there” and “yonder” equally belong and which belongs equally to the places here and there. Our circumspective being-in-the-world, the disclosure of aroundness through direction, frees the spatial belonging-somewhere of proximity. De-severance renders the remote familiar, and space, which is perceived as the random presence of things, is not only disclosed through its in-betweenness but co-disclosed (miterschlossen) by the places it gathers and circumscribes.14 Similarly, Ernst Cassirer writes of the intuiting of space: “Here distance is posited, but by this very positing it is in a sense surpassed.”15 Spatial presence, then, turns to co-presence, aroundness becomes the simultaneity of de-severed things, a simultaneity of remoteness and proximity.

In similar fashion, Taubes’ notion of the apocalyptic is characterized by both remoteness and presence. To the apocalyptic mind, the unknown Beyond becomes more familiar than the Here. From the Beyond shines forth a familiar light to penetrate and weaken the order of the Here, which is also a Now, a this-worldly present, becoming ever more strange and uncanny in the light of elsewhere, yet remaining also familiar as the around that is here. “From every present point,” writes Johann Gustav Droysen in a letter of 1857, “…a beam of light, illuminated by our science, shines backward into the night of the past.”16 All history, for Droysen (as for Hegel, whom he seeks to defy), must originate in the present, while uncovering a latent present, as it were, whose strangeness intervenes in the familiarity of the Now. To the historian, the present is not yet present. It remains, as Ernst Bloch would later write, a present-to-be-done, a Now in need of actualization (unerledigte Aktualität). What makes the present not yet present, to Bloch, is not the fleetingness of the instant, but the fact that the present is “tinged by space,” not yet time but rather a “simultaneous side by side,” as expressed by the phrase Zugleich-Zeit, unable to separate past and future ages. “The present,” writes Bloch, “is no space-less Now, but this room, this stove, near or far, this view of the street, this landscape, in short, the spatial ensemble of the particular-at-that-time without which there would be no present at-once.”17 Only through the alienation of space from its own spatial qualities –only through “concrete utopia” and “utopian inmembering” (Eingedenken) – can there emerge “another space,” the conversion of world-space into time-space, into history as the anticipatory illumination of the “unfinished in the past.”18

Placelessness

Utopian or – as in Taubes – apocalyptic thought can be seen as a protest against the present, the transformation of the present into another space, its “othering” and estrangement in turn presupposing the “self-othering” of the apocalyptic self. Hegel’s becoming-another-to-oneself (Sichanderswerden) had been the condition for a self that could posit itself in pure cognition. Through self-othering the spirit could undergo Umbildung – radical transformation. Taubes attaches estrangement to the historical self and speaks of “alienation” in search of a present that would become a “place of revolution.”19 Likewise, Bloch pursues an ontology of the anticipatory Beyond, which encompasses a topography of revolution (Umwälzung) in which every present Now is at once assured and put in question by the Tomorrow, the morning of the to-come. Concrete utopia, for Bloch, is no placeless dream, nor a dreamlike place without reality, but a dreaming forward – daydreaming, as he calls it – an “overstepping” (Überschreiten) of the spatial present without its denial, “transcending without transcendence.”20 Franz Rosenzweig, echoing the universal discomfort with the mere “negation” of utopias, championed the idea of “actualizing” a utopia that “knows that its nowhere is not somewhere but here.”21 Utopia is counter-space, the proximity of radical otherness.

In his Revolution (1912), Gustav Landauer wrote of utopia as the “limit between two topias” and of revolution, accordingly, as “transition” (Übergang). Revolutions, Landauer argued, do not occur in particular time-spans, but rather across spaces of time, leaping forward, from a distant Zeitraum, across centuries, toward the future.22 Revolutions imagine and remember distant places. All humankind, writes Landauer, emerges from the depth of time of placeless (bodenlos) existence. It emerges from the “vastness of space, from the unending, restless, and innumerable.” A human being is always “other,” always transient, always “metabolism.” What keeps it together and acts as an “invisible” principle of formation, as its conscientia et causa sui – this is remembrance.23

Taubes saw humanity’s original placelessness epitomized and eternalized in the people that would itself become the “place of revolution.” Because the people Israel is “uprooted” from space, freed from the “power of origin,” everywhere a “stranger,” contrary to the world, it engenders Landauer’s revolutionary utopia: “Israel is the restless element in world history, the fermenting substance, from which history is created.”24 Dispossessed and, as the Jewish historian Shmuel Trigano recently wrote, divested of its territorial autochthony, Israel possesses placeless memory, shattering the boundaries of nature and death.25 Israel re-remembers its strangeness in a strange world; it turns, returns, finds refuge in eternity – for it is remembrance that lies “outside of time,” allowing us to see time’s fleetingness. History, as Hannah Arendt argued, is the simultaneous recognition of mortality and the quest for permanence. Remembrance arrests the perishability of all human deeds, makes them at home in the world of everlastingness. But this home, as Arendt (invoking Rainer Maria Rilke) writes, has no correlate in the world of things: “Immortality or imperishability, if and when it occurs at all, is homeless.”26

Other Spaces

Michel Foucault’s landmark lecture of 1967, “Des Espaces Autres,” which helped usher in the so-called “spatial turn” of the past decades, now takes on the contours of a longer intellectual tradition. His declamatory line that “the present epoch will perhaps be above all the epoch of space” must be seen in the context of history’s struggle not only against the anxiety of space, but also against itself. Barbara Mann’s terse formulation, “the end of history, the beginning of space,” aptly characterizes this new trend: The decline of history and historiography, she argues, gave birth not only to memory but also to its sites.27 Yet the end of history was already Hegel’s idiom, inscribed already in history’s birth, foreshadowed in its course. The end of history, for Hegel, lay in history’s self-recognition. It marked the turn from self-othering to the becoming-oneself (Sichselbstwerden). History nears its end in disclosure, an uncovering, or – as Taubes would say – apocalypse. Hegel was a profoundly cyclical thinker not because he believed in the eternal recurrence of the same, but because he refused to acknowledge history’s own sacred principle: the one-timeness of its irreversible one-thing-after-another. Into the “bacchantic tumble” of fleeting things, as the Phenomenology puts it, into the very “liquidity” of time, which Zygmunt Bauman would later describe as “nature of the present,” steps a self that “remembers and preserves.”28 The dialectical return of the past displaces the principle of history with a principle of its own: the presentness of the spirit. The end of history, then, is not its abrupt cessation, but its dissolution into simultaneous now-time. Here begins Bloch’s Zugleich-Zeit, a time tinged by the timeless endurance and co-presence of other spaces. “We are in an epoch of simultaneity,” announces Foucault to his audience, “we are in an epoch of juxtaposition, the epoch of the near and far, of the side-by-side, of the dispersed.”29 But this simultaneity is precisely not the homogenous empty space of concept-less “fixity” Hegel sought to leave behind; it is the space of aroundness, the space of Heidegger’s de-severance and orientation, the space of dreams and passions, the other space at-hand, which Foucault terms heterotopia: “I see myself where I am not.”30

Imagination

Seeing myself where I am not requires imagination. Jean-Paul Sartre’s analyses of the “imaginary” (imaginaire) informed Foucault’s recovery of space as profoundly heterotopian denial of spatial uniformity. The imaginary, Sartre wrote in 1940, is a freedom from all particular reality, a “being-in-the-world that is at once constitution and nihilation of the world.”31 The “irreal” therefore, must be constituted on the ground of the very world it denies; it is produced outside the world by a consciousness remaining in the world. As it imagines, our consciousness affirms its transcendental freedom, the surpassing of its mere worldliness. “Every concrete and real situation of consciousness in the world,” writes Sartre, “is pregnant with the imaginary in so far as it is always presented as a surpassing of the real.”32 The act of dépassement, which Sartre links to Heidegger’s Überholen (surpassing), is no mere leaving behind. It is, rather, what Ernst Bloch later envisioned as “overhauling,” the repair of the already present and its “pure passing” in the conscious absence of the not-yet.33 “The imaginary,” continues Sartre, “appears ‘on the ground of the world,’ but reciprocally all apprehension of the real as world implies a hidden surpassing towards the imaginary.”34

It is the reciprocity of imaginary space that allowed Foucault to join utopian and heterotopian space, placelessness and elsewhere, in the image of the mirror. The mirror’s virtual image has no place of its own yet, like Sartre’s imaginaire, makes visible the absence of being yonder. I not only see myself, I am also there where I am not. The placeless yonder affirms the presence of my place. The imaginary place confirms my being-there. “Starting from this gaze that is, as it were, directed towards me,” writes Foucault, “from the ground of this virtual space that is on the other side of the glass, I come back to myself; I begin again to direct my eyes toward myself and to reconstitute myself where I am.”35 Foucault’s mirror, then, not only refracts presence into simultaneous spaces, as in Claude Lévi-Strauss’ “mythic time,” but also creates the possibility for return.36

Homecoming

What does it mean to return? Leo Strauss, in a lecture of 1952, viewed progress and return as the two dialectical poles of Western civilization, as reflected in its philosophical and biblical origins: Athens and Jerusalem. The philosophers seek emancipation from the past. “Progressive man,” writes Strauss, “does not feel that he has lost something of great, not to say infinite, importance; he has lost only his chains.”37 To the man of return, by contrast, the past is superior to the present; history is “a continuous process of restoration.” Biblical Hebrew, Strauss reminds us, knows no good expression for progress. But it is replete with variations of the word for return: “Man is originally at home in his father’s house. He becomes a stranger through estrangement, through sinful estrangement. Repentance, return, is homecoming.”38

Strauss views the crisis of modernity – namely, its shattered faith in progress – as a crisis of return, a lack of homecoming, not to say a lack of repentance. But return to what? Is there a place in modern times that can be considered home? Did not Erich Auerbach characterize the modern condition as the “problem of man’s self-orientation” and the task of creating a place for ourselves “to be at home in existence without fixed points of support”?39 Are not “moderns,” as Auerbach terms us, no more than “fluctuating creatures”? And have not the great thinkers of modernity warned us against the “cult of origins,” which, according to Julia Kristeva, must needs create “hatred of those others” who do not share them?40 Is it not the case that “return” implies and presupposes the existence of past perfection and pure places? And, in the end, is not homecoming the idealization, the idolization, of the familiar? Is it not the purification from strangeness, which by necessity separates us from the stranger? The great thinkers of modernity then, so frequently drawn to the romantic notion of nomadic errantry, have long grown accustomed to dismissing return and homecoming as the carnal desire for a simple life or a lazy sense of belonging, preferring instead (as George Steiner put it famously) the desired hardships of “unhousedness” and “at-homeness in the world” – “we homeless,” as Nietzsche wrote in 1887, “who can justly call ourselves homeless in an elevated and dignified sense.”41

Writing of exile and homecoming in modern Jewish literature, Sidra DeKoven Ezrahi notes that “recovery and return both territorialize the Jewish imagination through closure.”42 Closure, of course, runs contrary to the reinvention of Hegel’s liquidity, as it suggests fixed boundaries of power, land, and collective selfhood, all of which are rightly unsettling. Daniel Boyarin, in his recent “diasporist manifesto,” seeks to undo the closures of return by consciously returning to the classical trope of Scriptures as portable homeland, which Heinrich Heine had employed in his Confessions of 1845 and which would form an important insight of Simon Dubnow’s spiritual nationalism and diaspora autonomism at the end of the 19th century. Diaspora, argues Boyarin, is no state of being, nor a space in relation to real or imagined homelands, but rather a “particular kind of cultural hybridity” and “mode of analysis.”43 Diaspora is a way of thinking engendered in the diasporist text par excellence – the Talmud, the traveling home of the rabbis and the enduring homeland of the people. The text assumes its own territoriality in an essentially de-territorialized diaspora, where “return” becomes a meaningless move. Hybrid and resisting diachronic displacement, the text functions both as “aroundness” and traveling presence. In a culture of learning (lernen), as Boyarin suggests, one need not return, for one is already at home.

The text, in this regard, knows no nostalgia, nor does it know an end of history. In the homeland of the text, the deepest and most earthbound fantasy of all nations seems realized: that of eternal life. Thus writes Steiner: “[W]hen the text is the homeland, even when it is rooted only in the exact remembrance and seeking of a handful of wanderers, nomads of the word, it cannot be extinguished.”44 Imperishability, as we saw with Hannah Arendt, requires homelessness.

Yet return and homecoming need not be territorial or reminiscent of a perfect past, nor, for that matter, inspired by a cult of purity; one can return to a text as one returns to a place, and one can return to a place as one returns to a text. The act of homecoming can itself be a defiance of territorial closure. It can leave unanswered Strauss’ “return to what?” and make the act of returning its only homeland. Franz Rosenzweig, in his 1920 inaugural address for the Frankfurt Lehrhaus, called this return a “learning in reverse.” In an age where “alien books” have invaded the portative homeland of Scriptures, and where the “wanderers” no longer return to their familiar places but rather find “spiritual homelands” elsewhere, learning cannot mean at-homeness in the text.45 The Jewish heretic whom Rosenzweig has here in mind, namely, the modern Jew in the modern world, knows not the comforts of Scriptures’ traveling presence; and the Book around which we once gathered now stands forlorn in this world of multiple allegiances. Some, to be sure, return to Scriptures through the ritual of reading or through acts of teshuvah, which Rosenzweig views as a return “that turns its back to life” in the sense of its returning to Scripture while turning away from life. But others return to the forlorn text as one returns to unfamiliar lands: from the utmost periphery of alienation, from the state of greatest impurity, from the ignorance of origins. “There is no one today,” writes Rosenzweig, “who is not alienated or does not at least carry a piece of alienation in himself.”46 The one, however, who carries in himself the most of what is alien, the greatest strangeness and distance, becomes the most able reader, the most apt returner to the text. The stranger returns home without knowing the home of return. In this paradox lies, for Rosenzweig, the reversal of learning, but also the meaning of homecoming. Return is always a paradox, for we cannot enter the same river twice, cannot go back to the place in time we once knew. Homecoming is always accompanied by portative strangeness; home exists always in that other space we call imagination. For Rosenzweig, however, it is precisely this imaginative quality that frees the returner from the necessity of place and time. Homecoming always implies discontinuity, defiance of historical time, the creation of spiritual homelands.

Spiritual Homelands

Spiritual homelands belong to the geography of imagination. Some spiritual homelands are places of privilege, such as Goethe’s Arcadia; others may be locations of dissent and spiritual refuge, such as Heine’s Paris; others still may be dreamlands beyond and against a vanished world, such as Stefan Zweig’s Brazil, which he desperately named the “Land of the Future.”47 There is a fundamental difference between exiles and spiritual homelands, and a finer difference still between a spiritual homeland and diaspora. Exiles lack the power of election, though there exist, of course, voluntary exiles, even if their motivations are not always freely chosen.48 Voluntary or not, exile signifies loss, a traumatic departure, a leaving behind of what is dear. “You shall leave everything you love most dearly: this is the arrow that the bow of exile shoots first” (Tu lascerai ogne cosa diletta più caramente; e questo è quello strale che l’arco de lo essilio pria saetta), writes Dante, himself an exile from his native Florence, in the Comedia (Paradiso 17: 55-60).

In exile, the permanence of home turns into everlasting desire for the where-to of return, into the transfiguration of place; love means nostalgia, the aching for the left-behind; return means restoration of a mythic past. Likewise, diasporas (at least prior to their becoming global manifestos) maintain the permanence of a center, an enduring simultaneity of home and home-away-from-home, which lends meaning to peripheral places. They may be, as Arjun Appadurai put it, diasporas of hope, terror, or despair. But they still are filled with memories and desires of previous and imagined lives.49 Diasporas engender stories of an original displacement. Diasporas still know strangeness and home. But as their strangeness is gradually inhabited, the distance of center and periphery, as Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett wrote in an influential essay, becomes less a perception of space than a “function of time”; locations are experienced as “accidents of proximity.” Diasporas, thus, are transformed into “spaces of dispersal.”50 However, in their eventual suspension of strangeness, such accidental diasporas become inherently un-elective, un-erotic, consciously hybrid, as we have seen in Boyarin. Their simultaneous acknowledgement of home and homelessness deprives space of its directionality. The power once invested in the idea of a homeland now “flows in many directions and to and from diverse places,” as Caryn Aviv and David Shneer described the “postdiasporic moment” in their seminal treatment of the Jewish diaspora’s “end.”51

Spiritual homelands belong, albeit without spectacular declarations, to the post-diasporic moment. Yet unlike spaces of dispersal and fetishizations of unhousedness, spiritual homelands are elective places, homelands, after all. And unlike exiles and diasporas in the unrefined sense of longing for past rootedness, spiritual homelands are anticipatory places of rooted existence. Their ground of rootedness is no primordial land, but a land of de-territorialized presence, a land-not-yet. In some sense, the citizens of spiritual homelands are always children of the future, homeless in their Today. Anticipatory and de-severed of its strangeness, a spiritual homeland is always an overhauling of the Now, the dépassement of familiarity. Indeed, it is not the exoticism of difference that informs the election of a homeland, but the imagined familiarity of distant places. Spiritual homelands begin with elective affinities.

Elective Affinities

In reading Goethe’s Wahlverwandtschaften (Elective Affinities), Walter Benjamin stressed the paradox that affinities, when elective, express not only desire but also defiance. Kinships exist, as it were, by primordial power, tying us with pitiless caprice to families and nations. We are thrown into kinships, as Heidegger’s subjects are thrown into the world. But elective kinship is an entirely different matter. For the election of kinship relates to what cannot possibly be chosen in a worldly manner; and it un-elects, by the same token, what seems indelibly written into our worldly selves: descent, belonging, fixed places of origin. To elect what otherwise can only be destined by arbitrary thrownness, to redo the work of being-in-the-world, is an act of protest as radical as Taubes’ “design” (Ent-wurf) through apocalyptic history. Electing affinity and kinship, therefore, always indicates a “rebellious impudence,” as Benjamin put it, a self-fashioning against the odds. But as election becomes choice, decision, resolution, it also embraces a new necessity of belonging, which is so bound by ties of invented kinship that Benjamin describes it as a new faithfulness (Treue) and, in its last analysis, transcendence: It defies the nature of kinship, asserts its will against the world, and creates, as it were, an other-worldly existence.52

In-Between and Simultaneity

Transcending its limits, writes Taubes, history comes to recognize itself as resisting the world-at-hand. Always concerned with last things, and, as Siegfried Kracauer put it, the things before the last, history recognizes its own estrangement from the nearness of the present world; it is, as Kracauer writes at the end of his exiled life, a turn to distance, a “means of alienation.”53 As we are “evicted from our familiar surroundings” and “thrust into open space,” history imagines homelands beyond the Here and Now.54 But it can imagine these homelands only because their “yonder” is present in history’s alienated eye, because history has left the labyrinth of strangeness to find new familiarities.

To Taubes, these familiarities were eschatological, the at-homeness in history’s orientation, the very directedness (Ausrichtung) that Heidegger had associated with de-severance, the restoration of proximity or what Taubes called design. For Kracauer, in contrast, familiarity emerged from distance itself, as in Johann Gottfried Herder’s historical Allanblick – the total view of things first and last and, in the middle, the “divine painting” in which everything exists side by side in synchronic manifoldness.55 A “painting of ages and nations,” Friedrich Schiller called the imaginary scene that history depicts for us. “As it habituates man to viewing himself bound up with all past things and anticipating with his reason every distant future: so it erases the boundaries between birth and death, which harshly encompass and burden the life of man, extending, like an optical illusion, his ephemeral Dasein into endless space.”56 This optical illusion was considered by Kracauer to be history’s ultimately “photographic” specter: the present that sees more, records more, than the “spell of the homogeneity and irreversible direction of chronological time.”57

Taking his cue from Jacob Burckhardt’s “thinking in images,” Kracauer imagines history as seeing things “deep down below and in the far distance,” in a process that transcends the immanence of historical succession.58 In the historical imaginaire of the 20th century and, one has reason to suspect, the century following on its heels, “merely” chronological time has gone through lengthy periods of crisis, whether through durée, eternal moment, kairos and recurrence, or memory and self-aware forgetfulness. Chronology has become the “curse of history,” the inescapable reign of irreversibility; as Henri Bergson observed, our tendency to translate time into space is a manifestation not merely of lack of imagination but also of a deep desire to express succession in terms of simultaneity – to view the before and after “side by side.”59 To Bergson, of course, it was not the simultaneous side-by-side that liberated us from history’s “fatum,” but rather the interpenetrating “solidarity” of each temporal instant, rendering each moment, each inseparable Now, a representative of the whole of duration.60 “Our independence from history,” wrote Franz Rosenzweig about the Jewish experience, “or, to put it positively, our eternity, gives simultaneity to all moments of our history.”61 Simultaneity, like space, means eternity, the co-existence of all ages: in simultaneous time, muses Rosenzweig, “everything is already there.”62

Cassirer described this spatial intuition as the transformation of the mere “one-thing-after-another” into the repose of “at-one-time.”63 In this standstill of succession, we are free to turn back to recapture what has been left behind. Thus, Max Scheler could later subordinate the past to our present and postulate the possibility of turning/return/repentance as an undoing of historical time. Each moment carries the awareness and at-handness of another distant moment: “Conscious history liberates us from the power of lived history.”64 History, for Scheler, becomes conscious in the simultaneous perception of its before and after, in the realization that “nothing is irreversible” and in its liberation from the “fatality of finishedness.” In this respect, the historical fact becomes, as it were, “redeemable,” and the historian now resembles a returner in time, for whom the past becomes the actual content (Zeitinhalt) of the present, equally near and equally in need of actualization. The returner, writes Scheler, sees both the valley and the mountain, a unique Allanblick that lies at the root of homecoming, for it constitutes not only historical consciousness but also historical conscience.65 It is here, in this simultaneous vision, in the acknowledgement that the past is as porous as the present, that election becomes possible across the boundaries of distance: we can only elect in the simultaneous presence of distant times, only from the “side-by-side” Bergson attached to space and Kracauer proposed for history. Election occurs in the in-between of historical spaces, in the imagination of co-presence and, to recall Heidegger, co-disclosure. Election makes apparent, simultaneously, both the elected and the un-elected (the latter is not necessarily the same as the “rejected,” though it can be); it makes present and presupposes what is remote from the standpoint of the here-and-now; it de-familiarizes place, making it a site of errantry, a strange place in between. Here Landauer found the utopian character of being “in-between” fixed places, and here Kracauer’s de-temporalized history points to “a Utopia of the in-between – a terra incognita in the hollows between the lands we know.”66 The simultaneous presence of places and times thrusts election outside chronology and world. We always elect from the mirror’s other side, always reconstituting and undoing the original image of our reflection.

Imagination and Love

The placeless yonder of the mirror image, as we saw in Foucault, affirms the presence of one’s own place. Its imaginary world confirms one’s being-there. Through the mirror image, Foucault wrote, I come back to myself. From other spaces, I return. From the hollows between the lands we know, from the other side, emerges the imagination of homeland.

We began with strangeness as the basic word, the Urwort, of history and homecoming. Now we must look at imagination as assuming a place. Considering recent literature, the imagination of a homeland seems a mere trifle to us. For are we not accustomed to speak, with Terence Ranger, Eric Hobsbawm, and Benedict Anderson, of imagined, or invented, traditions and communities?67 Have we not fully internalized what Appadurai described two decades ago as “imagined worlds”? As we have come to accept that imagination is not only an ingredient of our private and collective identities but the essential force behind all self-fashioning, and as we have learned to understand that all communities are sentimental, and all worlds around us imagined spaces, we take for granted that all homelands must also be imagined – mere figments of feeling or, as Hans Kohn wrote in 1944, states of mind and acts of consciousness.68 In this respect, all imagined homelands are, self-evidently, things of the mind. But their “inventedness” seems less self-evident if we separate imagination from fantasy, as Appadurai does in his reflections on global modernity. Whereas fantasies, he argues, are often private and divorced from engagement with the world, imagination suggests a “projective sense,” the sense of being a “prelude” to collective endeavors. Imaginations are “fuel for action.”69 They belong to the world of creation, fashioning, and work. But they also belong, as Julia Kristeva reminds us, to the worlds and works of desire and love.

All love and desire, writes Kristeva, ties together indissolubly the symbolic, the real, and the imaginary, that which “a Self imagines in order to sustain and expand itself.”70 Georg Simmel considered love an expansion of soul, a reworking of the self and thus “one of the great forming categories of being.”71 Hannah Arendt spoke of love as transcending the world, yet at the same time “world-creating.”72 Imagination, like love, reworks from its places of transcendence the world around us. Lovers, as Simmel wrote, live “beyond rootedness,” reconstituting each other as the mirror image constitutes, from afar, from the virtual yonder, the image of being-there. Love, like imagination, and as imagination, seeks to “become another,” a self-othering that, as in Hegel, longs for self-constitution. This longing, then, is no disengaged fantasy, not confined to the subject’s self, but to what Martin Buber called Realphantasie, or “genuine imagination,” the “demanding resonance with the other.”73 Thus we can imagine other spaces, as Cassirer wrote, as a “thou” binding “I” and “the world” while also maintaining their irreducible difference, an equilibrium of “absolute discreteness” and “absolute combination” that is achieved through the recognition and making-present of other spaces.74

Imagining a Homeland

Imagining a homeland is the imagining, the making-present, of other spaces. It cannot be conceived outside the works of love, nor without desire as a force of self-othering. To be sure, we can imagine lands, we can imagine strange places and dystopias; and we can live in homelands without imagination – those necessary prisons of kin or accidental origins. But imagining a homeland implies the desire for belonging in an otherwise alien world; it implies the election – the declaration – of affinity. Such desire is a flight from both the unperturbed succession of time and the sameness of space. For Cassirer it was myth and language that accomplished the work of shattering the “spatial view” into the “color of feeling and subjective sensation,” into the here and there of particular localities. The same myth and language, however, also establishes the “in-between” of these localities, a spatial order determined, and at the same time undermined, by its relationality. In the recognition of every place as a space in-between, as singled out by the power of election and imagination, is disclosed, for Cassirer, the recognition of other places, a co-disclosure, to speak with Heidegger, making demands on our places of home.75 An imagined homeland, by virtue of its imagination, is always the other land, always a spiritual homeland uprooted from the physical soil. It requires the simultaneous view of here and there, the election of a place defined by other spaces, the election of a time that will always be not-yet, an anticipatory home, a place desired and thus, as Levinas put it, “a future never future enough.”76

All homelands are imagined. But this does not render them less real, nor less justified in their existence. Imagination, like love, can be world-creating, constitutive of real worlds. Not all imagination, of course, is imaginaire; not all imagination is work to be done, the conscious affirmation of transcendence, as in Sartre, the surpassing of worldliness and the overhauling of worldliness. Not all imagination resembles Bloch’s present-to-be-done. Not all imagination interrupts the givenness of enduring order. But when it does, an imagined homeland can become a strange place within a homeland, a “vacant space” of heterogeneity and “radical otherness,” as Shmuel Trigano envisioned it, a place of strangeness that questions and undoes the fixities of familiarity, an “empty space at the heart of the polity.” Imagination thus becomes an act of introspection, turning, return, an imagined place withdrawing from its totality. For Trigano, a land has to be alienated, extraterritorialized, to become a homeland.77 As Landauer wrote, imagination, like love, uproots in order to build “bridges of light” between the worlds.78 These bridges, for Landauer, as later for Heidegger, belong to placeless “in-betweens,” utopian lands that separate and connect. The so-called spatial turn, the re-imagination of historical time as side-by-side, as simultaneous presence, makes possible the building of such bridges (which Landauer also calls “bridges of love”). And as it makes possible the defiance of chronological necessity, it also makes possible the paradoxical movement of return, a homecoming that, as Kierkegaard reminds us, is not the mere recollection of ancient places, not the myth of exclusive origins but a forward recollection producing something new and different. Kierkegaard’s home-comer can say “I am myself again” only through the transforming work of repetition, by the leap of “freedom pressing forward,” and after the emancipation from historical time.79 The impossible possibility of return always requires imagination, and imagination always desires difference – Foucault’s “I see where I am not.” We come home to our imagined lands carrying, as do Rosenzweig’s learners, our portative strangeness. Every imagined homeland contains a little bit of exile. Every imagined people, as it imagines itself into reality, remembers that “you were strangers in the land.”

Imagined homelands, then, need not be places of purity and exclusion, leaving us little choice but to embrace the fantasy of factual cosmopolitanism, diasporist manifestos, or the badge of spiritual homelessness. Imagined homelands are homelands without fixed points; they are fluctuating places, places in between. They can be elected homelands, desired homelands, beloved homelands. They can be real-world homelands with real-world territories and real-world citizens – albeit reworked, reconstituted by continually renewed imagination, by the desire to imagine difference. The return to such a homeland will not be the rejection of other lands, but rather a refusal of our “thrownness” into the world, a refusal, therefore, of accidental kinships and affinities. Imagination affirms the freedom of election. But election, as Salman Rushdie wrote, also needs the freedom of imagination.80
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In an obituary of the Polish Jewish artist Samuel Hirszenberg that was written in 1908, Sewerin Gottlieb, a distinguished Polish Jewish lawyer and art critic, recounted an event that had occurred in Lodz several years earlier. He had been invited to dine with Hirszenberg, his brother Leon, Leopold Pilichowski, and Natan Altman – all of them Jewish artists who at the time shared a studio. Following a pleasant meal, the artists broke into a spontaneous bacchanalia of song and dance. Pilichowski, wearing a patterned turban and Oriental shawls and playing an Italian tambourine, danced and leaped about while singing a raffish song; Hirszenberg accompanied him by blowing on a shofar, while the three other participants, including Gottlieb, joined in, playing cymbals and drumming on the pots.1

Such reminiscence might come as a surprise for anyone acquainted with the numerous fin-de-siècle paintings of Hirszenberg and Pilichowski that were devoted to Jewish suffering and gloom in Eastern Europe. Their unrestrained outburst was certainly lacking in the bourgeois respectability one might have expected from 19th-century, academy-trained European artists whom they otherwise strived to impersonate.2 In what follows, I would like to suggest that their unexpected, imaginative abandonment and self-fashioning as non-European “others” might instead be a Jewish version of European Orientalism, which found expression in the art of Maurycy Gottlieb (1856–1879).3

Jews, Art, and the Orient

A number of 19th-century Western adventurers, writers, and artists on their way to the Asian and African lands of the vast Ottoman Empire enjoyed “going native” while traveling through those borderlines of Europe (Spain, southern Italy, Albania, and Greece) that were historically close to Muslim culture. Their elaborate Oriental outfits, including turbans and pointed slippers, silk vests, and decorated guns and swords donned during the journey (and also occasionally at home) can be regarded as a means of imaginatively escaping the burdens of a 19th-century life marked by rapid industrialization, urbanization, and inflexible morality. Among these Western “Orientals” were such well-known poets and artists as Lord Byron, Thomas Hope, and David Roberts, whose well-known portraits depict them in Oriental outfits (Fig. 8.1; see color insert following p. 142). Hirszenberg, Pilichowsky, and their friends, living at the turn of the century in the gloomy factory city of Lodz and undoubtedly burdened by the sights of Jewish poverty, must have felt similarly uplifted when they escaped into this imaginary, Oriental bacchanalia.

In postcolonial discourse, the Western imagining of the Orient is usually understood as being part of a pejorative and politically charged ideology known as Orientalism, an ideology that provokes heated criticism of the white Western male’s exploitation and dominance of the “other”—referring to the East (Orient), but also to women and people of color. Such an approach was institutionalized mainly by Edward Said’s Orientalism (1978) and visualized by Linda Nochlin’s essay of 1983 that examined its appearance in West European art.4 More recently, alongside postcolonial criticism, a number of other views have been expressed.5 The new art-historical approach has revealed, for instance, that Orientalist art does not merely comprise works that reflect a Western or European construction of the “other,” but also the Oriental response to Western culture and modernization.6

Some scholars exploring the Jewish experience have added their voices (albeit with some caution, given the ongoing, painful Arab-Israeli conflict) to those calling for a revision of Said’s postulates. In an edited volume titled Orientalism and the Jews (2005), Ivan Davidson Kalmar, Derek J. Penslar, John M. Efron, and others explored the paradoxical situation of Jews in Western Europe who, while identifying with West European culture, were identified as “others,” or even as “Asians of Europe” over the course of centuries.7 Eventually, however, as shown by Kalmar, acculturated Jews of the second half of the 19th century began to deliberately display their Oriental origin, building magnificent, “Moorish-styled” synagogues in numerous European cities.8

The “Oriental” theme and self-Orientalization among Jewish artists has attracted less attention. Usually linked to Zionist ideology and the beginnings of art created by Jews in Palestine,9 Orientalism among artists of Jewish origin who were active in various parts of Europe has generally been overlooked. Self-fashioning as an expelled Moorish aristocrat from the legendary Alhambra in Granada, as an Arab warrior, or as an Oriental prince by such diverse artists as Gottlieb, Jules Pascin, Moša Pijade, or Else Lasker-Schüler; the fashioning of Jewish artists as Orientals by their non-Jewish friends and colleagues, as in portraits of Isaac Levitan by Vassily Polenov or a photograph of Simeon Solomon by David Wilkie Wynfield; or Leon Bakst’s creation of imaginary Oriental Jews for Diaghilev’s Ballet Russe in Paris offer themselves as examples. While the Oriental theme may be regarded as a self-generated statement of Jewish “otherness” and non-belonging, a somewhat different interpretation views Orientalism, and specifically the “Oriental” works of Maurycy Gottlieb, as an expression of an emerging alignment of Jewish artists with modernism and universalism.


Maurycy Gottlieb’s Self-portrait as an Arab

Born in Drohobycz (now in Ukraine) and trained in Krakow, Vienna, and Munich, Gottlieb is perhaps most renowned for his engaging paintings of Polish history and literary scenes, moving self-portraits, and innovative interpretations of the Jewish and Christian religious experience. In addition, however, a number of his works are marked by an Oriental theme, as discussed by Ezra Mendelsohn in his Painting a People (2002). In what follows, I build on Mendelsohn’s pioneering work, focusing on Gottlieb’s best-known self-presentation as an Oriental, a painting nowadays known as Self-Portrait in Arab Dress (Fig. 8.2, in color insert).

As Gottlieb scholars inform us, the painting bearing this title (presently housed in the Jewish Historical Institute in Warsaw) is actually an 1887 copy of Maurycy’s lost original that was done by his younger brother Marcin.10 Although somewhat crude in its depiction of Gottlieb’s face and hands, the painting’s attention to detail and color allows us to see Gottlieb’s rich Oriental attire, which includes a kefiyah (an Arab headdress), an embroidered shirt and jacket, a broad sash, and the decorated handle of a dagger stuck into the sash. The portrait appears to be based on a photograph of Maurycy in Arab dress that is preserved in the Schwadron autograph and portrait collection in the National Library of Israel in Jerusalem. Judging from the firm’s details on the verso side, it was taken in a well-known photo studio in Vienna (Figs. 8.3–8.3a).11
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Fig. 8.3. Maurycy Gottlieb in an Arab Dress, photograph by Victor Angerer (Vienna), The Abraham Schwadron Portrait Collection, The National Library of Israel, z-r-0002.
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Fig. 8.3a. Verso of the photograph showing Maurycy Gottlieb in an Arab dress, photograph by Victor Angerer (Vienna), The Abraham Schwadron Portrait Collection, The National Library of Israel, z-v-0002.



Aside from this oil copy, there are two existing printed reproductions of paintings depicting Gottlieb in Arab dress. These first appeared in the Polish press, in Tygodnik Ilustrowany, following his death, and in Sˊwiat, following the erection of his tombstone in Krakow’s new Jewish cemetery (Figs. 8.4–8.5).12


[image: image]
Fig. 8.4. Arab, reproduction of Maurycy Gottlieb’s self-portrait in Arab dress, Tygodnik Ilustrowany no. 189 (1879), 88, whereabouts unknown, courtesy of the Digital Library of the University of Lodz.
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Fig. 8.5. Artist’s Self-portrait, reproduction of Maurycy Gottlieb’s self-portrait in Arab dress, Sˊwiat, no. 14 (1892), 337, whereabouts unknown, courtesy of Białska Digital Library Collection, Miejska Biblioteka Publiczna, Biała Podlaska.





A comparison of these reproductions, done by two different (and nowadays forgotten) newspaper artists, reveals different versions of the portrait. While both differ from the photograph and from Marcin’s copy (the most prominent differences relate to facial features, the angle of the head, and the degree of eye contact), the Sˊwiat reproduction definitely resembles images of Gottlieb that appear in various self-portraits and photographs (Fig. 8.6). In contrast, the earlier reproduction from Tygodnik Ilustrowany appears to be a beautified version of Gottlieb, with his otherwise pronounced Semitic features—an aquiline, “Jewish” nose, drooping eyelids, and thick protruding lips—toned down. Unlike the painting, Gottlieb is depicted in the Tygodnik Ilustrowany reproduction as facing left and standing against a stone wall. The caption for the reproduction reads: “Arab”: the copy of Maurycy Gottlieb’s painting; whereas the Sˊwiat reproduction bears the following text: “The Self-portrait of the Artist,” copy done by W. Dietrich.
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Fig. 8.6. Maurycy Gottlieb, detail of a photograph, ca. 1875, reproduced in Nehama Guralnik, In the Flower of Youth: Maurycy Gottlieb 1856–1879 (exhibition catalogue, Tel Aviv Museum of Art) (Tel Aviv: 1991), 20.





In a biographical monograph of Gottlieb that was published in 1888, Jonasz Wiesenberg refers to two different paintings depicting Gottlieb in Oriental dress. Among the works created by Gottlieb in Munich in 1876, Wiesenberg lists a painting that, in his words, shows “a beautiful young man of Jewish origin in Arab dress,” for which he supplies the title Izraelita (Israelite).13 This appears to be the same portrait that was reproduced as “Arab” in Tygodnik Ilustrowany. Wiesenberg thus seemed to have changed not only the title but the very identity of this handsome Semite. He also informs us that this painting was exhibited in 1877 at the L’viv exhibition.14 In 1888, at the time Wiesenberg wrote his monograph, the painting was owned by Karol Brzozowski, a well-known L’viv Polish intellectual with close ties to the Orient.15 Among the works created by Gottlieb a year later, in 1877, Wiesenberg mentions a painting titled Arab, “a portrait of the artist in a beautiful outfit of an inhabitant of the Arab Peninsula,” which Gottlieb wore, according to Wiesenberg, at an evening costume event in the Künstlerhaus (presumably in Vienna, since Gottlieb, in 1877, was once again residing in that city).16 In a short biography of Gottlieb written in Hebrew in 1893, Binyamin Spira refers to this 1877 painting as The Israelite Dressed in Arab Apparel, stating that “it is very remarkable that Gottlieb, when representing a Hebrew, a Semite, employed his own image dressed in the apparel of a son of Arabia.”17 Such blurring of distinctions between Gottlieb’s image as an Israelite, an ancient Hebrew, or a “son of Arabia” received a clear Zionist twist in 1892, in an article appearing in Selbst-Emanzipation. The article was written by Rubin Bierer, a pioneer of Jewish nationalism and pre-Herzlian Zionism in Galicia and Austria, who had met Gottlieb in L’viv in 1878. Bierer offered the following description:

Upon narrow shoulders rested an elongated head, decorated with thick and gleaming black locks. His medium-sized forehead was surrounded by an unruly curly crown of hair. His black, wide-open eyes shone with both energy and with a mild dreaminess. This Oriental look was blended in a wonderful manner with the pale brown color of his countenance, which never became flushed. His nose, his mobile lips, which revealed when his mouth was open a row of pearly white teeth, and his speech, with its enthusiastic manner, all betrayed the descendant of Judah, the son of the sunny land of the Jordan.18

More recent authors have also referred to the existent painting (Fig. 8.2, in color insert). Mendelsohn saw in Marcin Gottlieb’s 1887 copy of the painting “the conflation of European orientalism,” but also Jewish identification with the East and self-fashioning as a “proud, ‘primitive’ semite.”19 In 2015, in a richly produced bilingual catalogue of an exhibition of Gottlieb’s works in Lodz and Krakow, Maria Milanowska, the exhibition’s curator, referred to the two paintings as A Jew in Arab Attire (1876) and Self-Portrait in Bedouin Attire (Marcin’s copy).20

It thus appears that, between 1876 and 1877, Maurycy Gottlieb painted at least two, or possibly even three, different paintings of himself in Oriental attire, all of which seem to be lost and are known only from the copies done by other artists, including his own younger brother Marcin. The fact that Gottlieb also photographed himself in elaborate Arab dress points to the important role this persona played for him. This image clearly corresponds with Gottlieb’s drive for self-exploration and can be seen as one of the artist’s multiple self-fashioned identities—others include that of a Polish nobleman (1874), Ahasuerus – a Wandering Jew (1876), or a contemporary (albeit very Jewish-looking) artist (1878).21 The broader context surrounding this imagined Oriental character still needs to be supplied.




The World Exhibition in Vienna, 1873: The Meeting of West and East

As suggested above, Gottlieb’s Oriental self-image, as with the “Oriental” portraits of Lord Byron or David Roberts, might be considered part of the European Orientalist movement. There is, however, a major difference between Gottlieb and West European Orientalist artists who actually travelled to the East (that is, the Middle East or North Africa). Apparently Gottlieb, too, intended to travel to Spain and Portugal, the starting point for many of these journeys, but he never actually did so.22 Instead, his encounter with the Orient, as I would like to demonstrate, occurred during his first years of study at the Art Academy of Vienna, capital of the Austro-Hungarian monarchy.

In 1873, at the age of 17, Gottlieb attended Vienna’s grandiose World Exhibition. This opulent showing of “culture and education” (Kultur und Erziehung) was intended to place Vienna on an equal footing with other European metropolises, such as London and Paris, that were already known for their universal expositions.23 Great sums of money were allotted by the government to the exhibition project, with parts of Vienna, including the still-rural area of Prater, entirely rebuilt. The exhibition’s landmark was the majestic Rotunda, a giant domed structure constructed of steel concealed by wood and plaster, whose 108-meter radius marked it as a 19th-century wonder. Topped by a model of the Austrian imperial crown, it overlooked the entire grounds and symbolically “protected” this modern world event. Specially designed pavilions reflected a diversity of architectural traditions; inside were exhibits displaying an array of industrial achievements, arts and crafts (especially women’s crafts), and cultural and traditional artifacts from 35 nations. The World Exhibition, which lasted six months, was deemed a great success even though a number of unexpected events, including a stock market crash and an outbreak of cholera in Vienna, resulted in fewer than expected visitors.24

One of the most striking features of the exhibition was the prominent presence of Oriental countries. Japan, China, and India represented the Far East, with the Middle East and North Africa represented by Persia, countries of the Ottoman Empire, Egypt, Tunisia, and Morocco (Figs. 8.7–8.8). Oriental palaces and their interiors, coffee houses, and fountains dotted the World Exhibition grounds. Among the popular sites was the first scientific model of the contemporary city of Jerusalem, c. 1872, displayed in the Ottoman pavilion.25
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Fig. 8.7. Egyptian Palace, World Exhibition Vienna (1873), in Kunst und Kunstgewerbe auf der Wiener Weltauschtellung 1873, ed. Carl von Lützow (Leipzig: 1875), 101.
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Fig. 8.8. Tunisian Room, World Exhibition Vienna (1873), in Kunst und Kunstgewerbe auf der Wiener Weltauschtellung 1873, ed. Carl von Lützow (Leipzig: 1875), 104.





A page from the Allgemeine Illustrirte Zeitung illustrated this grand meeting between West and East (Fig. 8.9): in the upper illustration, behind the centrally placed symbol of the Austro-Hungarian Empire (seated on a globe), there rises to the left a rocky, mountainous European landscape symbolizing the West; whereas the sandy dunes, palm trees, and camels on the right symbolize the East. In the bottom illustration, the meeting between the two worlds is portrayed as a seemingly real-life scene at the Vienna exhibition: members of the Egyptian viceroy’s entourage in Oriental costumes are sitting and smoking nargilas not far from the “Viceroy’s Palace,” observed by a Western-looking Viennese family in the left background.26
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Fig. 8.9. Egyptians in front of the Viceroy’s Palace, World Exhibition Vienna, Frontispiece, Über Land und Meer, Allgemeine Illustrierte Zeitung 6 (Stuttgart) (1873).





The World Exhibition was documented by an abundance of visual material. Back when the grounds were still under construction, the Viennese Photographers’ Association was founded; this association held the copyright to all official photographs taken during the exhibition, which were put on sale in a special pavilion. A number of images were also reproduced in an album published in 1873.27 Among the photographers displaying their work was the renowned Pascal Sébah from Istanbul (1823–1886), who exhibited an album especially prepared for the show. Titled Les Costumes populaires de la Turquie en 1873, this album featured costumes of the different regions and ethnic and religious groups of the Ottoman Empire.28 Although it is unclear whether Gottlieb’s photo-portrait was taken at this time, it does seem to fit in well with Sébah’s portraits (Figs. 8.3, 8.10).
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Fig. 8.10. Pascal Sébah, studio portrait of models wearing traditional clothing from the province of Surı̈yè (Syria), Ottoman Empire, photograph (1873), in Les costumes populaires de la Turquie en 1873, ed. Hamdy Bey … et Marie de Launay … phototypie de Sébah, Part III, plate XXIX (Constantinople, 1873), Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division, GT1267.H2 (Case Y) [P&P].





Numerous works of art were also shown during the exhibition. Carl von Lützow, a well-known Austrian art historian, edited an elaborate catalogue of the art and crafts that were displayed, which included detailed descriptions and illustrations. The catalogue, published in Leipzig in 1875, depicted the works of well-known European artists and was organized by countries of origin; because Poland was not an independent country, Polish artists were classified either as Germans, Austrians, or Russians, depending on where they were from or where they studied and worked.29 Among the leading German and Austrian painters featured at the World Exhibition were Karl von Piloty, from Munich, and Viennese artist Hans Makart. Gottlieb later studied under both of them.30 Among the French artists, Eugène Delacroix may have attracted Gottlieb’s attention with his three large murals from the Church of Saint-Sulpice in Paris, created between 1855 and 1861. Described in the catalogue as “immense and terrible fantasies,” these murals depicted biblical subjects with intense, primary colors and unconventional, flowing brushstrokes.31 In the background of the best-known of these murals, Jacob Wrestling with the Angel, were a number of Oriental figures – turbaned Arab horsemen, a camel rider, and a dark-skinned woman wrapped in bright green clothes and carrying water vessels. Similar figures appear as well in earlier works of Delacroix that were based on his travels in North Africa.

Other impressive Orientalist paintings were to be found in the French section of the exhibition. These included Jean-Léon Gérôme’s Arab and His Steed in the Desert (1872) and his well-known, erotic Moorish Bath (c. 1870), as well as Henri Regnault’s violent Summary Execution under the Moorish Kings of Granada (1870), which depicted a bloody beheading in a beautiful Alhambra setting.32 These paintings, nowadays often criticized as staples of the colonial West’s pejorative imagining of the East, can be defended on the basis of their 19th-century popularity, and also for being a powerful expression of the artists’ interest in non-European cultures.33 Regnault exhibited two other paintings that may have drawn Gottlieb’s attention: Salomé (1870) and Judith and Holophernes (1867–1869), both of which feature a femme fatale, an image that would become far more common at the fin de siècle (Fig. 8.11, in color insert).34

Orientalizing elements also appeared in the New Testament-themed Christ and Sinner: The First Meeting of Christ and Mary Magdalene (1873), created by Polish artist Henryk Siemiradzki (Fig. 8.12, in color insert), with whom Gottlieb was to develop a close relationship during his stay in Rome in 1878.35 Siemiradzki’s painting depicted a New Testament scene in a southern landscape recalling the Holy Land. The painting shows two opposed groups, Mary Magdalene and her party, who are attending a Roman feast that includes Oriental musicians, dresses, jewelry, and rugs; and Christ’s followers, who appear as local Arabs and Bedouins.36

Although Lützow classified Siemiradzki as a Russian rather than a Pole, the specifically Polish contribution to the Viennese exhibition was noted by others in great detail. Over the course of the World Exhibition, Agaton Giller, a well-known Polish historian, journalist, and politician, wrote “letters” from Vienna that were first published in Gazeta narodowa (L’viv) and later compiled into a two-volume book.37 In the forward to this compilation, Giller stressed his wish to emphasize the Polish participation in the show: “In my opinion it is of great value for both the Poles and the foreigners to become familiar with the Polish contribution to the world’s industrial and scientific development.”38 Accordingly, the theme of Polish national pride appears throughout the course of Giller’s reviews.

It is quite likely that Gottlieb was familiar with Giller’s writings, and what was probably of special interest for him were Giller’s impressions of the Oriental world and the connections he drew between the Orient, on the one hand, and Poles and Jews (both of whom he regarded as people living in exile), on the other. An encounter with a Jew named Naphtali serves as an example of Giller’s linking of East and West. Giller described how Naphtali, fluent in Polish, was actually an orphaned Spanish Jew raised in Constantinople by a certain Mr. Kwiatkowski, himself an emigrant from L’viv. After his Polish benefactor’s death, Naphtali, although by now married and employed by a well-known Turkish firm, no longer felt at home in the Ottoman metropolis. Rather, Giller noted approvingly, he missed the Polish milieu in which he had been raised.39 In another dispatch, Giller gave a detailed description of the Egyptian viceroy’s palace, which he regarded as the most splendid building at the exhibition, complete with “a beautiful dome and a slender minaret … built in Moorish style.”40 While visiting the palace, Giller and his companions were attended by two Arabs dressed in blue Oriental attire. Their faces, he noted, had “classical lines” and were very beautiful, but at the same time, “[t]heir eyes, after years of slavery, were sad and glassy.” Giller, himself an exile who grieved for his nation’s lack of freedom, felt empathy toward them.41

Giller wrote about the numerous branches of industry and scientific innovations featured at the World Exhibition to which Poles contributed,42 and he also detailed the Polish artists whose works were on display. Pride of place went to Jan Matejko (1838–1893), the master from Krakow, whose paintings filled an entire room in the German and Austro-Hungarian section. In his catalogue of the exhibition, Lützow, too, wrote about Matejko, but in a more disparaging tone – referring at one point to “a barbaric and brutal element” in his paintings.43 In contrast, Giller regarded Matejko as the artistic equal of Karl von Piloty and Hans Makart. He described Matejko’s paintings in great detail, explaining both the historical events of Poland’s past that were depicted in them and Matejko’s interpretations of these events as they related to Poland’s current political situation. He especially admired Matejko’s ability to endow his subjects with distinct personalities, terming him a “Shakespeare among the painters.” Finally, Giller drew attention to Matejko’s rich decoration, cloth patterns, and colors, particularly in Stefan Batory at Pskov (1872), where, to Giller’s mind, the robes worn by the Muscovites were akin to the colorful ornamentation appearing among “the old Arabs” (Fig. 8.13, in color insert).44

Apart from Polish historical paintings, and one explicitly “Oriental” painting – Siemiradzki’s Christ and Sinner – the Vienna exhibition featured several powerful, politically charged works by Polish artists.45 The most important among these were the crayon drawings by Artur Grottger, which formed part of his series Warsaw, a moving album dedicated to the bravery and suffering of the participants in the 1863 uprising. Gottlieb most likely saw these works, and his own art was probably influenced by them, in particular a lithograph depicting a group of people, mainly women, children, and an elderly man, praying in a church (Fig. 8.14).
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Fig. 8.14. Artur Grottger, People in the Church, from the series Warsaw I (1861), National Museum in Wrocław.





In sum, it appears that the 1873 Vienna World Exhibition had an overwhelming impact on Gottlieb, exposing him to a wealth of artistic paths and options. The exhibition’s cultural richness and sense of enthusiasm with regard to universal progress must have greatly inspired this young, passionate, and impressionable artist. The encounter with an array of well-known European artists and their works might have encouraged him to embark upon his career as a modern artist. No less significant, the Polish art featured at the exhibition and written about by Giller, much of which gave expression to the pain and struggle of the national cause, might have inflamed Gottlieb’s romantic and patriotic sentiments and strengthened his determination to fight for his fellow downtrodden and suffering Poles. Yet at the same time, Gottlieb’s Jewish background, pronounced Semitic features, and unmistakably Jewish name – in the Vienna Academy registrar’s books he was listed upon his arrival as Moses Gottlieb – probably made him aware that he did not fully belong either to West or to East.46 It is thus possible that his “encounter with the Orient” at the World Exhibition sparked an identification with the Orient as a romantic and ideal site, one that was non-European and yet familiar.


Moving toward Orientalism

Accompanied by his father, Gottlieb had come to Vienna two years before the World Exhibition, upon his graduating from the lower classes of L’viv’s high school (Realschule). He was just 15 years old when he registered at the city’s Academy of Art in October 1871, which made him one of its youngest students.47 What probably made his adjustment somewhat less traumatic than it might have been was the fact that the Gottlieb family belonged to a German Jewish cultural milieu, conversing and corresponding with one another in German. The family was also part of the progressive Jewish community in Drohobycz.48 It seems logical to assume that, in order to arrange for support and protection of his young son, Isaac Gottlieb would turn to representatives of the Viennese Jewish community whose liberal, pan-Germanic profile was close to his own views.

One of the leaders of the community was Dr. Ignaz Kuranda, an outstanding liberal politician, writer, and journalist. A year after Gottlieb’s arrival, Kuranda was elected president of the Jewish community.49 Although he supported the Reform movement, Kuranda was a man of moderation who believed in maintaining a balance between various groups. Accordingly, he turned his efforts toward forestalling a split between Vienna’s Reform Jews and the Orthodox, in this way preserving the community’s unity. In addition, he stood up for the Jews in Eastern Europe, as he was troubled by their difficult economic situation. At a certain point, Kuranda became Gottlieb’s patron.

As Józef Sandel informs us, when Gottlieb sought to transfer to the Krakow School of Fine Arts in order to study under Matejko, he submitted early works created at the Academy of Art in Vienna; among them was a portrait of Kuranda.50 Although regular mention of Kuranda as Gottlieb’s most prominent Viennese patron dates only from 1877 on, and a portrait believed to be of him (presently preserved at the National Museum in Krakow) is dated 1878, an earlier acquaintance with Kuranda is quite possible (as is an early version of his portrait, now probably lost).51 The portrait Gottlieb painted may have been commissioned either by Kuranda himself or by the Vienna Jewish community as a means of helping the young artist establish himself both financially and professionally.

As he was close to Kuranda, and as he had belonged to the progressive Jewish community in his hometown of Drohobycz, it seems certain that Gottlieb frequented the central Viennese synagogue known as the Tempelgasse synagogue, which was housed in an impressive building in Leopoldstadt, a neighborhood inhabited mostly by Jews. Inaugurated in 1858, the 2,000-seat Tempelgasse synagogue replaced an early synagogue on Seitenstättengasse that had become too small.52 The fact that it was built with its façade facing the street instead of being hidden in a courtyard (as was the case with the Seitenstättengasse synagogue) indicated the shift in Viennese society in the wake of the revolutions of 1848, especially as expressed in the constitution issued by Emperor Franz Joseph I, which assured full civil and political rights irrespective of religious confession. The Tempelgasse synagogue was designed by Vienna’s well-known architect, Ludwig von Förster, who claimed to be inspired by the Temple of Solomon. This was evident, for instance, in the three-part division of the synagogue’s interior (vestibule, prayer hall with side aisles, and the area of the ark), which was based on the Solomonic temple’s inner division. Similarly, the tri-part façade with its higher central section was inspired, according to Förster, by the notion of a biblical temple. In Förster’s view, ancient Jews and Arabs shared a geographical bond and Oriental culture; consequently, he was convinced that the Temple’s unique architecture had been preserved in Arab tradition, particularly in the slender Islamic minarets that he regarded as an echo of Jachin and Boaz, as the Temple’s free-standing columns were called (1 Kings 7:21). Förster (mistakenly) believed that minarets were towers topped by lanterns – as were the ones he designed for the façade of his synagogue in Vienna, which was “filled with light at night” in order to summon believers to worship.53 Moreover, the Tempelgasse’s interior decor was inspired by the revival of the so-called Moorish style, which, from the 1830s, had been incorporated in a number of German synagogues.54

Despite its exotic, non-European appearance, this richly decorative architectural style seemed to be appropriate for the well-adjusted, acculturated, and progressive Jews. Projecting their optimistic attitude and comfortable self-image, it offered a parallel to European church architecture while presenting Jewish ties to the Orient in a manner both ancient and noble.55 Moreover, as some of the German architects saw in Islamic pointed arches a predecessor of the European Gothic style, the East was now perceived as the true cradle of all three monotheistic religions and thus a common ground for both the 19th-century neo-Gothic cathedral and the Moorish synagogue.56 This unusual combination of Jewish bourgeois respectability and the exotic Oriental style is best expressed in Emil Ranzenhofer’s 1904 watercolor of the Templegasse’s interior, with its striking contrast between elegantly dressed Viennese worshipers wearing top hats and the colorful “Moorish” designs decorating the walls around them (Fig. 8.15, in color insert).

Although the young Gottlieb was exposed to an abundance of Oriental themes while he was in Vienna, there is no evidence that he himself made use of these themes at this early stage of his career. As we have seen, he may have had his photograph taken in Arab dress at the time of the World Exhibition, but there is no clear evidence that he painted a self-portrait at the time in which he presented himself as an Oriental. On the contrary, his impulsive decision to leave Vienna and return to Galicia is usually explained as the outcome of his desire to study with Matejko. Most Gottlieb scholars make mention of a letter written by the young artist to his father in which he pleads permission to leave Vienna because of his newly awakened admiration for the Polish master and the Polish national cause, and because of his Viennese teachers’ hostility to that cause.57 Gottlieb’s strong emotions might have been inspired by a viewing of Matejko’s Rejtan: The Fall of Poland, which had been exhibited at the Belvedere Gallery.58 However, as we have seen, his encounter with Polish art and Polish nationalism during the course of the World Exhibition was much more encompassing, and he was also most likely influenced by Giller’s detailed and empathic commentary. In addition, he might well have been inspired by Kuranda, a modern, acculturated Jewish intellectual who uncompromisingly fought for both Austrian liberalism and Jewish equality.

Gottlieb’s well-known (albeit lost) Self-Portrait Dressed as a Polish Nobleman (1874), apparently painted in Krakow, offers clear evidence of his identification with the Polish national cause: in it, he appears dressed in the attire of Polish nobility and also sports a headdress like those of the 1863 insurrectionists.59 During this period, Gottlieb began work on an impressively large number of works (paintings and drawings) dealing with Polish history.60 In an appraisal of the 1874 student exhibition of the Krakow School of Fine Arts, an anonymous art critic praised Gottlieb for the “vigor and strength” of his portraits while expressing a certain reservation with regard to his historical works: “His [Gottlieb’s] talent is easily seen though we may also observe [that] he imitates the huge creations of Matejko too early. It is exemplary, but imitating may degenerate into manners, if someone starts too early.”61

In fact, Gottlieb studied with Matejko for only a brief time. He left Krakow after one semester, returning to the Vienna Academy of Art, where he completed his studies in 1875. Gottlieb’s departure from Krakow was apparently provoked by hostility against him – in particular, antisemitic remarks made both by fellow students and a teacher.62 Back in Vienna, Gottlieb enrolled in a master class in historical composition taught by Carl Wurzinger and, still inspired by Matejko, completed some of his works dealing with Polish history and literature.63 However, these works, accounting for only a small portion of Gottlieb’s opus, express only one strand of an increasingly complicated artistic (and personal) identity.

The first monographs and commemorative texts about Gottlieb, written in the late 1880s and early 1890s by Polish Jewish authors such as the aforementioned Wiesenberg (1888), Bierer (1892), and Spira (1892–1893), took up the theme of Gottlieb’s painfully intermingled Polish-Jewish roots, describing his initial enthusiasm at the prospect of belonging to the Polish people and culture and his later sense of disappointment and rejection.64 It is important to note that, by the time these texts appeared, the positivism of the 1870s had been marred by a further increase in Russian oppression, deepening economic difficulties, and the rise of antisemitism. In consequence, the promotion of Gottlieb’s attachment to his Polish and Jewish backgrounds became strongly politicized, in the sense that he and his art were presented as being both patriotically Polish and proudly Jewish, marked by the national martyrdom and suffering of both nations. This interpretation of Gottlieb continued into the 20th century, mainly on the part of Aurelia Gottlieb, the wife of Gottlieb’s (much) younger brother Leopold, and later by Mordechai Narkiss, who published a carefully chosen selection of Gottlieb’s letters in Hebrew translation.65 Mendelsohn, in his more recent volume of 2002, claimed that Gottlieb’s art was driven with a “universalist impulse” as the young artist struggled to bridge opposites – namely, his Polish and Jewish sides and, more generally, Christianity and Judaism. Given that most of Gottlieb’s short artistic training and career occurred in Vienna (rather than in Krakow), I would take Mendelsohn’s claim one step further and argue that it was precisely Austro-Hungarian multiculturalism, Kuranda’s German Jewish liberalism, and Vienna’s Orientalism that enabled Gottlieb to develop this universalist stand.

Upon his return to Vienna in the fall of 1874, Gottlieb once again encountered a wealth of colorful imagery – in particular the works of Hans Makart (1840–1884), the “prince of painters,” as he was called in Vienna’s art world. During the 1870s, Makart’s atelier became known as a Wunderkammer filled with paintings, furs, sculptures, jewelry, props, Oriental carpets, and palm trees (Fig. 8.16). His colorful, flamboyant style, termed “Makartstil,” made its mark on the city’s visual culture throughout the entire decade. Although originally a historical and allegorical painter, Makart did not limit himself to painting but also created interior and costume designs, and his influence was readily apparent in Vienna’s growing enchantment with whatever was theatrical and stylized.66 Together with his friend Franz von Lenbach (one of the leading painters of Munich) and a number of other Viennese artists, Makart undertook a trip to Cairo in 1875. His work during that year and the following one was marked by richly Oriental and often erotic imagery (Fig. 8.17, in color insert). Similar themes were present in Viennese theaters as, for example, Karl Goldmark’s opera The Queen of Sheba, staged at the Vienna Opera in March 1875.67
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Fig. 8.16. Hans Makart’s studio in Vienna, photograph, ca. 1875.





Although we do not know whether Gottlieb attended such performances or visited salons decorated in Makart’s style, the woman who became his fiancée may well have done so. This was Laura Rosenfeld (1857–1944), whose image appears in a number of female portraits Gottlieb painted, and who, upon breaking off their relationship, caused him deep pain and disappointment. Notwithstanding her influence on Gottlieb, relatively little is known about her.68 According to family records, she was the youngest of a family of eleven children; the father was a successful Jewish merchant in Brno, Moravia. As in Gottlieb’s case, the family spoke German and the children were raised in the spirit of German culture as acculturated and liberal Jews. Some of Laura’s brothers even converted to Christianity. Education, as in Gottlieb’s family, played a central role in the children’s upbringing, and at the age of eleven Laura was sent to a convent school in Linz, Austria. This was followed by three years in a convent school in Switzerland, near Geneva, where she became fluent in French. About the time she finished her schooling, Laura’s father died, and with all the older children already married and out of the house, the mother decided to move with her to Vienna. They lived in the very center of Old Vienna in a luxurious rented apartment on the newly built Brandstätte Street; among their neighbors, as Laura recorded, were successful merchants and Jewish industrialists.69 The move from Brno was most likely a conscious decision on the part of Laura’s mother to bring her young, beautiful, and educated daughter into the heart of the capital’s vibrant cultural life, both for her enjoyment and for the opportunity of becoming acquainted with potential, well-to-do suitors. It is not clear whether the two met before or after Gottlieb’s move to Munich70 or to what extent Laura may have influenced him intellectually by introducing him to the world of literature and theater. In any case, by the time Gottlieb enrolled in Munich’s Art Academy in October 1875, he was ready for a change in his artistic direction.

It is customary, when reviewing Gottlieb’s artistic output, to divide it by themes: historical paintings, Jewish themes, literary themes, and portraits.71 An alternative approach is to examine it chronologically, locating particularly fruitful periods in the artist’s short career. One such period occurred in 1876, when he was in Munich. During this time, Gottlieb painted a number of his best-known masterpieces: Shylock and Jessica, Ahasuerus, Jewish Wedding, Old Woman in a Cap, Head of a Jewish Bride, Torah Scribe, and his portrait of the Arab (Fig. 8.4).72 Usually this turn toward the “Jewish” subject (as all of these works are defined) and his “sense of identification with the Jewish people” is explained by Gottlieb’s reading of Heinrich Graetz’s multivolume history of the Jews and by his encounter with the paintings of Rembrandt, whose work he could apparently see in Munich’s Pinakothek museum. Rembrandt’s portrait painting – in particular, his “profound observation of the human soul,” his treatment of light and shadow, and his attraction to Jewish themes – are said to have greatly influenced young Gottlieb, bringing about the change in his art.73 However, as with claims regarding the Polish Jewish roots of Gottlieb’s art, the connection with Graetz and Rembrandt was made much later, primarily by Zionist-influenced authors such as Spira and Aurelia Gottlieb.74 An additional problem lies in the fact that, whereas the Pinakothek galleries in Munich contain some very important Rembrandt paintings, none are portraits of Jews or Oriental-looking Old Testament characters. The only work by Rembrandt that may have influenced Gottlieb at this point was Bust of a Man in Oriental Costume (1633) (Fig. 8.18, in color insert).75 In fact, the “Rembrandtesque” quality of Gottlieb’s paintings is much more akin to the contemporary work of Franz von Lenbach, who was known for his sensitive portraits.76 The latter was interested in the Orient; he traveled to Spain in 1868 to visit Granada and see the Alhambra palace and, as noted, he also journeyed to Cairo with Makart. In particular, Lenbach’s landscapes depicting the walled city of Granada and his Portrait of an Arab (1876) must have been of interest to Gottlieb (Figs. 8.19–8.20, in color insert).

Lenbach was a protégé of Adolf Friedrich von Schack (1815–1894), who was both an important collector of German contemporary art and a well-known Orientalist who specialized in Sanskrit and Arabic (in his youth, he, too, had explored Spain and the Middle East). From 1866, Schack’s collection was open to the public; among the leading artists represented, aside from Lenbach, were Arnold Böcklin, Anselm Feuerbach, and Wilhelm Leibl.77 One of Schack’s close friends was the director of the Munich Art Academy, Karl von Piloty, who taught some of “Schack’s artists.”78 Although Gottlieb studied historical painting at the Academy, his style and themes now drew much closer to this group of painters who, like Makart in Vienna, introduced far-reaching changes in Munich’s artistic and cultural milieu.

In Munich, Gottlieb was finally ready to wholeheartedly embrace the Orient as a path toward a new art and self-identity. As a Jew – a Semite – Gottlieb may have felt entitled to adopt the Oriental world as his own, much as the progressive Viennese Jews adopted colorful “Moorish” designs for their Templegasse synagogue. He did not need to travel to Spain and Cairo, as did Makart and Lenbach, in order to meet and admire Orientals, for he was one himself. Moreover, it is possible to regard all the figures he painted in 1876 as part of this same Oriental world, preserved in Europe by none other than the Jews. The encounter with Siemiradzki’s Middle Eastern Jesus and the contemporary model of Jerusalem as displayed in the Ottoman pavilion at Vienna’s World Exhibition may have further assured Gottlieb of the rightness of his choice.

It is in this regard that one might consider Gottlieb’s well-known self-portrait as Ahasuerus, the name used for the Wandering Jew who, according to legend, arrived in Europe from Jerusalem. The figure in this painting is clad in simple, rough attire but also wears an earring (as does Rembrandt’s man in Oriental costume) and a golden diadem.79 In Torah Scribe, another painting created in 1876, Gottlieb depicts what might be considered a descendent of this Oriental figure – an East European hasid who is reading a scroll of parchment, illuminated by the light of a candle. His task is to preserve the ancient text by carefully copying the Hebrew letters. Such an image clearly recalls the Eastern, non-European, roots of the very core of this ancient Jewish, non-Christian and non-Western, tradition. Similarly, the elaborate headdresses worn by the women in Old Woman in a Cap and Head of a Jewish Bride establish a connection between the Orient and East European traditional Jews. This kind of elaborate embroidery, consisting of silver and golden metallic threads, can be seen as well on decorative pieces of cloth sewn onto the front of women’s festive dresses or on the collars of Jewish prayer shawls. Although the origin of this beautiful embroidery was kept secret, its name in Yiddish (shpanyer arbet) may refer to a technique known as point d’espagne (Spanish embroidery).80 It may thus have originated in Spain, introduced by Moors. Rembrandt refers to such a tradition in the embroidery depicted on his Oriental man’s cape (Fig. 8.18), whereas Gottlieb knew it from the Jewish tradition preserved in eastern Galicia.81

Another form of Oriental garb appears in Jewish Wedding, where the hasidic rabbi performing the ceremony wears a striped caftan, as does a young boy holding the front pole of the wedding canopy. These figures are Galician hasidim originating in the town of Lelov (in the vicinity of Krakow). In the mid-19th century a group of Lelov Hasidim moved to Ottoman Jerusalem and started to wear striped oriental caftans, apparently “recognizing” the Jewish origins of local Arab dress.82 In contrast to the images of acculturated German Jews created by Moritz Oppenheim (1800–1882), a German Jewish artist still active in Frankfurt at the time Gottlieb lived and worked in Munich, the latter did not depict members of his own community but rather traditional East European Jews (Ostjuden).83 Many among the Munich audience, and perhaps even Gottlieb himself, regarded such Jews as more “Oriental” than European. Interestingly, however, when Gottlieb chose to depict himself as a non-European, he did not don a similar form of East European Jewish garb such as his grandfathers might have worn. Instead he painted a beautified and noble version of himself in ornate Arab attire, standing in front of an ancient stone wall that may be meant to recall Jerusalem (Fig. 8.4). Returning to the Wandering Jew’s original habitat, he now appears as a true Semite with Oriental roots. As has been seen with regard to “Moorish” synagogues, such roots were perceived as underpinning the three Abrahamic religions – Judaism, Christianity, and Islam – and in this sense, Gottlieb’s stance may be understood as an expression of universalism.

Gottlieb’s choice of Oriental self-fashioning was also in tune with the Germanic Romantic understanding of the Orient as the source of “true wisdom and piety.” Since Germany did not begin to compete for colonies until the last decades of the 19th century, interest in the Orient and its culture was primarily developed in literature and scholarship. In the realm of literature, Goethe was profusely inspired by Diwan des Hafis (1812), a German translation of the 14th-century Persian poet Hafez by the Austrian Orientalist Joseph von Hammer-Purgstall. Reacting against the turn to neo-Catholicism and German nationalism during the Restoration period, Goethe wrote a cycle of poetry titled West-Eastern Divan between 1815 and 1819; as did Hafez, he located universal love and faith in the East and in Islam, “where the heavens were boundless … [where] one God … seemed to preside over the sand-waste.”84 For their part, German universities, beginning in the early 1830s, absorbed a number of young, acculturated Jewish scholars of Islam into their ranks.85 In Poland, meanwhile, the poetry of Adam Mickiewicz (1798–1855) created a parallel to Goethe’s Romantic poetry and his attraction to the East.86 Thus Gottlieb – who was familiar with both the German and the Polish cultural spheres – might also have been portraying himself as a Romantic hero, an imaginary character embodying Western yearnings for the noble and pure East.

Gottlieb’s quest for universal acceptance, tolerance, and equality was further elaborated in three masterful works based upon literary creations: Shylock and Jessica (1876), Uriel da Costa and Judith Vanderstraten (1877), and his series Nathan the Wise (1877).87 With regard to Nathan the Wise, it is believed that Gottlieb prepared at least twelve illustrations for which he created entirely Oriental scenes, many of them incorporating architecture, interiors, furniture, objects, and clothes that he had seen at the Vienna World Exhibition.88 Although less obvious, Oriental traits appear as well in Shylock and Jessica and Uriel da Costa. For instance, Jessica’s facial features (known to us from Marcin Gottlieb’s oil copy of the original painting, which is apparently lost)89 appear to be Semitic (recalling Laura?), while her half-closed, dark, and almond-shaped eyes, looking sideways, resemble the “dangerous” eyes of femme fatale figures that were later painted (during the fin-de-siècle era) by artists such as Edward Munch and Gustav Klimt. In Gottlieb’s time, half-closed and seductive dark eyes were associated with Oriental females and sexual abandonment, as in Delacroix’s famous painting Women of Algiers in Their Apartment (1834) and Renoir’s Odalisque (1870). Such eyes are also found in Makart’s paintings, both “Oriental” and contemporary (for example, Egyptian Dancer [1875–1876] and Marble Hearts [1875]). In contrast, Gottlieb’s dark and sensual Judith Vanderstraten has a more refined look. Wearing an elaborate headdress similar to that of Jewish Bride, she is shown reading a book while inclining her head toward Uriel da Costa. In this regard, she seems to be an example of la belle juive (the beautiful Jewess) found in Romantic literature.90 Yet at the same time, she is holding a peacock-feather fan, a prop that is clearly associated with the world – and often the harems – of the Orient.91 Gottlieb’s duality in the depiction of female characters was daring and new, closely following changes in modern art and society.

By 1877, Gottlieb was back in Vienna. The proximity to Makart, on the one hand, and to Laura, on the other, further intensified his enchantment with the Orient. As he was once able to completely absorb Matejko’s art, so he now copied the great Viennese artist: Gottlieb’s Odalisque (Gypsy or Shulamite) of 1877 is a faithful reworking of Makart’s Egyptian Princess of 1875–1876 (Figs. 8.21, 8.17, in color insert).92 By renaming Makart’s image and adding “Shulamite” to other possible identifications, Gottlieb associated this Oriental female character with the biblical femme fatale who, like Judith, was becoming a favored female image embodying male fears of feminine sexuality. Gottlieb was most likely familiar with Henri Regnault’s Salomé (1870), which, as we have seen, had been displayed at the Vienna World Exhibition (Fig. 8.11), and the figure of Salomé/Shulamite seemed to capture his imagination. He created three more paintings of her. In one, she is contemplating John the Baptist’s head; in another, she is dancing; in the third, she appears as a contemporary, dark-haired woman glancing sideways with half-closed eyes. Her peacock-feather fan and necklace of red corals reveal her to be a dangerous Oriental seducer.93

Gottlieb’s preoccupation with both the “good Jewess” and “dangerous” female Oriental images may have reflected his troubled relationship with Laura. His passionate and often ambivalent feelings found expression in the letters he wrote to her in the summer of 1877, when he was back in Drohobycz. In one letter, his desire for Laura, mingled with the fear that he was losing her, led him to suggest their getting married immediately, “without the witnesses” (“just you and me”); in a subsequent letter he refers to her, albeit humorously, as “my good-bad Laura.”94 Gottlieb also portrayed Laura in two very different portraits, both painted in 1877. In one (the better-known), she is shown as a proud and dark beauty wearing a feathered hat. In the other portrait, similarly titled Portrait of Laura, the Artist’s Fianceé, she appears as a surprisingly homely, blond-haired woman.95 Perhaps the key to understanding Gottlieb’s dual vision of his fiancée lies in Laura’s own words, recorded many years later in her memoirs: “When I confess my German roots I do so rather as an expression of gratitude; but when I confess my links to the tribe of my forefathers, it is a sublime act … For me the wind blows from the east.”96 It is possible that when Gottlieb tried to visually express his dual feelings toward Laura and perhaps also to depict the duality Laura herself felt as belonging to German culture while being of a non-European, Oriental origin, he portrayed himself once again as an Arab (Fig. 8.5). In this 1877 version (to the extent that we can trust W. Dietrich’s copy of the lost original), Gottlieb showed himself facing in the opposite direction from the earlier 1876 painting, and, rather than idealizing himself, depicted his facial features more accurately, showing his more pronounced “Jewish” nose, drooping eyelids, and fleshier lips.

From this point, merging his own image with that of an imaginary Oriental character, Gottlieb went on to paint himself in different locations and times: on the hills of Granada, in the Galician synagogue, and in Jesus’ Palestine. Gottlieb’s characteristic self-portrait is easily recognized as being similar to his Oriental self-image in Ahasuerus, while his attire, jewelry, and headdresses point to the common Oriental roots of all three depicted scenes. In addition, taken as a whole, the settings of the paintings unite the three Abrahamic religions and, in so doing, offer a universalist message.

The earliest of the three works, an 1877 oil sketch for a work Gottlieb did not live to paint, depicts the exit of the Moors from Granada (Fig. 8.22, in color insert).97 In a letter to his father written in January 1877, Gottlieb referred to this planned work as a potential masterpiece that would further his renown; by this time, he had already acquired a measure of fame with Shylock and Jessica and Uriel da Costa and Judith Vanderstraten.98 It is possible that he wanted to travel to Spain and Portugal prior to finishing this work, as he announced to Rubin Bierer in 1878 when they met in L’viv.99 Moreover, according to Bierer, Gottlieb apparently meant this work to show Jewish persecution at the hands of the Inquisition.100 Yet this early sketch communicates an entirely different message – a kind of contemporary Orientalist mourning for the “lost paradise” of Moorish culture. In the foreground of the sketch, Gottlieb juxtaposes Islamic architecture (as viewed at the Vienna World Exhibition and neo-Moorish synagogues) – even adding a palm tree at the side—with the cross-bearing church towers placed in the background. Possibly in response to Gustave Doré’s 1875 illustration created for Joseph François Michaud’s Histoire des Croisades, which shows the expelled Muslims bemoaning their burning city (Fig. 8.23), Gottlieb’s work shows a colorful group of Oriental-looking men and women gathered on a hill outside the walls of Granada. Rather than wailing, they are expressing their pain through joint prayer; the man in white at the top of the hill, arms raised toward heaven, recalls Christ.101 In the middle of the composition stands Gottlieb, fist against his chest in a posture calling to mind the Jewish Day of Atonement prayers. Leaning upon him, and embraced by him, is a woman whose hands are clasped as in Christian prayer. Finally, lower down the hill, to the left and right of them, are Muslims who are kneeling and praying on prayer rugs. The protagonists’ Oriental outfits and the presence of all three religions in this unusual scene may indicate Gottlieb’s yearning for universalist equality and tolerance.


[image: image]
Fig. 8.23. Gustav Doré, An Enemy of the Crusaders, illustration for Joseph François Michaud’s Histoire des Croisades (1875).





Gottlieb’s best-known work, the much discussed Jews Praying in the Synagogue on the Day of Atonement (1878; Fig. 8.24, in color insert), was painted after his engagement to Laura had been broken off by her. She apparently appears twice in the women’s gallery: once to the left of the column, standing alone, as a dark beauty with half-closed eyes covered by a veil; the second time to the right of the column, standing alongside an older woman who is possibly her mother. This second figure is more homely looking, and her covered head indicates that she is married.102 In contrast to his embracing a woman at the hills of Granada, Gottlieb in this work is standing alone in the men’s section, holding his head in a position of contemplation. His colorful, striped kaftan and broad sash bespeak an Oriental identity, but his fur-brimmed hat connects him to the traditional Galician Jews standing around him, wrapped in black-and-white prayer shawls. Both Gottlieb’s contemplative posture, and the composition as a whole, strongly recall Grottger’s lithograph of people praying in a church, which, as noted, was displayed at the Vienna World Exhibition (Fig. 8.14).103

In his last, unfinished masterpiece, Christ Preaching at Capernaum (1878–1879; Fig. 8.25, in color insert), Gottlieb is easily recognizable in his jellabiya. Here he is wearing an earring and leaning his head (once again) toward a figure whose folded hands lie on his shoulder while their heads touch.104 As pointed out by Mendelsohn, this is a multi-ethnic and multi-religious scene.105 It depicts gestures, symbolism, and artifacts of all three religions: Jesus’ arms are raised (as were those of the dark-skinned worshipper at the hills of Granada); the black-and-white stripes of Jewish prayer shawls are shown next to the colorful stripes of the turbans; the clasped hands symbolizing Christian prayer appear under the same roof as a Torah scroll and a Muslim prayer rug hanging over the barrier of the women’s section. Among the worshipers there is even a bare-headed, shaven, toga-wearing Roman, possibly a skeptical agnostic. Once again Gottlieb created an imaginary Oriental community in which all three religions, different people, and men and women could meet as equals.



Epilogue

Two images of Gottlieb in Arab attire, one showing an idealized and beautified version of the artist, the other closer to his own Jewish features, appeared in the Polish press in the period following his death. It is significant that the editors of both journals chose these particular images of Gottlieb rather than another of his various self-portraits or photographs. Such a choice seems to point to Gottlieb’s success in defining himself as a modern, liberal, and acculturated “new Israelite” rather than an “old Jew” or a Polonized assimilationist. For Gottlieb, the alliance with Oriental roots signified his proud sense of belonging to the universal world of art, culture, and the brotherhood of men. Years later, his spirit would be evoked in the “Oriental” bacchanalia staged by Hirszenberg and his guests in a studio overlooking the Grand Synagogue of Lodz – a majestic domed building with a distinctly Moorish interior decor. At that moment, it must have seemed as though Gottlieb’s worldview had been vindicated.


Notes


1. For Sewerin Gottlieb’s obituary of Hirszenberg, see Wschód 39 (1908), 2–3.

2. On Samuel Hirszenberg (1865–1908) and Leopold Pilichowski (1869–1933), see Richard I. Cohen, Jewish Icons: Art and Society in Modern Europe (Berkeley: 1998), 223–227 and 236–242; Mirjam Rajner, “Hirszenberg, Szmul” and “Pilichowski, Leopold,” in The YIVO Encyclopedia of Jews in Eastern Europe, ed. Gershon David Hundert, 2 vols. (New Haven: 2008), 1:720–721 and 2:1358.


3. The present essay elaborates on themes first explored in Mirjam Rajner, “Omanim, orientalism vehaheksher hayehudi: yetzirotav shel Moritz Daniel Oppenheim,” in Temunat ’avar, shai leYeraḥmiel Cohen, ed. Ezra Mendelsohn and Eli Lederhendler (Jerusalem: 2017), 143–182.


4. Edward W. Said, Orientalism (New York: 1978); Linda Nochlin, “The Imaginary Orient,” Art in America (May 1983), 118–131, 187–191; idem, The Politics of Vision: Essays on Nineteenth-Century Art and Society (New York: 1989), 33–59.


5. See John MacKenzie, Orientalism, History, Theory and the Arts (Manchester: 1995); Robert Irwin, Dangerous Knowledge: Orientalism and Its Discontents (Woodstock: 2006); Ibn Warraq, Defending the West: A Critique of Edward Said’s Orientalism (Amherst: 2007); idem, “Linda Nochlin and the Imaginary Orient,” New English Review (June 2010), online at: newenglishreview.org/Ibn_Warraq/Linda_Nochlin_and_The_Imaginary_Orient (accessed 23 July 2017).


6. See Jocelyn Hackforth-Jones and Mary Roberts (eds.), Edges of Empire: Orientalism and Visual Culture (Malden: 2005), esp. the editors’ introduction, 1–19.

7. Ivan Davidson Kalmar and Derek J. Penslar (eds.), Orientalism and the Jews (Lebanon, N.H: 2005); see esp. the editors’ introduction, xiii–xl. See also Ulrike Brunotte, Anna-Dorothea Ludewig, and Axel Stähler (eds.), Orientalism, Gender, and the Jews: Literary and Artistic Transformations of European National Discourses (Berlin: 2015); Galit Hasan-Rokem, “Ex Oriente Fluxus: The Wandering Jew – Oriental Crossings of the Paths of Europe,” in L’orient dans l’histoire religieuse de l’Europe: L’invention des origins, ed. Mohammad Ali Amir-Moezzi and John Scheid (Turnhout: 2000), 153–164.


8. Ivan Davidson Kalmar, “Moorish Style: Orientalism, the Jews, and Synagogue Architecture,” Jewish Social Studies 7, no. 3 (Spring–Summer 2001), 68–100. See also Hannelore Künzl, Islamische Stilelemente im Synagogenbau des 19. und frühen 20. Jahrhunderts (Frankfurt: 1984); Rudolf Klein, “Oriental-style Synagogues in Austria-Hungary: Philosophy and Historical Significance,” Ars Judaica 2 (2006), 117–134.


9. Dalia Manor, “Orientalism and Jewish National Art: The Case of Bezalel,” in Kalmar and Penslar (eds.), Orientalism and the Jews, 142–161.

10. Nehama Guralnik, In the Flower of Youth: Maurycy Gottlieb 1856–1879 (exhibition catalogue) (Tel Aviv: 1991), 70; Ezra Mendelsohn, Painting a People: Maurycy Gottlieb and Jewish Art (Hanover: 2002), 108–110. Both authors base themselves on earlier literature about Gottlieb when addressing this painting.

11. The photo can be seen online at: http://rosetta.nli.org.il/delivery/Delivery Manager%20Servlet?dps_pid=IE12094308&gathStatIcon=true%20(z-r-0002) (accessed 19 July 2017). The back side of the photo (z-v-0002) includes the name of the Viennese photographer Victor Angerer. On the Ludwig and Victor Angerer photo atelier and their innovative photography, see Österreichisches biographisches Lexikon ab 1815, 2nd rev. ed., online at: biographien.ac.at/oebl/oebl_A/Angerer_Victor_1839_1894.xml (accessed 9 May 2017). Victor Angerer and his nephew August also operated a photo and art shop and an art publishing company. This may have induced Gottlieb to have his photograph taken in their studio; the artist may have been contemplating a painting based on this photograph.

12. Tygodnik Ilustrowany (Warsaw) 189 (9 August 1879), 88; Świat (Krakow) 14 (15 July 1892), 337. See also Dariusz Konstantinów, “Znakomity malarz i oz͘ywiony najlepszymi chęciami obywatel.” Maurycy Gottlieb w oczach prasy polskiej (1877–1880),” Biuletyn Historii Sztuki 1 (2014), 119–120. My thanks to Magdalena Tarnowska for her kind help in obtaining the images.

13. Jonasz Wiesenberg, Maurycy Gottlieb (1856–1879): Szkic biograficzny (Złoczów: 1888), 18.


14. In this exhibition, in which Gottlieb appeared alongside leading Polish artists such as Wojciech Gerson and Jan Matejko, he also showed his Shylock and Jessica and Uriel da Costa and Judith Vanderstraten, the paintings that made him known among a Polish audience (ibid
; see also Guralnik, In the Flower of Youth, 215). A lengthy review appearing in Tygodnik Ilustrowany 92 (29 September 1877), 202–203 and ibid. 93 (6 October 1877), 212–213, discusses those two paintings.

15. After participating in the tragic Polish uprising against the Russians in January 1863, Karol Brzozowski (1821–1904) left his native Warsaw and spent almost twenty years living in exile in the Middle East, where he played an important political role on behalf of Polish democrats during the Russo-Turkish War. Given his prolonged stay in the Middle East, Brzozowski must have felt especially close to Gottlieb’s Oriental character. He either purchased the painting himself or else received it as a gift from his L’viv supporters upon returning to Poland and settling in the city in 1884. See Tadeusz Turkowski, “Brzozowski Karol,” in Polski Słownik Biograficzny, vol. 3 (Krakow: 1937), 59–61.


16. Wiesenberg, Maurycy Gottlieb, 22.

17. Binyamin Spira, Matzevet zikaron: toledot hatzayar Moshe David ben Yitzhak hamekhuneh Moritz Gottlieb zikhrono livrakhah (Krakow: 1893), 6.


18. Rubin Bierer, “Moritz Gottlieb,” Selbst-Emanzipation 18 (1892), 176. Translation is from Mendelsohn, Painting a People, 107.

19. Ibid., 109–110.

20. Maria Milanowska, “Maurycy Gottlieb in Search of Identity: The Artist’s Biographical Outline,” in Maurycy Gottlieb. W poszukiwaniu toz͘samości/In Search of Identity (exhibition catalogue), ed. Maria Milanowska (Lodz: 2014), 59, 172–173.


21. Guralnik, In the Flower of Youth, 29, 121, 161.

22. Mendelsohn, Painting a People, 37, based on Bierer, “Moritz Gottlieb,” 177. Before traveling through Egypt, Palestine, Lebanon, and Syria, David Roberts visited Spain, whose remnants of Moorish culture introduced him to the Orient. For French Orientalist Henri Regnault, Spain was “Africa, Egypt”; see James Thompson, with an essay by David Scott, The East: Imagined, Experienced, Remembered: Orientalist Nineteenth Century Painting (exhibition catalogue) (Dublin: 1988), 131.


23. The first such exhibition was the “Great Exhibition of Industry of All Nations,” held in London in 1851. Preceding the Viennese exhibition was the Exposition Universelle in Paris in 1867.

24. Jutta Pemsel, Die Wiener Weltausstellung von 1873: Das gründerzeitliche Wien am Wendepunkt (Vienna: 1989).


25. The model, made to a 1:500 scale, was constructed by Stephen Illés, a Hungarian Catholic pilgrim who lived in Jerusalem. Today it is on display in Jerusalem’s Tower of David Museum; an online image can be seen at tod.org.il/en/exhibitions/model-of-jerusalem-in-the-19th-century (accessed 9 May 2017).

26. Allgemeine Illustrirte Zeitung (Stuttgart) 6 (1873), xxxi.

27. General-Catalog photographischer Erzeugnisse den Wiener Photographen-Association für die Weltaustellung 1873, herausgegeben durch das Central-Bureau der Wiener Photographen-Association (Vienna: 1873). The catalogue included a photo-portrait of the Persian Shah Naser al-Din taken by the studio of Victor Angerer.

28. Engin Ozendes, Photography in the Ottoman Empire, 1839–1919 (Istanbul: 1987), 32-33; 78-89.


29. Carl von Lützow (ed.), Kunst und Kunstgewerbe auf der Wiener Weltauschtellung 1873 (Leipzig: 1875). The catalogue is available online at: archive.org/stream/kunstundkunstgew00ltuoft#page/n6/mode/1up (accessed 9 May 2017). Lützow also mentioned Sébah’s photographs (p. 466).

30. Ibid., 342–344.

31. Ibid., 298. The text on French painting (including the review of Delacroix’s murals) was written by Bruno Meyer and A. Woltmann.

32. Ibid., 322–324 (Gérôme); 311–315 (Regnault). For Gérôme’s Arab and His Steed in the Desert, presently in a private collection, see jeanleongerome.org/The-Arab-and-his-Steed-(or-In-the-Desert)-large.html; for his Moorish Bath, presently at the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, see mfa.org/collections/object/moorish-bath-32124; for Regnault’s Summary Execution, presently at Musée d’Orsay, Paris, see wga.hu/html_m/r/regnaul/executio.html (accessed 15 May 2017).

33. On opposing attitudes toward such Orientalist paintings, see MacKenzie, Orientalism, 43–48. On Gérôme’s Moorish Bath, see Mary Anne Stevens (ed.), The Orientalists: Delacroix to Matisse: European Painters in North Africa and the Near East (exhibition catalogue) (London: 1984), 31; on Regnault’s Summary Execution, see Thompson and Scott, The East: Imagined, Experienced, Remembered, 131–133.

34. For Henri Regnault’s Judith and Holophernes, presently at the Musée des Beaux Arts, Marseille, see http://www.wikigallery.org/wiki/painting_332446/Regnault-Henri/Judith-Et-Holophernes (accessed 15 May 2017).

35. Mendelsohn, Painting a People, 37–40.

36. Siemiradzki first gained fame in Germany with his painting Roman Orgy, created in Munich in 1871–1872. The party of Magdalene’s friends in Christ and the Sinner is a continuation of the theme. See Ewa Micke-Broniarek, “Henryk Siemiradzki,” National Museum in Warsaw, December 2004, online at: http://culture.pl/en/artist/henryk-siemiradzki (accessed 15 May 2017).

37. Agaton Giller, Polska na Wystawie Powszechnej w Wiedniu 1873 r.: Listy Agatona Gillera, 2 vols. (Lviv: 1873). The first volume is available online at: https://archive.org/details/polskanawystawi00gillgoog (accessed 15 May 2017). I would like to thank Monika Biesaga for enabling me to see the relevant parts of the second volume and for her help with the Polish.

38. “Foreword,” in Giller, Polska na Wystawie Powszechnej, vol. 1 [n.p.]. Agaton Giller (1831–1887) was a leading figure among Polish insurrectionists and émigrés striving for Polish independence. Between 1870 and 1878 (at the time he wrote about the Vienna exhibition), Giller returned to Poland from his exile abroad and lived in Galicia. It was then that he initiated the foundation of the Polish National Museum in Rapperswill, Switzerland, where he felt the Polish national treasures should be preserved; see Historisches Lexikon der Schweiz, online edition, hls-dhs-dss.ch/textes/d/D28436.php (accessed 16 May 2017).

39. Giller, Polska na Wystawie Powszechnej, 1:81–82.

40. Giller’s description was very picturesque and enables us to vividly imagine what Gottlieb saw: “The palace had harem rooms separated by latticed windows, while the central salon was covered with Persian carpets and golden sofas. Walls and doors were carved and painted in red, blue, and gold. In the center of the courtyard there was a fountain with a palm tree and flower beds” (ibid., 80).

41. Ibid.



42. Giller also noted the oil industry developing in Drohobycz, Gottlieb’s hometown (ibid., 154). It is quite possible that Gottlieb’s father, at the time successfully involved in the oil refining business then flourishing in Drohobycz, visited the World Exhibition in Vienna and explored it with his son; for the father’s involvement in the oil industry, see Mendelsohn, Painting a People, 21–22.

43. Lützow (ed.), Kunst und Kunstgewerbe, 370–371.

44. Giller, Polska na Wystawie Powszechnej, 2:94, 97. In his two known works showing characters and scenes from Polish history, Gottlieb used this painting as a source. For illustrations and comparison, see Guralnik, In the Flower of Youth, 69, figs. 37–39.

45. The exhibition “Orientalism in Polish Painting, Drawing, and Graphic Art in the 19th and the First Half of the 20th Centuries,” held at the National Museum in Warsaw from October 2008 to January 2009, demonstrated that the majority of such works were created only in the 1880s; see orientalizm.mnw.art.pl (accessed 16 May 2017).

46. I thank Ulrike Hirhager of Universitätsarchiv der Akademie der bildenden Künste Wien for sending me scanned pages from the matriculation book of the Viennese Academy’s “Mahlerschule.” My thanks also to Anna Straszewska of The Institute of Art of the Polish Academy of Sciences, who researched the participation of Polish students at the Viennese Art Academy. Gottlieb’s name appeared on the registration lists beginning with the winter semester of 1871/1872 until the summer semester of 1874/1875 (Aufnahms-Listen, vols. 89–96). The lists showed the student’s name, place of birth, age, education prior to the academy, parent’s economic status (father’s profession), address of his lodgings in Vienna, starting date of studies at the academy, semester fees, and additional comments (if any). By the summer semester of 1872/1873, Gottlieb was signing his name as Moritz instead of Moses.

47. He was also one of the relatively few Polish students (there were even fewer Polish Jewish students) at the academy. According to Anna Straszewska, there were thirteen Polish students at the Academy of Art between 1870 and 1876. Of these, the only other Polish Jewish student appears to be Szymon Buchbinder (1853–1908), who was at the academy between 1873 and 1878.

48. On progressive Polish Jewish communities, including that of Drohobycz, see Mendelsohn, Painting a People, 14–16, 19–22.

49. On Kuranda, see Robert S. Wistrich, The Jews of Vienna in the Age of Franz Joseph (Oxford: 1999), 140-142. See also Gerald Brettner-Messler, “Ignaz Kuranda: Lebensbild eines Liberalen,” David: Kulturzeitschrift 59, no. 12 (2012), online at: davidkultur.at/ausgabe.php?ausg=95&artikel=806.


50. Józef Sandel, “Maurycy Gottlieb – uczén Matejki,” Biuletyn Żydowskiego Instytutu Historycznego 4, no. 8 (October–December 1953), 104.


51. Complicating the matter is the fact that Gottlieb’s supposed 1878 portrait of Kuranda does not really resemble the photographs and drawings of him. At the time they met, Kuranda was a gentle-looking, white-haired gentleman in his mid-60s, whereas the figure in Gottlieb’s painting has dark hair and a stern expression. For the photograph and a portrait-drawing of Kuranda, see online at: wien.gv.at/wiki/index.php/Datei:Ignazkuranda.jpg (accessed 16 May 2017). See also Adolf Kohut, Berühmte israelitische Männer und Frauen in der Kulturgeschichte der Menschheit (Leipzig-Reudnitz: [1901]), 313. On Gottlieb’s supposed portrait of Kuranda, see Guralnik, In the Flower of Youth, 167.

52. Carol Herselle Krinsky, Synagogues of Europe: Architecture, History, Meaning (New York: 1985), 191. See also Harold Hammer-Schenk, Die Synagogen in Deutschland: Geschichte einer Baugattung im 19. und 20. Jahrhundert (1780–1933) (Hamburg: 1981), 182–183, 302–306, and n. 711; Kalmar, “Moorish Style,” 78–79.

53. Ludwig von Förster, “Das israelitische Bethaus in der Wiener Vorstadt Leopoldstadt,” Allgemeine Bauzeitung 24 (1859), 14–15.


54. Perhaps the most influential example was the synagogue in Dresden, whose interior design (by the architect Gottfried Semper) incorporated illustrations of the Alhambra Palace in Granada. In 1847, Semper’s designs were publicized in Allgemeine Bauzeitung, a highly respected architectural periodical edited by Ludwig von Förster. The latter was inspired by Semper’s work and began to include Islamic motifs such as pointed arches, slender pillars, and an abundance of colorful geometric patterns on walls. See Krinsky, Synagogues of Europe, 81–85, 194.

55. Krinsky notes the affiliation of other Jewish communities (such as Orthodox or Sephardic) with the Islamic architectural style (ibid., 83). A number of scholars of Moorish synagogues regard as too narrow Ismar Schorsch’s claim that such a style specifically recalls the “Golden Age of the Jews” in Spain (see his “The Myth of Sephardic Supremacy,” Leo Baeck Institute Year Book 34 [1989], 47–66); they prefer to see the Moorish style as a Western concept that refers to a wide range of Islamic forms found from Spain in the West to Muslim India in the East. See the discussion in Kalmar, “Moorish Style,” 69–70. Thus, Krinsky calls it a “Moorish-Islamic” style, Hannelore Künzl just “Islamic,” while Rudolf Klein uses the term “Oriental style” (see n. 8).

56. Krinsky, Synagogues of Europe, 82.

57. The letter is in the Schwadron autograph and portrait collection in the National Library of Israel, Jerusalem. Although undated, it appears to have been written in Vienna, probably in late 1873 or before March 1874.

58. Mendelsohn, Painting a People, 29–30, esp. n. 100.

59. Ibid., 110, n. 48 and fig. 65.

60. See Milanowska, “Maurycy Gottlieb,” 57, where more than ten titles are listed.

61. Czas 169 (28 July 1874), 2. This was apparently the first published review dealing with Gottlieb’s student artwork.

62. See the detailed discussion in Mendelsohn, Painting a People, 32–34.

63. Guralnik, In the Flower of Youth, 21; Milanowska, “Maurycy Gottlieb,” 58.

64. To those publications can be added Natan Samuely, “Zikhronot (‘al kever hatzayar Mordekhai Gottlieb),” Aḥiasaf, luaḥ-’am (1894/1895), 187–194.


65. Aurelia Gottlieb (1870–1951) published articles on Jewish artists in Menorah, Vienna’s Zionist journal. Her article on Gottlieb, “Moritz Gottlieb,” Menorah, no. 1–2 (1932), 70, opens with an affirmation of the existence of Jewish art. On her affiliation with Zionism, see also Artur Tanikowski, “Toward the Philosophy of Work: The Late Paintings of Leopold Gottlieb,” Ars Judaica 9 (2013), 92–94, nn. 84, 93. For the letters in Hebrew translation, see Maurycy Gottlieb, Igerot vedivrei yoman, ed. and trans. Mordechai Narkiss (Jerusalem: 1956).


66. Emil Pirchan, Hans Makart: Leben, Werk und Zeit (Vienna: 1942), 30–47; Agnes Husslein-Arco and Alexander Klee (eds.), Makart: Painter of the Senses (Munich: 2011). Makart’s aesthetics and art are understood today as preceding Vienna’s Sezession; see Gerbert Frodl, “Makart und Klimt,” in Traum und Wirklichkeit, Wien 1870–1930 (exhibition catalogue) (Vienna: 1985), 50–55.


67. Traum und Wirklichkeit, 739.

68. In 1955, members of Laura’s family donated Gottlieb’s 1877 portrait of her to the Tel Aviv Museum of Art. In addition, they supplied some information about her that was primarily based on family records and her unpublished memoirs. Eugen Kolb, then the director of the museum, wrote an article based on this material that was published in 1958. Titled “Portrait of Laura Henschel-Rosenfeld Painted by Maurycy Gottlieb,” it appeared in Guralnik, In the Flower of Youth, 77–91.

69. Ibid., 81. According to information appearing on the Vienna Academy of Art registration list, during his final years of study, Gottlieb lived on a picturesque street nearby (Blutgasse no. 3).

70. According to Guralnik, In the Flower of Youth, 72, they met in Vienna in late 1875 or early 1876.

71. Such a division was suggested by Guralnik, In the Flower of Youth, 35–75.

72. For illustrations of these works, see ibid., 53, fig. 25, and 121, 125, 136, 124, and160, respectively. While Guralnik gives the title Head of a Jewish Bride, dating it to 1876–1877, Mendelsohn (Painting a People, 146 [fig. 93]), gives as the title Head of a Jewish Woman (or Bride) and dates it “c. 1878.” It seems that, at about the same time, Gottlieb also painted a nude; see Milanowska, Maurycy Gottlieb, 59.

73. Guralnik, In the Flower of Youth, 21–22.

74. On the connection between Gottlieb’s experience of antisemitism in Krakow and his reading of Graetz as the source for his newly awakened Jewish identity, see Spira, Matzevet zikaron, 6 (quoted as well in Mendelsohn, Painting a People, 36); on Maurycy Gottlieb’s connection with Rembrandt, see Aurelia Gottlieb, “Z͘ycie i twórczość Maurycego Gottlieba (1856–1879),” Miesięcznik Z͘ydovski 1–6 (1932), 213–214. By 1932, Rembrandt had been firmly identified as an inspiration for Jewish artists on the pages of Ost und West and Menorah. This approach culminated in 1946 in a work authored by Franz Landsberger, Rembrandt, the Jews and the Bible (Philadelphia: 1946).

75. The Old Pinakothek is in possession of eleven of Rembrandt’s paintings: his series Christ’s Passion, comprising five paintings (1632–1639); Sacrifice of Isaac (1636); The Holy Family (1633–1634); The Adoration of the Shepherds (1646); Christ Resurrected (1661); and Bust of a Man in Oriental Costume (1633). These ten paintings were acquired by the museum in 1836, and they were thus were part of the permanent collection by the time Gottlieb studied in Munich. Rembrandt’s Self-portrait (1629), showing him as a young man with a shadow falling over his eyes, was acquired only in 1953. Images of these paintings can be seen online at: rembrandtdatabase.org/Rembrandt/explore-paintings?Filters%5B2%5D=genre-any&Filters%5B1%5D=dating-any&Filters%5B4%5D=collection-munich-alte-pinakothek&Filters%5B0%5D=attribution-any&Filters%5B3%5D=support-any (accessed 16 May 2017).

76. The Vienna World Exhibition displayed three portraits by Lenbach. Carl von Lützow stressed their Rembrandesque qualities, especially visible in the portrait of Richard Wagner (Kunst und Kunstgewerbe, 360–361).

77. See online at: pinakothek.de/besuch/sammlung-schack (accessed 18 July 2017).

78. Images available online at: sammlung.pinakothek.de/de/artist/carl-theodor-von-piloty (accessed 18 July 2017).

79. For illustrations of this portrait and Gottlieb’s additional works discussed here, see above (n. 72). Some scholars interpret Gottlieb’s Ahasuerus as the Persian king from the Book of Esther; see, for example, Larry Silver, “Jewish Identity in Art and History: Maurycy Gottlieb as Early Jewish Artist,” in Jewish Identity in Modern Art History, ed. Catherine M. Soussloff (Berkeley: 1999), 87-113; see also Mendelsohn, Painting a People, 111-112. On Polish understanding of this painting as the Wandering Jew, see Mirjam Rajner and Richard I. Cohen, “Wandalin Strzałecki’s Song on the Destruction of Jerusalem: A Homage to Maurycy Gottlieb and Poland,” Biuletyn Historii Sztuki 76, no. 1 (2014), 110-111.


80. For more details regarding this unique embroidery, see Esther Juhasz, “Shpanyer Arbet,” in Treasures of Jewish Galicia: Judaica from the Museum of Ethnography and Crafts in Lvov, Ukraine (museum catalogue), ed. Sarah Harel Hoshen (Tel Aviv: 1996), 149–154.


81. According to one tradition, it was brought from Ukraine in the first half of the 19th century by a certain Mordekhai Leib Margulies, who kept it a secret from all but a few of his co-workers; according to another, the craft was brought to Poland by Spanish Jews (ibid., 153, esp. n. 15). Sharing borders with the Ottoman Empire, both Ukraine and Galicia were exposed to Oriental goods (carpets, clothes, embroidery) brought by Turkish (and among them, Sephardic) merchants.

82. See Ester Muchawsky-Schnapper, A World Apart Next Door: Glimpses into the Life of Hasidic Jews (exhibition catalogue) (Jerusalem: 2012), 97. I thank Ahuva Klein for pointing out this connection to me.

83. On Oppenheim and his art, see Elisheva Cohen, Moritz Oppenheim: The First Jewish Painter (exhibition catalogue) (Jerusalem: 1983). This catalogue contains a groundbreaking article by Ismar Schorsch, “Art as Social History: Oppenheim and the German Jewish Vision of Emancipation,” 31–61; see also the much more encompassing catalogue of the exhibition held at the Jewish Museum in Frankfurt, Moritz Daniel Oppenheim: Jewish Identity in 19th Century Art, ed. Georg Heuberger and Anton Merk (Frankfurt: 1999).


84. Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, West-Eastern Divan, trans. Edward Dowden (London: 1914), ix–xvi, online at: archive.org/stream/westeasterndivan00goetuoft#page/n7/mode/2up (accessed 16 May 2017).


85. In 1833, for example, Abraham Geiger (1810–1874), one of the founding fathers of Reform Judaism, published a doctoral thesis titled “What Did Muhammad Borrow from Judaism?” See Susannah Heschel, Abraham Geiger and the Jewish Jesus (Chicago: 1998); Jacob Lassner, “Abraham Geiger: A Nineteenth-Century Jewish Reformer on the Origins of Islam,” in The Jewish Discovery of Islam, ed. Martin Kramer (Tel Aviv: 1999), 103–135. See also Ismar Schorsch, “Converging Cognates: The Intersection of Jewish and Islamic Studies in Nineteenth-Century Germany,” Leo Baeck Institute Year Book 55 (2010), 3–36; Suzanne L. Marchand, German Orientalism in the Age of Empire: Religion, Race and Scholarship (Cambridge: 2009), 113–115.


86. Mickiewicz’s 1826 Crimean Sonnets, published during his exile in Russia, were composed after his travels to Crimea and his encounter with the Tatar and Turkish Muslim cultures. The sonnets widened the academic interest in Orientalism that Mickiewicz had encountered at the universities in Vilnius and St. Petersburg, introducing Oriental themes to Polish Romantic literature. See Roman Robert Koropeckyj, Adam Mickiewicz: The Life of a Romantic (Ithaca: 2008).


87. Much has been written about these seminal works. For the most encompassing interpretations, together with illustrations, see Guralnik, In the Flower of Youth, 52–59, 127, 139–147; Mendelsohn, Painting a People, 120–127.

88. On Gottlieb’s Nathan the Wise series, see Guralnik, In the Flower of Youth, 54–57. It is interesting to compare Gottlieb’s illustrations for Nathan the Wise with Moritz Oppenheim’s painting The Contemplation of the Ring (1845), which is also based upon Lessing’s play. Oppenheim created a contemporary visual allegory, addressing the situation in the Germany of his own days by means of a Catholic priest and a Protestant minister, each contemplating a ring, alongside a non-Western, Oriental-looking, turban-wearing rabbi. Gottlieb, however, transferred the play to its original habitat: Oriental Jerusalem. For a discussion and an illustration of Oppenheim’s painting, see Rajner, “Omanim, orientalism vehaheksher hayehudi,” 179-181 (fig. 23).

89. Milanowska, “Maurycy Gottlieb in Search of Identity,” 174–175.

90. In many instances, la belle juive is a heroic character prepared to sacrifice for the sake of love. Perhaps the best-known example is Rebecca, from Sir Walter Scott’s novel Ivanhoe. Gottlieb painted Rebecca in a work that is now lost; see Guralnik, In the Flower of Youth, 63. See also Nadia Valman, “La Belle Juive,” Jewish Quarterly 54, no. 1 (2007), 52–56. In a number of letters he wrote to Laura, Gottlieb compared her to Judith Vanderstraten (while comparing himself to da Costa). See letters no. 12 (20 June 1877) and no. 14 (23 June 1877) in Gottlieb, Igerot vedivrei yoman, ed. Narkiss; see also Guralnik, In the Flower of Youth, 59.

91. One example is the well-known painting by Jean Dominique Ingre, La Grande Odalisque (1814). See Joan DelPlato, Multiple Wives, Multiple Pleasures: Representing the Harem, 1800–1875 (London: 2002), 180.


92. See Monika Czekanowska-Gutman, “Drawing Inspiration from History, Literature and the Bible: Reflections on Selected Figures in the Works of Maurycy Gottlieb,” in Milanowska (ed.), Maurycy Gottlieb, 97.

93. For the reproductions of Gottlieb’s Shulamite, see Guralnik, In the Flower of Youth, 154, 155, 135. In addition to Shulamite, he also created images of Judith with the head of Holofernes and of Potifar’s wife seducing Joseph (ibid., 152, 153).

94. Letters no. 13 (22 June 1877) and no. 14 (23 June 1877) in Gottlieb, Igerot vedivrei yoman, ed. Narkiss.

95. For an image of this painting of Laura, which is presently in a private collection in New York, but which originally belonged to the Beres family of Krakow, see Guralnik, In the Flower of Youth, 131. On the Beres family and their collection of Gottlieb’s paintings, see Mendelsohn, Painting a People, 187.

96. Guralnik, In the Flower of Youth, 90.

97. This work is usually referred to as Expulsion of the Moors from Granada, though it is not clear when it acquired this title. An article written immediately upon Gottlieb’s death uses the word exit (wyjście) rather than expulsion (wydalenie); see M.B., “Korespondencya Tygodnika Powszechnego,” Tygodnik Powszechny 34 (1879), 53.


98. Letter no. 21, from Munich (Jan. 1877), in Gottlieb, Igerot vedivrei yoman, ed. Narkiss.

99. Bierer, “Moritz Gottlieb,” 177, quoted in Mendelsohn, Painting a People, 37.

100. The Attack of the Inquisition on the Jews Secretly Celebrating Passover was a student work created in 1868 by Mark Antokolskii, the Russian Jewish sculptor. Gottlieb may have heard about it from Siemiradzki, who was a friend of Antokolskii from his student days at the Art Academy in St. Petersburg; see Mirjam Rajner, “The Awakening of Jewish National Art in Russia,” Jewish Art 16/17 (1990–1991), 103–106; Musya Glants, Where is My Home? The Art and Life of the Russian Jewish Sculptor Mark Antokolsy, 1843–1902 (Lanham: 2010), 44–45.


101. The raised arms and white garb of this dark-skinned, turbaned man are reminiscent of Francisco Goya’s iconic painting The Third of May 1808. Completed in 1814, it went on exhibition at the Prado Museum in Spain in 1872. The painting depicts a Spanish rebel being shot by French soldiers, who is often likened to Christ. See Janis A. Tomlinson, Goya in the Twilight of Enlightenment (New Haven: 1992), 139.


102. Guralnik, In the Flower of Youth, 39. The two versions of Laura correspond to two of her portraits, discussed above.

103. This comparison, in particular that of the women worshipers in both works, was also made by Mendelsohn, Painting a People, 148.

104. It seems that Gottlieb’s liberal views also affected his attitude toward the relationship between the sexes. The embracing and touching between him and his woman partner appear to be natural in Granada and Capernaum. In the Orthodox synagogue, however, men and women are separated.

105. Mendelsohn, Painting a People, 134–136.









Artists’ Colonies in Israel

Alec Mishory

(Tel Aviv)


An artists’ colony is a physical site at which artists are expected to work collectively, inspiring and influencing each other’s creative process. Europe hosted artists’ colonies from the beginning of the 19th century, when individual artists began to seek a peaceful, rural life as a means of escaping the accelerating processes of industrialization and urbanization. While expressing a genuine preference for a life that was distant from urban centers, these artists were also guided by economic motives. The contemporary art market featured a great demand for genre paintings depicting rural life; accordingly, artists painted what they imagined to be aspects of “authentic country life” – idyllic renderings of man’s link with pristine Nature. Farmers, for instance, appeared in folkloristic costumes, as if the process of modernization had never taken place.

Such depictions of rural communities as seemingly frozen in a time prior to the Industrial Revolution were a clear expression of the Romantic trend of escapism.1 In contrast, by the middle of the 20th century, art in both Europe and America was basically an urban rather than rural phenomenon. Although a number of 20th-century artists’ colonies were established in rural areas, these were mainly focused on design and craftsmanship rather than “art for art’s sake.” Such places as the Cranbrook Center (Detroit) and various ceramics workshops in Ohio and California made use of modern technological techniques in creating handmade objects that retained unique, individual qualities, as opposed to artifacts produced by the assembly-line principle.2

Artists’ colonies were established in Israel during the first decade following independence. First to be founded was a colony located in Safed, a town in the Galilee (1950). This was followed by Ein Hod, situated on the southern slopes of Mount Carmel (1953), and last, by a colony in the old section of Jaffa (1959).3 In contrast with rural European and American artists’ colonies that evolved within existing settlements, those in Israel had their basis in abandoned structures and sites that, prior to the War of Independence of 1948–1949, had been inhabited by Arabs; in the case of Old Jaffa, there was also a second organized transfer of Jewish immigrants who had been relocated to the buildings once occupied by Arabs. In no small measure, the artistic nature of the colonies was determined by the hierarchical, “art for art’s sake” approach, which put painting and sculpture at the epitome of aesthetic creativity while relegating design and craftsmanship to a lower rung.

Although artists’ colonies in Israel were inspired by European and American models, there was also a local, “Zionist” precursor. Several decades before the establishment of the state, Boris Schatz (1867–1932), the founder and head of the Bezalel School of Arts and Crafts in Jerusalem, began to envision a Jewish artists’ colony in British Mandatory Palestine. In a book titled Jerusalem Rebuilt: A Daydream (1923), he presented his vision of cultural life in the land of Israel a century after the founding of Bezalel. In a scene taking place in an airplane, the narrator asks about the structures he sees on the ground, which he thinks might belong to a monastery. “No,” he is told,

that is Neve Sha’ananim, an artists’ colony in which Bezalel people live and work. Artists, as do intellectuals, need to live peacefully, away from the material world, removed from earthly matters. … At Neve Sha’ananim there are musicians as well as poets and all those endowed with creative spirits. … Art is not separated into specific fields.4

In an essay written several years later in honor of Bezalel’s 20th anniversary, Schatz similarly recalled how, with

a broken spirit and an empty heart … I left the great city of Paris; and between the cloud-wrapped Pyrenees Mountains and the silent rocks atop the crimson and blue Mediterranean sea, I began to dream a new dream. I dreamed of a sect of holy-spirited artists… artists healthy in body and brave in spirit, with fantasies of lights in their minds… all of us living in harmony, with but one mission: to show people how pleasant and comely is God’s world, and how much joy lies hidden within for those who begin to live truly human lives … and I thought then of the land of Israel as the holy place in which I would be able to fulfill this vision.5

By this point, Schatz had taken a number of steps to realize his vision. In 1910, he had proposed bringing Jewish silversmiths from Yemen to Palestine and settling them in a colony in which they would each be given a piece of land and a house. The Bezalel enterprise was to be responsible for marketing and selling the silversmiths’ products. A year later, a colony was established in Ben Shemen, a village situated between Jerusalem and Tel Aviv. The enterprise was unsuccessful, however, and by 1914 it was dismantled.6

Although the Bezalel School in Jerusalem was not an artists’ colony per se, as its instructors did not live on the premises, it partially fulfilled Schatz’s utopian ideas. Students of Bezalel and its instructors acted as a group in creating what they envisioned to be “Jewish-Hebrew” art. Bezalel’s palpable sense of community was also apparent in its rich array of cultural activities, which ranged from theatrical productions and concerts (both classical and folk music) to masquerade balls that were a mainstay of Jerusalem’s bohemian scene.

Some forty years later, three key players were responsible for the establishment of Israel’s artists’ colonies: Marcel Jancu (1895–1984), an architect and painter who worked in the planning division of the Prime Minister’s Office, Moshe Castel (1909–1991), an artist, and Itche Mambush (1920–2015), an artist and entrepreneur. These three individuals were guided by a nostalgic yearning for picturesque “Oriental” structures that would counter the massive, quasi-Soviet-style concrete housing projects being built throughout Israel. Both Jancu and Castel proposed making use of abandoned Arab property. In addition, two of the three sites eventually chosen for artists’ colonies (Safed and Ein Hod) were situated on Israel’s periphery and thus could be considered “rural.” To some extent, then, two of the Israeli artist colonies of the 1950s recalled the romantic escapism of 19th-century European colonies, though they also reflected more instrumental (mainly economic) considerations.
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Fig. 9.1. (artist unknown), Tzfat, Kiryat hatzayarim (Map of Safed’s Painters’ Campus), in Ze’ev Vilnay, The Guide to Israel (Jerusalem: 1962), 482.





The Artists’ Colony of Safed

Safed was revered for centuries as a center of Jewish mysticism. In addition, it was renowned for its clean air and alluring mountain scenery; thus, it is not surprising that by the early 20th century it began to attract a growing number of artists as well as religious pilgrims. During the 1920s and 1930s, artists were mostly drawn to the Jewish section of the town – in particular, its synagogues and Orthodox Jewish worshippers. Later, in the 1950s, artists such as Yossef Zaritsky, Moshe Castel, Zipora Brenner, and Eliahu Gat observed Safed from a more secular approach, distanced as they were from traditional Jewish culture and ritual. Nonetheless, they, too, regarded the town’s mystical atmosphere with a certain veneration.

Until 1948, Safed was a mixed town of Arabs and Jews, with the former constituting a majority of the population. During the War of Independence, the Arab population was forced out and Arab homes were declared “abandoned property.” In an abbreviated account written for a volume celebrating the Safed artists’ colony, the geographer Yosef Braslavsky writes that:

A daring plan, implemented with much strategy, bravery, and self-sacrifice by the [Israeli] army and the Safed youth, frightened the hunger-stricken Arabs. The latter … abandon their homes, belongings, equipment, and ammunition, allowing them to fall into the hands of Safed’s defenders. Safed, a town mostly populated by Arabs, turns into a Jewish town; it absorbs immigrants [and] allocates houses to authors and artists, who turn the town into their source of inspiration. The town draws many vacationers who breathe its perfumed air, its antiquities, its artists’ colony, its enchanted landscape. Next to its old houses, new ones rise, announcing the resurrection of the Galilee’s capital.7

Moshe Castel’s reminiscences offer a more personal, down-to-earth description of the events leading to the colony’s establishment:

  I lived in Safed not [merely] as a short summer-season visitor. … I dreamed of establishing an artists’ campus, similar to the artists’ colony in which I had lived in the southern region of France – Cannes sur Mer, which boasted residents such as Renoir, Soutine, Modigliani and others. … This dream was not realized until [the Israeli] War of Independence.

On the day Safed was liberated, I met with its military governor. … I asked his permission to choose a few abandoned houses in order to establish an artists’ town. … His answer was as follows: “What, are you crazy? Are you a dreamer of dreams? The enemy is fighting us, and you’re coming to us with crazy dreams.”… After a short give-and-take, he told me: ‘If you want a house, go and get one, but leave me out of your dreams of an artists’ town.’….

I got permission to enter the neighborhood of my choice in order to pick a house. After passing a few houses I entered a beautiful courtyard. This is the house [I said to myself]. … I climbed upstairs, to the balcony, so as to look at the beautiful landscape. Enemy bullets almost hit my head. All this did not frighten me, and I clung to the house and to the marvelous panorama. … While perceiving beautiful, abandoned houses all around me, I said to myself: now is the time to fulfill my idea about an artists’ campus. I traveled to Haifa and visited my good friend Menachem Shemi, the painter, and pleaded with him to come to Safed. I promised him, with the [military] governor’s assurance, a house, a few pieces of furniture, and a fence. After more pleading on my part he arrived [in Safed] and together we chose a house for him. Every day we went out to paint the Safed landscape.

Slowly, the idea of an artists’ town spread throughout the country. Painters and artists came from all over Israel. Against my will, I was appointed head of the neighborhood. I proceeded to accompany every painter who came knocking at my door in search of a house. I asked the governor, who by then had become my friend, to give them a house and a few pieces of furniture … [I]n those days there was no water, electricity or sewage systems [in the neighborhood] – we drank from wells found in the courtyards…[T]his lack of facilities and comfort unfortunately caused many painters to leave … they wanted bathtubs…8

Finally, Moshe Kol, who served as Israel’s minister of tourism in the 1960s, placed the story within a mythical-historical chain of Jewish tradition:

It is today that we create the golden age of Jewish Safed of the 16th century, a town blessed with great rabbis, poets, authors, and kabbalists. … Safed, then, is a chapter in the history of our people and especially in the history of Jewish settlement. … I have no doubt that Safed’s contemporary artists are filled with the creative spirit of that ancient splendor and its beautiful sights, which influenced kabbalists hundreds of years ago when they strolled on the Safed mountains, prostrated themselves on saints’ graves, and dreamed of the salvation of IsraeI.9

While Safed’s enchanting atmosphere could not be denied, the artists working there did not develop a unique or “mystical” style of art. Rather, they adhered more closely to a style of art that was reminiscent of artists’ colonies of the 19th century. Most of the artists who settled in Safed, as well as those who came for shorter visits, concentrated on the local landscape and its picturesque structures. Among them was Zipora Brenner (1917–2010), the head of the Safed artists’ colony. Brenner owned a house in Safed, though her primary residence was in Tel Aviv, and at every available opportunity, she would visit what she called her “sanctuary” in Safed.10 And yet, according to David Giladi: “Her Safed paintings have no mystical content,” but rather “are suffused with the shapes and atmosphere of the Safed landscape. They are replete with the sobriety of the artist who is responding mainly to the challenge this landscape presents.”11 The same could be said about most of the other painters of Safed, secular Jews whose link with 16th-century Kabbalah was negligible.

Living and working in a quiet quarter far from Israel’s bustling urban centers, these artists produced work that reflected mutual inspirations and influences; here, too, Safed followed the guiding principle of artists’ colonies as a site of collective creativity. Yet over the years, the art produced in Safed was increasingly perceived to be out of touch with contemporary artistic trends. The gap was apparent at the annual exhibitions held at the Safed artists’ collective gallery (housed in a former mosque), where the art on display was replete with nostalgic Romantic concepts. By the 1950s, Israeli art was dominated by abstract styles originating in Europe and America. Consequently, the Safed artists’ colony had very little influence – if at all – on the contemporary Israeli art scene.

The Safed artists’ colony survived in its original framework until its first inhabitants passed away in the 1970s and 1980s. Over the following decades, the town was gradually transformed. Today, little remains of the spirit that brought artists to Safed in the 1950s and 1960s. Artists’ galleries have been replaced by artisan shops that sell Jewish ritual objects alongside mass-produced prints and portraits of prominent rabbis and kabbalists. As will be seen, the gap between the utopian concept of artistic collaboration and contemporary artistic styles would become even more pronounced in the two artists’ colonies founded later in the 1950s.

The Artists’ Village of Ein Hod

Soon after the outbreak of the War of Independence in May 1948, the Israeli army conquered an Arab village named Ein Hud that was situated on the slopes of Mount Carmel. When its inhabitants returned at the end of the war, they were not allowed to stay. For a short period of time, the Israeli army used the Ein Hud grounds as a firing range.12 Ein Hud’s buildings and surrounding land were declared abandoned property, and between 1948 and 1953, its lands were allocated by the government to neighboring kibbutzim. Eventually, a new settlement designed for Jewish immigrants, mainly from North Africa, was set up five kilometers to the south.

Sometime in the early 1950s, Marcel Jancu visited the original site of Ein Hud together with a fellow architect, Hayim Vito Volterra.13 “I walked about two kilometers on an unpaved road,” Volterra later recalled, and “suddenly I saw in the distance … a group of abandoned stone houses, surrounded by thick vegetation. The atmosphere was mystical and curious.”14 Jancu’s first instinct was to restore the beauty of the abandoned village and find investors who would build a hotel on the site. When this endeavor failed, he expressed his intention of founding an artists’ colony. He published announcements through the Israel Painters and Sculptors Association in Tel Aviv, Haifa, and Jerusalem, and he made use of his connections in the Prime Minister’s Office to secure the support of prominent politicians such as Abba Hushi, then mayor of Haifa. Those coming to Ein Hud were promised free housing, though they would need to renovate the buildings they occupied.
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Fig. 9.2. Arab village Ein Hud before it became the Ein Hod Artists’ Village, photo courtesy of the Beit Gertrud Kraus Archive, Ein Hod Artists’ Village (ca. 1947).





The first group of potential residents – including Jancu himself – arrived in Ein Hud in May 1953.15 Among them were not only artists but also authors and correspondents of the Israel Broadcast Authority.16 Three weeks after their arrival, more than two thirds of them had already left. “Almost nobody remained,” recalled Itche Mambush, “because they found the deal was too expensive.”17 Shortly after the village was resettled, its Arabic name, Ein Hud – “The Hud Spring” – was replaced by a Hebrew name that slightly changed its Arabic sound – Ein Hod.18

The connection between Jancu, Mambush, and the latter’s wife, Aviva Margalit Mambush, had begun some years earlier, when Jancu was teaching at Studia, a painting school in Tel Aviv. According to Raya Zomer, the curator of the Jancu Dada Museum, “art students at the Studia demanded to be taught by a ‘rebellious’ professor, a man of the world.”19 By the early 1950s, the Romanian-born Jancu was considered to be a living link between Israel’s young art scene and that of Europe. Thirty years before his emigration to Palestine in 1941, Jancu had been a member of the rebellious Dada group in Zurich. As he repeatedly reminded his Israeli colleagues:

The Ein Hod artists’ village was established according to my bygone notions concerning the social functions of art and the necessity [for artists] to work collectively. … I saw it as a natural continuation of Dada and the group of artists to which I belonged in Romania. Here in Israel, as then, we tried to create the necessary atmosphere for such creativity as would find the right paths into the hearts of men, into the heart of society.20

During the First World War, the Dada artists had been anarchists – protestors against European society and culture. Their protests were expressed through sensational, anti-artistic modes such as noise machines and collages made of scrap materials – any medium that would defy traditional artistic modes such as painting and sculpture. Yet when Jancu later sought to link his Dada heritage to a utopian vision of an artists’ colony, he missed the mark. The Dada movement was predominantly an urban phenomenon; its members never aspired for quiet, country-style living, nor did they carry a banner for “folk art” or craftsmanship; their art was a form of social protest against the contemporary bourgeoisie. The only element that may have served Jancu’s utopian vision was the fact that Dada performances were enacted collectively.

As opposed to Safed, a town suffused with an aura of sacredness and mysticism, Ein Hod had no special characteristics apart from its natural beauty. The café-restaurant of Ein Hod was the focal point of village life. Guest artists, musicians, authors, poets, dancers, and choreographers gathered there for evenings of concerts and other performances. There were also masked balls that were a regular draw for Tel Aviv bohemians (Fig. 9.3). Indeed, in many ways, the artistic events at Ein Hod were a modern, up-to-date version of those enacted at the Bezalel School in Jerusalem more than fifty years before.21 As to the colony’s artistic orientation, Jancu’s vision proved, in the end, to be closer to that of Boris Schatz than to Dada. For instance, he claimed that “Israel today is perhaps the only country that does not have its own folk art as do Romanians, Turks, Mexicans, and the like. All have folkloric sources for inspiration. … We, at Ein Hod, tried, as best we could, to contribute to the making of Israeli folk art.”22


[image: image]
Fig. 9.3. Masked Ball at Ein Hod, photo courtesy of the Beit Gertrud Kraus Archive, Ein Hod Artists’ Village (1960s).





In reality, Ein Hod more often promoted the dominant, hierarchical agenda of contemporary Israeli art, according to which painting and sculpture stood at the apex of aesthetic achievements, with craftsmanship placed on a lower rung. Two exhibition catalogues published by the Ein Hod Artists’ Village, in 1962 and 1963, illustrate this point. In the first, the list of works opens with “oil” (oil paintings), followed by “gouache drawings,” “watercolor drawings,” “drawings” (in black and white), and finally “lithographs.” This is followed by “sculpture.” Only at the end is there a listing of what is termed “crafts” (melekhet maḥshevet): ceramics, mosaics, enamel work, wood carving, weaving, and silver jewelry. The second catalogue, commemorating Ein Hod’s tenth anniversary, lists 41 works by “artists,” next to a separate list of 12 works by craftspeople. The number of artists is four times the number of craftspeople; more-over, these were guest artists who neither lived nor worked in the village. In a review of the exhibition, the critic Yoav Barel wrote:

Ein Hod is an artists’ village; however, this does not mean that all of its residents are of the same, equal artistic caliber. Alongside a few sensitive and experienced artists there are others whose products’ only merit is their creators’ good intentions. It is no wonder that in such an exhibition, in which all of Ein Hod’s artists participate in democratic fashion, one finds many amateur products next to professional artifacts.23

Barel also related to the quality of some of the crafts exhibited at the show:


A few local artists exhibit their crafts [in this exhibition]. It seems that they allow themselves to exhibit crafts that are lower in quality than those produced by artists who do not reside in Ein Hod. It is quite possible that they [the Ein Hod artists] believe that the romantic atmosphere surrounding the village and the site’s beautiful landscape make up for what their products lack. Consequently, one finds, next to genuine professional works, many products that seem to have been geared solely to tourists.24

Parallel to the development of Ein Hod’s workshops, Jancu opened an art gallery in which artists as well as craftspeople would be able to exhibit and sell their works. His model for the colony as a whole was Vallauris, a town in the southern part of France, nicknamed the “village of the hundred potters.” Vallauris owed its fame to Pablo Picasso, who worked there in the late 1940s and early 1950s, producing a series of decorated ceramic utensils. It would not be farfetched to presume that Jancu saw himself as equal to Picasso’s reputation: a famous, reputable artist lending his allure to a site producing mainly crafts.

During the 1950s and 1960s, the Ein Hod artists’ colony evolved into a pilgrimage site that attracted both the Tel Aviv bohemia and nature-lovers. Several first-rate artisans who strove to create local and “authentic” Israeli artifacts lived there – Yosef Shaltiel, for instance (stained-glass windows), and especially Itche and Aviva Margalit Mambush, who headed a tapestry workshop. There were also many other contemporary Israeli artists and designers outside Ein Hod who aspired to create high-quality Israeli crafts. One of the best-known enterprises was Maskit, founded by Ruth Dayan, which produced high-quality “local” products in ceramics, weaving, fashion, and other artistic media.25 Most of these artisans lived and worked in Tel Aviv; country life and the collective principles that guided the founders of Ein Hod had no influence on their creativity.

In inviting well-known artists to exhibit their works in the Ein Hod gallery, Jancu and other Ein Hod artists were trying to undermine the hegemony of the Tel Aviv Museum as a leading judge of artistic merit. However, their attempt to bring about a geographic shift in the Israeli art scene was a failure. As with the artists’ colony in Safed, the colony at Ein Hod had its heyday in the 1950s and 1960s. Thereafter, with the passing of its first generation of artist-founders, it lost much of its artistic standing, though the Jancu Dada Musuem (containing a permanent exhibition of Jancu’s paintings) continues to organize exhibitions of contemporary art.


The Artists’ Colony in Old Jaffa

Jaffa, like Safed and Ein Hod, contained an Arab population that was forced to abandon its homes as a result of the Arab-Jewish conflict.26 The former Arab residents of the section known as Old Jaffa or Jaffa Hill were never to reclaim their properties. Instead, Jewish immigrants were relocated to some of the neighborhood’s abandoned structures. In the summer of 1949, the Tel Aviv municipality annexed part of Jaffa – over the course of the following year, the rest of the area was incorporated into what became known as Tel Aviv-Yafo (Jaffa) – and established a special administrative unit that, together with Custodian for Absentees’ Property, was assigned to deal with Jaffa’s abandoned property. In August 1949, Tel Aviv’s chief engineer submitted a detailed report in which he recommended the destruction of a number of buildings in Old Jaffa that were both lacking in sanitary infrastructure and structurally unsound.

Because of Old Jaffa’s historical value, this recommendation was opposed by the antiquities department of the Ministry of Education and Culture. Seeking to resolve the impasse, the Israeli government created an interministerial committee to examine future development of Old Jaffa, which eventually compiled a list of buildings and alleyways deemed eligible for preservation.27 For its part, working in tandem with the Custodian for Absentees’ Property, the Tel Aviv municipality continued to press for the destruction of areas of Old Jaffa that were considered unfit for human dwelling. The municipality’s efforts were countered by a semi-official Coalition for the Preservation of Old Jaffa, comprising civil servants in a number of national ministries (education, tourism, religion). The latter was eventually successful; in December 1950, the government reversed its decision to destroy a number of structures and instead declared them worthy of preservation.28

Thanks to Jancu, news of the proposed preservation plans for certain sections of Old Jaffa – prime real estate, given its proximity to Tel Aviv – was quickly conveyed to fellow members of the Israel Painters and Sculptors Association. Responding pragmatically to the new situation, the Tel Aviv municipality established the Committee for the Preservation of Structures of Historical, Architectural, and Religious Significance in Old Jaffa. Jancu, who had previously represented the Prime Minister’s Office on the interministerial committee, now joined forces with Israeli artist Reuven Rubin, both of them serving as spokesmen for the Israel Painters and Sculptors Association.29 In a report prepared for the preservation committee, Rubin urged that the structures of Old Jaffa remain in situ and proposed turning the entire area into a center for Tel Aviv artists, with an art school and museum established in one of the buildings. Jancu offered an unfavorable comparison between Tel Aviv and Jaffa: “The modern city of Tel Aviv is not beautiful, it is even ugly. If there is a single beautiful corner, let it not be destroyed.”

Adopting the suggestions offered by the two artists, the preservation committee submitted a report to Chaim Levanon, the mayor of Tel Aviv, in which it called for “[t]he preservation of a very small neighborhood, located at the southwestern tip of Jaffa’s old city.” This, in turn, would be designated for “living quarters for artists, painters, and sculptors and their workshops, as well as museums.”30 Levanon responded affirmatively to the plan and passed the responsibility for carrying it out to Aaron Horowitz, an American-born city planner.

Between 1951 and 1959, an extensive correspondence took place between the Israel Painters and Sculptors Association (many of the letters written by Jancu) and the Tel Aviv municipality. In his initial report to the preservation committee, Jancu had argued the necessity, “first of all, to deal with the evacuation of the site’s inhabitants.” He returned to this matter in a letter to Levanon written in June 1953. Jancu wrote about several buildings in Old Jaffa that had “beautiful yards, [and] whose population is less crowded than what is to be seen in other buildings,” noting that “it would be possible to turn this area into workshops through minimal interior renovations.” As to the area’s current (Jewish) residents: “They would be evacuated and transferred to better places. … If such a suggestion is accepted, it would be considered a great deed: turning an abandoned, derelict area into a beautiful and cultural site for Tel Aviv artists.”31 In response, the municipality organized a visit to Old Jaffa in which Jancu participated. Following the visit, Horowitz wrote a memorandum in which he, too, came out in favor of evacuating the local residents: “Main financing is expected of the Tel Aviv municipality. The assumption is that every artist family would pay for the arrangement and the decoration of its apartment.”32

The following year, Yedi’ot ’iriyat Tel Aviv, the municipality’s monthly journal, aligned itself with the idea, pointing to Jaffa’s potential as a major tourist site and the benefits to be derived from transforming a rundown neighborhood into something far more appealing:

The old city of Jaffa is situated on a hill… seen from every spot on the Tel Aviv seashore. … The hill provides an excellent panorama of Tel Aviv’s changing skyline and the Judean Mountains on the east.

The two groups of buildings destined for preservation house about … 400 families, mostly immigrants. Their residence is no better than the huts of the ma’abarot [a reference to the temporary camps set up during the early 1950s to house immigrants]. The Israel Painters and Sculptors Association has asked the Tel Aviv municipality to develop the two building complexes destined for preservation into an artists’ colony – a place in which artists would live, paint, and exhibit their works. … It is here that we foresee a market for artifacts. There are buildings here that are fit to become museums; others are suitable for art exhibitions, tourist restaurants, souvenir shops, and other artistic and touristic services. … The elimination of the poverty-stricken quarter [enables] … the return of the seashore area to the public domain and its improvement as a public park and a beach, and it provides a great opportunity for the improvement of the city….33

Notwithstanding the municipality’s support, it was necessary to provide concrete justification for relocating residents of Old Jaffa. For this reason, a social survey of the area was commissioned by the Ministry of Housing. Those who carried it out were guided by preconceived notions, fully expecting to provide detailed accounts of crime, prostitution, and drugs alongside descriptions of abject poverty. Their findings, however, were unexpected:

The neighborhood in question is definitely poverty-stricken. … However, the survey demonstrated that, alongside many weak and faltering elements [the neighborhood] also contains strong and healthy elements. First and foremost, it became clear to us that the neighborhood population mostly comprised working people who are self-supporting citizens. About a third of those heading a household were working people … some of whom were professionals. With regard to its social and moral situation, while this neighborhood is recognized, allegedly, as an arena of crime, we learned that only a few of its residents were involved in any criminal acts.

An interesting phenomenon is the interrelationships among neighbors. It was naturally expected that in such living conditions one would witness constant tension and bad neighborly relations. In fact, generally speaking, the neighborly relations were good. … Similarly, some of the apartments exhibited a lack of furniture, general neglect, a single bed shared by the whole family. However … on the same street … one could find very small, single-room apartments that were modestly furnished [but] with good taste and, most significantly, they could serve as a model for cleanliness.34

Although, as indicated, most residents of the area were working people who did not seek help from Tel Aviv’s social service agencies, the city remained entrenched in its position that Old Jaffa was a poverty-stricken neighborhood whose residents should be evacuated. In the end, the municipality prevailed. Beginning in late 1959 and continuing into the following year, Old Jaffa’s residents – some against their will – were relocated to new housing projects built by the Ministry of Housing on the outskirts of Jaffa.

In contrast to the artists’ colonies established in Safed and Ein Hod, which were more modest in scope, and which formulated their goals in a manner independent of the political establishments, the Old Jaffa center was intrinsically tied to the municipality. As with the other two artists’ colonies, that of Old Jaffa was promoted by the Israel Painters and Sculptors Association, which sought to gain housing for its members. However, unlike Safed and Ein Hod, where restoration of abandoned houses was left to the artists who occupied them – without intervention on the part of architects or city planners – the Old Jaffa Development Company (1961), established jointly by the Israeli government and the Tel Aviv municipality, was charged with transforming Old Jaffa into a modern residential quarter: “Old Jaffa was a Casbah. But it had to be made habitable, in the contemporary European sense.”35

In an overview of the renovation project written in 1967, Naomi Doudayi offered a detailed account of the architectural challenges it posed:

Since the surviving structures were of minimal architectural significance – they represented a hodge-podge of periods and styles… the task technically was mainly to perpetuate the atmosphere, arrest the process of decay and sustain whatever was evocative of ancient beauties. What was required, as the architects saw it, was a nostalgic synthesis between, on the one hand, patterns and patina imprisoned in the old stone, and on the other, the necessary repairs, reconstruction and use of modern materials put into the reworking of it. … Finally it was resolved that re-designing, when necessary, must be carried out in cement. … The accent should be on Mediterranean style rather than on slavish imitation of the past.36

In addition, while acknowledging the social challenges posed by relocating local residents, Doudayi implicitly justified the process:

[I]nherent in redevelopment there always lies a basic dichotomy between the development factor and the population factor. The development is for the good of the population, but what if the population proves bad for the new development? … The Development Authority was faced with a complicated demographic problem. It treated it without recourse to ordinary eviction methods. Population transference techniques were, for the most part, employed, along with personal persuasion, and the usual compensations of alternative housing in modern Government estates, or the money equivalent.37

In the end, the architectural designs created by Se’adya Mandel, Eliezer Frenkel, and Ora Ya’ar turned Old Jaffa into a compound of renovated and restored buildings. “Clinging to the authentic,” Doudayi claimed, “they rejected mere pedantic restoration, tourist-type stage sets, anything that smacked of Disneyland techniques.”38 Indeed, upon completion of the renovation project, Old Jaffa had become a site of abundant pointed arches, cupolas, steps, and paved pathways that were lit by specially designed fixtures in an attempt to provide a “fishermen’s harbor” atmosphere. Art galleries popped up in the “Moorish” alleys, offering locally designed crafts to tourists. However, this well-intended designer’s setting did little in terms of providing genuine artistic inspiration.

Great art was never produced in Old Jaffa. Those members of the Israel Painters and Sculptors Association who were allotted houses there were not among Israel’s first-rate, acknowledged professionals. During the 1960s, the new population of Old Jaffa included several painters, sculptors, architects, designers, and craftspeople who lived alongside actors, dancers and Tel Aviv bohemians. Numerous restaurants opened, and the area’s nightlife was further boosted by concerts, cabaret, and other theatrical productions sponsored by the Hammam theater club. Such activities may be viewed as a successful realization of the Tel Aviv municipality’s goal of transforming Old Jaffa into a center of artifacts, souvenir shops, and other tourist-oriented services.39

In Old Jaffa, artists as well as souvenir vendors exhibited their products in privately owned galleries. The art school envisioned by Jancu and Reuven Rubin was never built. All in all, the concept of an artists’ colony – which served to justify the relocation of local residents from the neighborhood – was never realized. To this day, however, the Old Jaffa Development Company continues to present its own, sanitized version of events:

The Old Jaffa Development Company was founded in 1961 by the government of Israel and the Tel Aviv municipality with the aim of building and restoring the area known as “Jaffa Hill,” an area that functioned as a hothouse for crime, prostitution and drugs. … A municipal guideline plan defined the area as a protected architectural reservation; the guiding concept was to rehabilitate and restore the structures of the Old City while preserving their nature and their integration with the landscape, thus aiming at attracting a new population and turning the area into a tourist center for recreation and art…The plan also determined that artists alone would be eligible to live in the area.40

End of an Era

Over the course of three decades, Safed, Ein Hod, and Old Jaffa were the only existing artists’ colonies in Israel. In 1984, an artists’ colony was established in Sa-Nur, a small Jewish settlement located in the occupied territories, south of the Palestinian town of Jenin. A group of Russian immigrants, mostly artists, but also authors and musicians, came to Sa-Nur with the aim of carrying out their creative endeavors in a Russian-language cultural setting.41 As they had no connection to local Israeli art trends, they remained unacknowledged by those most influential in the field of art: critics and fellow artists. In 2005, Sa-Nur was evacuated as part of a unilateral Israeli disengagement from Gaza and parts of the northern West Bank. Most of the artists left Israel, some returning to Russia, others relocating in Paris.

All told, the various attempts to establish artists’ colonies in Israel did not fulfill their visionary manifestos. From the 1950s through the 1970s, veteran Israeli artists, most of whom lived and worked in Tel Aviv and Jerusalem, traveled north to Safed and to Ein Hod in order to paint its landscapes and exhibit their works in the local galleries. Yet the notion of escaping into nature – painting outdoors, in a place in which they were surrounded by colleagues – appealed only to the more mature Israeli artists. Among most of the younger Israeli artists, outdoor painting was considered anachronistic. They geared their creative process to Conceptual Art, Minimalism, and Pop Art, all of which were strictly urban, devoid of any nostalgia for nature and its beauty. In addition, contemporary Israeli artists of repute looked to the Tel Aviv Museum of Art (and later, the Israel Museum in Jerusalem and the art museum in Ein Harod) as arbiters of artistic merit, consequently preferring to stay “nearby.”

The period of the 1950s to the 1970s was also marked by a move toward individualism, with artists feeling less need for mutual influence or collaborative inspiration – those concepts so highly regarded by the founders of all three artists’ colonies. At the same time, the political clout of the Israel Painters and Sculptors Association gradually exhausted itself; being a member was no longer a sign of professional merit. From the 1970s on, most young Israeli artists did not even bother to join it. Today, Safed, Ein Hod, and Old Jaffa function as tourist attractions. Their “Oriental” structures remain, and these may represent the sole remnant of Marcel Jancu’s utopian vision.
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Over the last three decades, history as an academic discipline has been deeply influenced by the “spatial turn” that brings place and space into the foreground.1 This scholarly perspective, combining traditional geographical perceptions of place with more elusive understandings of space, has also had an enormous impact on Jewish studies.2 Thus, while the Hebrew term makom (“place,” in both the transcendent and vernacular sense) was always an important key to Jewish culture, it gained a new importance and, to a certain degree, a broader definition.3 Among the flourishing new areas of research are studies pertaining to the spatial dimension of the state of Israel and the special relationship between center and periphery (that is, Eretz Israel vis-à-vis the diaspora);4 places of transit such as harbors and railway stations; urban settings; and sites of intellectual or philosophical encounters. Alongside the category of time, which has remained an important angle for studying the Jewish past, the spatial perspective has offered new insights into different narratives of Jewish history.

In this context, one often overlooked topic that is now receiving greater scholarly attention concerns the sea as a place in Jewish history.5 Jewish maritime activities date back to ancient times with the seafaring tribes of Zebulon, Dan, and Asher and the trade and empire-building activities of King Solomon. Centuries later, Jews participated in the discovery journeys of Vasco da Gama (and others); still later, international merchants of Jewish origin played a role in the expansion of European colonial empires.6 In the modern era, and especially in the decades preceding the establishment of the state of Israel, growing scholarly interest in ancient maritime Jewish history was paralleled by an expansion of real-time Jewish endeavors in the realm of navigation, shipping, and seafaring. To date, only a few studies have acknowledged these developments.7 Thus, this essay, following in the wake of research influenced by the spatial turn, examines the ideological and economic dimensions of the Zionist concept “conquest of the sea” during the 1920s and 1930s and discusses the impact of individuals on this historical development.


Zionist Discourses on the Sea

In a letter written to Baron de Hirsch in June 1895, Theodor Herzl offered a description of the future Jewish state, characterizing it as the end product of an organized mass migration, “one of the most unprecedented processes of transfer in modern times.”8 “Conquest of the sea” was a necessary component of this process, as maritime vessels were the most important form of transportation at that time. In Herzl’s view, the newly emerging Jewish state on the shores of the eastern Mediterranean would become a political and cultural outpost, a maritime trading empire – a “new Venice.”9 Notwithstanding, Zionist discourse, both in Herzl’s lifetime and thereafter, gave little attention to matters such as organizing a transoceanic migration or encouraging the growth of a Jewish shipping industry. What dominated the discourse was rather the issue of revitalization and regeneration of the land and the nation.10

This emphasis on land (or soil) reflected Enlightenment ideals regarding productivization and the importance of agriculture and manual labor, and also contemporary debates on nationalism that had evolved in Western and Central Europe.11 Despite Herzl’s earlier endorsement of the notion of “conquest of the sea,” it was “conquest of the land” that was regarded both by Herzl and other Zionist leaders as the most important factor in achieving an educational and moral regeneration of the Jewish nation.12 In an address to the 6th Zionist Congress in 1903, German Jewish sociologist Franz Oppenheimer argued that “[e]very nationality depends upon the rooting of a mass of humanity in the soil,” and “if Zionism wishes to create a new nation, it must lay the foundation for peasantry deeply planted in the soil.”13 Other leading Zionists, among them Arthur Ruppin, supported these views, which were officially adopted at the 9th Zionist Congress in 1909.14

The land became a central point of reference in Zionist discourse. Although discussions on other possible Jewish homelands were held, the consensus remained, as Herzl put it, that Palestine was “our ever-memorable historic home.”15 Thus “conquest of the land” specifically referred to agricultural development in Eretz Israel – the first step in the ultimate “transplantation” of the Jewish nation. This notion, which found expression, for instance, in the Hehalutz movement’s motto of “back to the soil,” was a cornerstone of the Zionist movement.16 Up until the First World War, discussion that related to Jews and the sea was relegated to the background, though at least one volume published at the time, Max Grunwald’s Juden als Rheder und Seefahrer (1902), portrayed Jewish participation in shipping and seafaring as an ongoing phenomenon throughout time and place.17

This situation gradually began to change with the proclamation of the Balfour Declaration in 1917, the establishment of the British Mandate in Palestine, and a resurgence of Jewish immigration. At the 12th Zionist Congress in 1921, delegates voted in favor of more direct involvement in maritime matters on the part of Zionist institutions.18 At the subsequent Zionist Congress (1923), among the items discussed was the need to bring about more efficient sea transportation and immigration procedures, a reduction of ticket prices and cargo fares, and the establishment of a new, modern harbor in Palestine.19 Despite the fact that the soil remained important in ongoing Zionist discourses – as indicated, for example, in the slogan offered by Menachem Ussishkin at the 12th Zionist Congress, “land, people, Hebrew culture” (Boden, Menschen, hebräische Kultur) – interest in the sea and shipping continued to grow.20

Inspired by increased interest in the idea of establishing a Jewish shipping industry, an American Jewish syndicate under the leadership of Jacob S. Strahl (a New York municipal court judge who also served as the first chairman of the American Jewish Congress and a co-founder of the U.S. branch of Keren Hayesod) established the American Palestine Line (APL) in 1924. The new line purchased and refurbished a ship and then inaugurated a direct connection between New York and Palestine. On March 12, 1925, the SS President Arthur (formerly the SS Kiautschou) sailed on its maiden voyage to Palestine; in Strahl’s words, this event marked “the advent for the first time in more than 2,000 years of the flag of Judea on the high seas.”21

At about the same time, several groups based in Palestine launched their own maritime initiatives. For instance, the Jewish Scouts movement (Hatzofim) established a Jewish sea scouts division in Tel Aviv in 1924, which lobbied for stronger promotion of maritime matters.22 In similar vein, the Histadrut labor federation founded the Hapoel sports movement in 1923 (in 1926, it became a countrywide association) with the aim of promoting physical training alongside its socialist agenda. Five years later, a maritime division of Hapoel was inaugurated, incorporating such sports as swimming and sailing.

By the mid-1920s, proposals concerning fishing, coastal shipping, and transoceanic transportation had moved to the foreground of Zionist discussion.23 For instance, in a journal entry made by Mordecai M. Kaplan following Chaim Weizmann’s arrival in Naples in March 1925, he noted that Weizmann, the president of the World Zionist Organization (WZO), had “emphasized that the Mediterranean is closer to his heart than any other body of water. It is a Jewish sea. If it is not one now, it will become one within time – a hundred years, perhaps less.”24 In 1929, Weizmann followed up on these ideas by referring to the establishment of a modern harbor in Haifa as both a key element in bringing progress and development to the region, and the beginning of a “new epoch of trade”25 and shipping. This newly appreciative perspective on the sea, and on the Mediterranean Sea in particular, found additional expression in several new initiatives. During his tenure as secretary of the Histadrut (1935–1945), David Remez lobbied on behalf of Nachshon, Ltd., a maritime subdivision of the labor federation.26 A smaller, unaffiliated lobbying group known as the Zebulon Seafaring Society was founded in Haifa in 1932.27 Revisionist Zionist circles, as well, participated in these developments. As with the Histadrut, the Revisionist movement had founded a sports movement, known as Betar (the same name was given to the Revisionist Zionist youth movement), and in 1934, it established the Betar Naval Academy in Civitavecchia, Italy with the goal of educating the future maritime elite of Eretz Israel.28 Heading the academy was Italian maritime scientist Nicola Fusco, supported by Jeremiah (Yirmiyahu) Halpern, a graduate of the Italian Naval Academy (1917) and the London School for Captains and Engineers (1919).29 The Revisionists admired Mussolini’s and the Italian Fascists’ sense of nationalism and their focus on restoring the glory of the past, which included a strong emphasis on the (re)conquest of the sea in general, and the Mediterranean in particular.30 Quite clearly the Revisionists rejected the notion of certain Zionist leaders (among them, David Ben-Gurion) that Jews were not a seafaring nation. In their view, attempts to establish modern Jewish shipping industries were necessary steps in the process of regenerating the nation and even a continuation of ancient traditions.31 Thus, when the academy’s training ship, the Sarah I, sailed for the first time to Palestine in September 1937, it was hailed as the first Jewish ship in modern history.

The Establishment of the Palestine Shipping Company

During the early 1930s, against the backdrop of increased antisemitism and persecution of Jews in Europe, a consequent rise in emigration, and – as shown – a growing interest in the sea, Jewish maritime activities entered a new stage. One of the emerging players was Arnold Bernstein, a German Jewish shipping magnate. Born in 1888 in Silesia, Bernstein began his business career as a grain and alcohol merchant. He enthusiastically supported the German cause and fought as a soldier in the German Imperial Army in the First World War. If anything, his experiences in the war – he was awarded the German Imperial Iron Cross first- and second-class as well as the Hanseatic Cross – strengthened his German identity.32 Thus, he was shocked by the declaration of the Versailles peace treaty and the need to readjust himself to civilian life in the newly emerging Weimar Republic. Bernstein found himself attracted to economic opportunities in the shipping industry, even though it remained a highly restricted and risky business.33 He began as a shipping broker, but soon thereafter, in 1919, founded a shipping company bearing his name.

Bernstein’s willingness to invest in highly risky businesses paid off, and his shipping company flourished during the early 1920s. Although his main focus of activities was in the realm of transatlantic passenger and cargo services, Bernstein was eager to expand his corporate network, especially after the Nazi rise to power in 1933. Living in Hamburg, formerly one of Germany’s more liberal and cosmopolitan cities and home to its biggest port, Bernstein was quick to notice the worrisome changes taking place, and he was anxious to increase his international trading partnerships in order to counterbalance the growing number of anti-Jewish restrictions.34 Accordingly, in 1935, he acquired the Red Star Line, an American-Belgium shipping company, and he also founded the Palestine Shipping Company (Palco), which he registered that year in Haifa. These measures were aimed both at securing his economic position in the shipping industry in the face of Nazi Aryanization and at gaining recognition in the more specific realm of Jewish shipping.

The growing number of German Jews fleeing Nazi Germany and emigrating to Palestine, together with the ongoing process of Jewish migration from Eastern Europe and the mounting level of tourism to the Levant, had led to an expanded field of shipping activities in the Mediterranean.35 Bernstein, who regarded himself as neither an Orthodox Jew nor a Zionist, was nonetheless cognizant of the potential profit and prestige of a passenger shipping line to Palestine. In retrospect, he admitted in his memoirs that he was also quite impressed by the Zionist efforts to establish a new state, navy, and national economy; in his words, “the ardent Jewish nationalism had already begun to produce miracles.”36

Bernstein was acquainted with Zionist discussions regarding the sea and Jewish shipping industries, and was well aware of how competitive the Mediterranean shipping market had become. Other passenger and cargo shipping companies already existed, among them the aforementioned APL, Lloyd Triestino (Trieste), Messageries Maritimes (Marseille), and Romanian and Russian steamer lines. In addition, there were the Gdynia America Line (Gdynia/Constanza), the Atid Company (Haifa), and the Palestine Maritime Lloyd Shipping Company (Haifa), all of which were offering or about to offer services in the Eastern Mediterranean. Notwithstanding, Bernstein decided to push for a new shipping company, arguing that “influential Zionists” had agreed that there would be “no better symbol for national ambition than to fly its own flag on the sea.”37 In May 1934, Bernstein wrote to Chaim Weizmann – by this time, the latter was no longer president of the World Zionist Organization, but was still a well-connected figure in the movement – asking him for assistance in gaining support for the Palestine Shipping Company.38

It is not known whether Weizmann responded to this appeal and, if so, what he wrote. Whatever the case, Bernstein went forward with his plans and, on January 26, 1935, launched a new passenger route to Haifa with a ship named the S.S. Hohenstein.39 The ship set out on its maiden voyage from Hamburg (though its official route was to be Trieste-Haifa). Seeking publicity, Bernstein not only informed local Jewish journalists of the event but also invited a number of leading figures of German Jewry, among them Joseph Carlebach (the Orthodox chief rabbi of Hamburg-Altona), Leo Baeck (a Liberal rabbi and head of the Reichsvertretung der Deutschen Juden [Reich Representation of German Jews]), and Otto Warburg (the former president of the World Zionist Organization) to join him on the voyage.40 Doris Wittner, a journalist with the Israelitische Familienblatt, celebrated the launching as a sign of Jewish pride and new hope in times of oppression and persecution.41 In another account appearing in Jüdische Rundschau, a Zionist newspaper, Herz Sommerfeld reported that the event was attended by many of the local Jewish community and that the ship had sailed to the strains of “Hatikvah.”42 The already impressive image of a Jewish ship leaving a German harbor for Palestine was bolstered when the Hohenstein, on a stop in Genoa, was renamed the Tel Aviv both in honor of the first modern Jewish city in Palestine and in reference to the Hebrew title of Herzl’s book Altneuland.

Bernstein’s marketing of the ship as a Zionist project was reflected as well in some of the ship’s innovations. Built in 1903–1904, the Hohenstein had originally offered first-class, second-class, and third-class accommodations. Bernstein had the ship redesigned to allow for additional passengers and introduced a one-class system of accommodations, explaining that this would further the Zionist ideal of uniting and regenerating the Jewish nation.43 In addition, the vessel was outfitted with a kosher dining hall and a small synagogue. Thus, it was, Bernstein argued, the only true “Jewish ship” sailing between Europe and Palestine; as such, it was the most fitting way for Jews to immigrate to Eretz Israel.

Bent on turning the Tel Aviv’s maiden voyage into a historic event, Bernstein arranged for a gala dinner to be held in Haifa following its arrival. This was attended by some of the distinguished German Jewish guests who had been on board, as well as by local personages such as the British colonial governor, Edward Keith-Roach; the Arab mayor of Haifa, Hassan Bey Shukry; the director-general of the Palestine Railways, C.R. Web; and the president of the British Chamber of Commerce.44 Addressing the diners, Bernstein declared:


Whoever has been observant of the rapid development of this country under the [beneficent] conduct of the Mandatory Power will no doubt admire the results achieved here seen from an economic point of view as well as with regard to civilisation and culture. […] The opinion has frequently been heard that a Jew would not make a proper sailor, while others said that a Jew would neither succeed as a farmer or as a labourer. But all who knew the Jewish population of Palestine will laugh at these prejudices. The world will soon see that the Jews can not only be first-rate sailors, but also by their discipline and coolness serve as an example to others.45

With these words, Bernstein echoed ideas expressed by Norman Bentwich, a British Zionist who also served as attorney general for the Mandate authorities in Palestine, who had characterized the Jews as a “civilizing element” in the Levant and as an “ideal interpreter of the West to the East and of the East to the West.”46 Bernstein, for his part, was eager to promote the line that Jews who travelled on the Tel Aviv (its name in Hebrew boldly visible on its bow)47 would not only be emigrating in the best “Jewish” manner, but would also be supporting the expansion of Jewish maritime labor and industries and, in so doing, would help to fulfill the Zionist vision. Thus, Bernstein positioned his shipping company along the line of an ideological argument and against the background of an increasing emigration market. One of the factors enabling German Jews to emigrate was the Ha’avarah (transfer) agreement signed by the Jewish Agency and the Zionist Federation of Germany with Nazi authorities (the Reich ministry of finance) in August 1933, which enabled Jewish emigrants to transfer a portion of their possessions and financial assets to Palestine.48

Despite the substantial publicity accorded to the Tel Aviv and its maiden voyage, Zionist support of the Palestine Shipping Company remained unforthcoming, as it was already committed elsewhere. In 1933, the immigration department of the Jewish Agency had negotiated a deal with the Lloyd Triestino shipping service in which it secured special fares for passengers and cargo from Trieste to Haifa and vice versa.49 A year later, in December 1934 – at about the same time that Bernstein’s initiative was beginning to take shape – the contract was renewed. One of its terms stipulated that 45–50 percent of Jewish emigrants from Poland, and 70 percent of Jewish emigrants from Germany, would be directed to Trieste in order to facilitate their sailing on one of Lloyd Triestino’s ships.50 A celebratory report published in March 1935 in the Austrian newspaper Die Neue Welt claimed that 250,000 passengers had sailed from Trieste to Haifa over the previous 10 years, which indirectly mirrored the importance both of Trieste and of Lloyd Triestino.51 Despite Bernstein’s attempt to make the Palestine Shipping Company a central part of the newly established Zionist “conquest of the sea,” other organizations and companies gained a greater importance. Thus, in response to the innovations promoted by Bernstein, Lloyd Triestino began to provide kosher food on all ships sailing to Palestine.52 A more serious threat to Bernstein was the price war Lloyd Triestino instigated, which cut badly into his profits. In his memoir, Bernstein mentions a conversation he had with Weizmann in which the Zionist leader informed him that efforts to increase the number of Jewish immigrants to Palestine were of greater importance than the establishment of a Jewish shipping industry. Moreover, since Lloyd Triestino was an Italian-based shipping company and it was crucial to obtain Italian support for Jewish interests, it was deemed inadvisable to disrupt the existing arrangements, even if these harmed the Palestine Shipping Company.53

In the spring of 1936, a modern port was inaugurated in Tel Aviv (some three years after the port of Haifa had been reopened).54 At the opening ceremony, Tel Aviv mayor Meir Dizengoff proclaimed: “Now we want to conquer the sea. We want our waters, the waters of the land of Israel, the waters of Tel Aviv.”55 Also present at the ceremony was Ben-Gurion, who – in contrast to his earlier disavowal of a strong Jewish maritime heritage – came out with similar words of intent: “[C]onquest of the soil by city people was the great, first adventure of our movement, of our endeavor in the country. A second adventure, great also, and perhaps harder than the first, still awaits us – the conquest of the sea. … Without the sea there is no access, there is no space.”56 Other Zionists interpreted the inauguration of the port of Tel Aviv as an opening of a “new gate to Zion” and another act of symbolic return to the ancient Jewish homeland and culture, including maritime culture.57 For the most part, such discourse remained on the ideological sphere, and leading Zionists remained reluctant to support Bernstein’s efforts to gain a more prominent footing in the realm of Jewish maritime activities. Nonetheless, he persisted. For instance, he donated two rescue boats for training purposes to the Histadrut’s maritime subdivision and made a commitment to train Jewish sailors on the ships of the Arnold Bernstein Shipping Company and the Red Star Line.58

Although Bernstein was dubbed “the Khalutz of Jewish Maritime revival” in an appreciative letter written by Dizengoff (following a voyage he made on the Tel Aviv),59 the Palestine Shipping Company was not perceived as a “Zionist” company but merely as one of a host of companies offering services to Palestine. Bernstein’s failure in this regard was most likely a consequence of his being a non-Zionist and a German Jew who remained rooted in the diaspora even though his shipping company was registered in Haifa.60 In addition, as noted, the Jewish Agency feared alienating Lloyd Triestino, which had close ties with the Italian government.61 Thus, while the competition offered by Bernstein’s company was useful in that it led to reduced fares and enhanced services for Jewish migrants, Lloyd Triestino remained the preferred option. The idea of a Jewish shipping industry continued to be an ideological tool of mobilization that was restricted by political and economic interests.

The Palestine Shipping Company effectively came to an end in 1937. In that year, Bernstein was imprisoned on the grounds that he had illegally transferred funds abroad. His shipping companies were confiscated; the Tel Aviv was sold to a company in Japan in 1938.62 While this closed the chapter on one of the early attempts to redefine Jewish maritime spaces, other initiatives gained in importance. In 1938, for instance, the Palestine Maritime League was founded, heavily supported by the Palestine Maritime Lloyd Shipping Company. Its overall goals, as summarized in its first proclamation, were to “cultivate maritime consciousness, to create plans and to develop methods to increase interest in the sea and in maritime activities, to train the youth and to establish a national shipping company.”63 Later that year, the Palestine Maritime League and the Jewish Agency co-founded a nautical school in Haifa that trained students in navigation, marine engineering, and boatbuilding – following ideas Bernstein had earlier promoted.

Bernstein was released from prison in 1939. Sponsored by several business colleagues who had already emigrated, he and his wife were able to secure visas and join their two children in the United States, leaving Germany just before the outbreak of war. From his new base in New York, he continued his shipping activities, launching the American Banner Lines in 1957. However, he played no further part in Zionist initiatives to “conquer the sea.”64

Conclusion

Ships as a physical “place,” along with the more illusive spaces of debate concerning Jewish maritime matters, illustrate the influence of spatial factors in the emergence of a Jewish shipping industry and also serve to corroborate Charlotte Fonrobert’s notion of a strong intertwining of physical and imagined places.65 According to Fonrobert, actual physical places in conjunction with texts, debates, and imagination constitute and serve collective identities. Together they create or redefine places, their representations, and functions. Indeed, as has been shown, the sea as a space was “claimed or reclaimed” by Zionist groups of varying ideological orientation during the interwar years. For some, such as Anita Engle, a member of the WZO Youth and Hechalutz Department, the emergence of a Jewish maritime place was a symbol of a new epoch, in which Jews of Palestine “were entering on their second era as a seafaring people.”66 As shown, “conquest of the sea” came to be understood as an integral part of regenerating and revitalizing the land and the nation, and thus a central element of the Zionist endeavor.

Significantly, the construction of a Jewish maritime “space” was guided not only by ideological clashes but also – and perhaps more compellingly – by economic and political interests and personal networks. Arnold Bernstein’s branding of the Palestine Shipping Company as a “Jewish” shipping company represented an attempt to appropriate Zionist concepts in the service of economic interests. This attempt was ultimately unsuccessful. Notwithstanding, the interwar launching of the Tel Aviv manifested the growing link between the Zionist enterprise and the sea, as well as the Realpolitik guiding the Zionist leadership in those years.
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Shifting Places: Representations of Sand in Pre-State Hebrew Poetry

Roy Greenwald

(Ben-Gurion University)


It was in the sandy expanses rather than in the mountain regions that still retained the land’s Hebrew past, there and in those swamps threatening man’s footsteps with erosion and erasure, that the future of Zionism as a territorial enterprise was decided. To gain an understanding of the Zionist cultural attitude to these areas, one must go back to the end of the 19th century. In the poem “A Small Letter” (1894), subtitled “From the Diaspora to My Brothers in Zion,” Hayim Nahman Bialik describes the diaspora as shifty ground on which permanent residence is impossible:


[image: image]

God cursed my land and it grew me thistles.

All my days I will move, I will drift, I will drift,

I will fight shades and build in sand;

Like a thorn in my neighbors’ side

And a wanderer to whoever hates me, to my own soul a burden.1



Later in the poem, the poet expresses envy of his brethren who live in Zion: “Wild fields, land of our fathers, and expanse and freedom – /Does the land know anyone as blessed as you?”2 It is doubtful that Bialik was unaware that sand was one of the land’s most prominent features. Was he jesting, then, when he described his life in the diaspora as being built on sand – and this, moreover, to a readership that was struggling daily with the hardships of life in Eretz Israel’s sandy dunes? Be that as it may, building on sand offered Bialik a ready-made image to describe a trying life that was not hospitable to sedentary existence.

Yael Zerubavel has already addressed representations of the desert in pre-state Hebrew culture as a “symbolic landscape” defined by its inherent opposition to Jewish settlement in the land. As used in the pre-state period, the term “desert” relates not merely to the geographic phenomenon but to a variety of unpopulated landscapes, including the sandy expanse on the coastal strip. In its value as “symbolic void,” the desert was associated with the exilic existence.3 No wonder, then, that about two decades after Bialik wrote his poem, when Eretz Israel had become the hub of Hebrew creativity, his words could hardly be ignored by those, including the poets, who had settled in the sands. After all, was not Tel Aviv, too, nothing but a construction on sandy grounds? If so, did this mean it was synonymous with diaspora existence? Could it be that the “first Hebrew city” was nothing but a diasporic site, and that those who walked in these dunes had yet to reach the Promised Land?4

A telling example of the hardships in the sands can be found in S.Y. Agnon’s Only Yesterday (1945), an emblematic novel about the Second Aliyah generation. Here the narrator describes Isaac Kumer’s first steps on the sandy grounds of Jaffa: “As soon as he took one step, both his feet sank into the sand. This is the sand of Jaffa that digs underneath you to swallow you up. As soon as you stand on it, it runs out and turns into holes on top of holes. … Shapeless houses are strewn over the sand, which rises above their thresholds and runs into the walls.”5 In these lines, sand is described as a fluid element, erasing the outline of the city, unsettling the opposition between inside and out. It blurs not only the contours of the city’s houses but equally the division between sea and land. The dunes on the coastal plain, in their fluidity and their wave-like formation, appear like a continuation of the sea. And so Agnon’s protagonist, sinking into the sands of Jaffa, resembles someone who exchanges one sea for another.

With the Third Aliyah (1919–1923), the Jewish community of Palestine (the Yishuv) changed its attitude toward geographical space. If until then the Jewish settlements established from the 1880s were scattered few and far between, now Zionist pioneers were put to work on a wide-ranging territorial project aimed at creating a contiguity of settlements.6 Their efforts centered on the Jezreel Valley, the jewel in the crown of the pioneers, and on the sandy expanses of the coastal strip. This is the period when the preparation of an infrastructure – or “laying the groundwork” – hakhsharat hakarka’, in the Zionist vocabulary – became the Yishuv’s first priority. To achieve this, two types of treacherous ground had to be managed: the swamps and the dunes.

One can learn more about how the Yishuv of the early 1920s regarded the sands from an article published in 1922 by the geographer Ze’ev Vilnai in Hapoel hatza’ir. Vilnai argued that the coastal sand dunes not only made it difficult to settle the land but were also an impediment to immigration from the sea. Because of the sand, Vilnai explained, the European conquerors of Palestine had never approached it from the sea: “The high coastline offered a natural wall against all the enemies and colonialists who approached Palestine from the west. The crusaders, Napoleon, and the British all entered from the mainland, from the north or from the south, to conquer Eretz Israel. None of them attacked from the sea, even though they were all considerable maritime forces.”7

Moreover, Vilnai noted, the sand posed continual difficulties for local residents:

The sandy strip is a great and constant vexation for Eretz Israel. It constantly swallows good grounds for settlement, causing large swamps to develop and blocking every inlet along our coast. Enlightened governments spend a great deal of money and effort on coastal erosion, and we too must deal with this grave issue. We must look for the appropriate shrubs to put a halt to the ‘Egyptian plague’ which we receive in such abundance. […] If we wish to safeguard large tracts of land in Eretz Israel we must make haste in growing forests and plants and in taking control of the sand of Eretz Israel.8

The sand, wrote Vilnai, “pours its command over the good soil,” such that “sandy tongues begin to lick the orchards.” Moreover, “sometimes one runs into a grapevine, a twig of figs, or a shoot of grain suffocating, drowning in a sea of sand. Roads and houses, too, have been buried under waves of sand.”9 If a geographer like Vilnai felt the need to resort to metaphoric language, this was because the sand was widely perceived as an overwhelming force that defied literal representation: an indistinct mass that threatened to close in on the city and seep through its boundaries.

Writing in the Sand

Changes in the Yishuv’s attitude toward the geographical space of Eretz Israel in the 1920s are inextricably linked to the evolving political structure of the Yishuv. In 1920, both the Va’ad haleumi, the governing institution of the Yishuv, and the Histadrut labor federation were established. The consolidation of the Yishuv as a political entity had its effect on the literary representation of the territory. In the imagination of contemporary poets, the relationship between the physical work of building the country and the consolidation of the Yishuv was analogous to the metaphorical relationship between signifier (text) and signified (land). This analogy was further underscored by the efforts to create a contiguity of Jewish settlements across the land. The growing number of settlements in close proximity could be imagined as words forming a text. Moreover, if the territory as a whole can be conceived as a text, then the roads being built between the various settlements might be said to establish the necessary syntax regulating the relations between words. Thus, for example, Avraham Shlonsky, both a prominent poet of the Third Aliyah and a member of Gedud ha’avodah, a socialist Zionist work battalion, portrayed himself as a “poet-paver.”10

The poetry of the Third Aliyah is distinguished by a number of depictions of pioneers as writers whose textual labor is performed on the surface of the land. Such writing is not necessarily (or solely) secular in nature. For instance, in “Gesher,” a poem written in 1924, Yitzhak Lamdan describes the pioneer-laborers in Ben Shemen as people who perform an act of sacred writing:
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And here – like Torah scribes bent over parchments

My brothers will squat over the sheets of their fields

And with a pen-plough

They’ll engrave the consolation-writ.11



In this poem, the pioneers, writing on the soil, are likened to scribes copying out a prophecy of consolation relating to the Jewish nation’s ultimate redemption. Here and elsewhere, the sacred character of the text written by the pioneers is linked to the holiness of the language. In another poem, titled “Hebrew,” Lamdan conflates the Hebrew language with the very land of Israel:
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O Hebrew scroll of life, spread wide your sheets

In hagbahah we will unfurl you from sea to sea!

A native wind will again blow into your sails,

Your words will fill with dew and your veins with blood.12



In this instance of hagbahah – the ceremony in which the opened Torah scroll is lifted and displayed – the location is not the synagogue but rather the land. The first two words of the stanza, “spread wide your sheets” (harḥivi yeri’otayikh), call to mind the haftarah that is read following the reading of the Torah portion of “Noah.” This haftarah is taken from Isaiah’s famous consolation prophecy: “Enlarge the place of thy tent, and let them stretch forth the curtains of thine habitations (harḥivi mekom ohalekh viyri’ot mishkenotayikh): spare not, lengthen thy cords, and strengthen thy stakes/For thou shalt break forth on the right hand and on the left; and thy seed shall inherit the Gentiles, and make the desolate cities to be inhabited” (Isaiah 54:2–3).13 Fertility and wealth are here associated with conquest and resettlement of the land.

Isaiah 54 includes a wealth of material that was reworked into Zionist idioms: redemption of the land, conquest of the wilderness, and the ingathering of exiles. In Lamdan’s poem, the immanent link between the desire for national sovereignty and instituting Hebrew as the Yishuv’s language can already be observed in the use of the Hebrew word yeri’ot in the opening verse of the stanza. This Hebrew word resonates in its two meanings: it refers to the “curtains” of the biblical tabernacle (see, for instance, Exodus 26:1–13) as well as to the eponymous sheets of parchment from which the Hebrew scroll is made. The stanza relates to the haftarah portion from Isaiah as a type of mise en abyme, with the conquest of the land and its settlement depicted through the image of the Hebrew scroll being rolled out across the land. At the same time, the very act of unfurling the “Hebrew scroll of life” across the territory represents the fulfillment of Isaiah’s prophecy. In Lamdan’s poem, language is identified with the sheets of parchment in which the prophecy found a temporary abode. Now it is as though those sheets have reached the coast, returning to the territory and conquering it. Thus, employing a metaphoric language referring to a well-known chapter of the Prophets, Lamdan forges the link between two complementary movements: territorialization of the text and textualization of the territory.

Yet if the land is likened to a substrate on which Zionist action occurs – in this case, an act of writing, using the very materiality of the soil – what is the fate of the text written in sand? This question lies at the heart of a poem titled “Steps on the Sand,” written by Asher Barash in 1924. Barash, who had emigrated a decade before, at the end of the Second Aliyah, here describes the change in attitude of the pioneers toward the teritory and its landscapes:
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Steps on the sands, laboring steps

Humbly modest, like the camel’s stride.

A leg sinks into the warm flow –

Thus the days’ traces sink into forever.

On the far horizon the eyes are trained

As the silent steps rhyme and sink.

The chain of steps on the golden plain

Is the holy writ in the nomads’ book.

The wind blows and blots out the traces

Thus all acts and hopes are wiped from the world.

Yet to the weary leg the walking is soft

And sweet is the sweat flowing down the chest.14



Barash’s poem captures the moment of transition between two distinct approaches to territory: the first nomadic, the second sedentary. These two approaches come with their respective modes of writing. The first is explicitly mentioned in the poem (“the holy writ in the nomads’ book”), while the second, which is only inferred as antithetical to the first, is a type of writing free from the threat of being erased. Whereas the nomadic existence in the sandy milieu generates shaky traces, the Zionist territorial work produces indelible text in the very materiality of the land. Toward the poem’s end the speaker grows more aware of the fact that, in spite of its sacred nature, nomadic writing in the sand does not square with the Zionist Yishuv’s aspirations: to deepen control over the land and expand settlement across it. Such an interpretation can be gleaned from the lines “The wind blows and blots out the traces/ Thus all acts and hopes are wiped from the world.” These words resonate with a well-known Zionist song of the time, whose first lines read: “Here, in the land longed for by our forefathers, / All hopes will be fulfilled (po beeretz ḥemdat avot / titgashemnah kol hatikvot).”15 In Barash’s poem, such hopes cannot be fulfilled on the sandy soil.

Years later, Avraham Shlonsky described the changes in local scenery and cultural climate of the Hebrew Yishuv:

It was at the dawn of the Third Aliyah that a particular scenery of place and time came to its point of fruition, and new colors, new voices, and new life came pouring into the practical and spiritual doings of our fast-developing homeland – the beginning of a new landscape. These were the days of the tents, which preceded those of the huts, the final days of the “camel’s kiss,” the days when tunes mixed at the campsite, the song of the sheep and the work battalion, the end of one style and the start of a new one.16

Images of an idyllic landscape populated by shepherds and camel trains – emblems of the Orient, which evolved in the days of the Second Aliyah – now made room for a poetry that did not merely describe the local scenery but also tried to change it. Shlonsky refers to this change as one from a quasi-nomadic to a sedentary existence: from tents to huts, from the songs of sheep and shepherds to the songs of Gedud ha’avodah (“the work battalion”) whose mission is to prepare the ground for settled life.

If many of those who arrived with the Second Aliyah attempted to look like the Bedouins and adopt a similar mode of living,17 Zionist settlers in the following era wanted to set themselves apart. As Barash’s poem suggests, the nomad caravan represents a temporary, drifting life. Whereas the speaker in “Steps on the Sand” seems somewhat heavy-hearted about the need to transform the desert into habitable land, Lamdan’s poem “Yisrael” expresses no hesitation whatsoever:
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Wipe out, O winds, my footprints this far,

Lock after me, O world, all gates and doors,

I draw a circle round myself like Honi Hame’agel18

And close it with the holy name “Here!”19



In contrast to Barash, who exalts footprints in the sand as “holy writ,” Lamdan turns to the wind (ruaḥ – which can be understood both as a climatic phenomenon and, in a more metaphysical sense, as “spirit”), urging it to wipe out the traces of his ignominious wandering.

The word “here” (po) invokes a “living” speech as opposed to writing in sand. The meaning of the deictic “here” is inextricably bound to the one uttering the word. One who says “here” is declaring: “Here, in this place from which I speak.” Thus, “here” relies on, and confirms, the correlation between signified and signifier. The signified – the place – depends on the signifier – “here” – even as the latter, in turn, depends on the location of the speaker. In saying “here,” the speaker constitutes himself as a sovereign subject, as opposed to the Jew in the diaspora. For the latter, as Jacques Derrida noted in his essay on Edmond Jabès, the Promised Land is out of reach: “This site, this land, calling to us from beyond memory, is always elsewhere. The site is not the empirical and national Here of the territory.”20

One might wonder why it does not suffice for the speaker to draw a circle around himself like Honi Hame’agel, articulating “here” in order to declare the end of his wandering. Why, instead, is “here” characterized as hashem hameforash – that is, the Tetragrammaton, the holiest of God’s names? Why does the speaker attribute an incomparable sacredness to “here”? What, if anything, is the point of using the holy name as an attribute of a word that is so common and pedestrian?

Hashem (literally, “the name”) and Hamakom (literally, “the place”) are two frequently used Hebrew appellations of God. In grammatical terms they are singular nouns, referring to a specific name and place among all other names and places. They invoke two aspects of the sacred, the lexical and the spatial. Indeed, holy practices in the dimension of space run parallel to those in language, and just as it is forbidden to enter the holy place, namely, the Temple’s inner sanctum, so it is forbidden to utter God’s holiest name. Lamdan chooses to render the Zionist return to the land as an act of naming the divine. One might consider this a response to those prophesies of doom that represent the destruction of the Temple as the erasure of the holy name from its proper site. Commenting on the emergence of the Hebrew word makom as a designation for God, Ariel Hirschfeld writes:

This is His name in exile: “Said R. Huna in the name of R. Ami: Why is the Holy One, Blessed Be He, called Makom? Because He is the place of the world and His world is not His place” (Bereshit Rabba 68:8). This notion of God became extant not in the Bible but in the rabbinical literature, in the Hebrew following the destruction of the Temple.21

Makom can thus be regarded as one of the signifiers of the destruction of the Temple – a trace whose very barrenness represents what used to stand on its site. Lamdan, however, effects a reversal. By characterizing “here” as “the holy name,” he attaches a messianic meaning to the adverb of place, as if to say that language has now returned to its proper place and time, resuming a direct connection to the source of sacredness and significance.

Avot Yeshurun (1904–1992) stakes out a very different position in his poetry, identifying with the nomad rather than the sedentary inhabitant. Hunger and Thirst, his first cycle of poems (published in the literary supplement of Davar in 1934), reads like a love song to the barren expanses, its Bedouin inhabitants, and the camel trains passing through. Unlike members of the Shlonsky and Alterman school who rejected nomadic life because it reminded them of the rootless diasporic experience they had left behind, Yeshurun’s early poetry makes use of nomadic imagery to express a sense of never-ending journeying. His persona is that of a wanderer rather than an immigrant. Whereas the immigrant exchanges one place for another – with the intention of making a permanent home in his new place – the wanderer regards every destination as a new point of departure.22 Thus, what appears to be a decisive linear movement from an origin to a destination becomes a mere interval on an indefinite journey.

Yeshurun also set himself apart from his contemporaries with regard to his attitude toward the sand. In an interview with his biographer, Ida Tsurit, he spoke about the sand he first encountered on arriving in Eretz Israel in 1925:

There was no dearth of huts, actually. There were planks and nails. And there was sand, the sand of the land. At that time my poetry began and ended. Ever since then I haven’t written good poems. With my poems, at that time, I felt like a poet. My feet marked the sand of the land. Truth in all its truthfulness. I marked my life on the land. What was it I wrote then? A diary … a simple notebook. A small pad. On top I wrote: “One Day in Eretz Israel.” I turned the page. “Second Day in Eretz Israel.” I turned the page. “Third Day in Eretz Israel,” and so on – it took a number of weeks – until I got tired. These were my best poems. They didn’t remain. To write poems, at that time, in Eretz Israel?!23

Yeshurun’s recollections read like a riddle: Why does he point to poems that “didn’t remain” as the best he ever wrote, and is it possible that he wrote no additional “good poems” after that time? Further: was it actually poems he wrote, or a diary? And if it was a diary, could it be that it never dealt with the writer’s thoughts but rather merely recorded places and time? The answer might be related to the sand. Walking on it, one cannot but leave traces. Similarly, a person’s life leaves its marks. Writing on sand, then, illustrates the autobiographical act: life writing itself.

Thus, it may be the case that Yeshurun “wrote poems” by means of walking in the sand; if so, such poems might be regarded as a kind of diary documenting his first steps in the new land. Yeshurun’s words, “I marked my life on the land,” refer to life not in the abstract sense of “experience” but rather in its bare materiality. Put somewhat differently, Yeshurun does not write about life in the land of Israel, but rather writes life itself. Writing on sand cannot be seen as a privileged act of representation. When performed on sand, writing is life itself. These traces on the sand make up a text other than which there is nothing else: no idea, national or otherwise, transcends its materiality and endorses its meaning. These traces on the sand offer no evidence of any spiritual existence, or any other metaphysical entity presiding over the act of marking. In consequence, there is no essential difference between a human footprint and that of an animal. In the traces drawn in the sand, the duality that separates between phenomenon and essence has not yet emerged, nor the duality between concrete and abstract, between mundane and heavenly, or between the text in its very materiality and the idea or form that hovers above it.

If, for Yeshurun, perishable writing on sand represents the “best” of all writing, what fate awaits the Yishuv – which, like a text, was being “written” across the territory? In this regard, it is interesting to read Yeshurun’s recollections alongside the following lines by Shlonsky, written in the 1920s:
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Here the desert rolls itself into a sandy scroll

And my feet engrave the scroll’s script.

I walk about and I engrave

The script to completion.24



In what may at first appear to be a similar description of writing in the sand, Shlonsky likens the desert to a “sandy scroll,” a reference to the wavy appearance of dunes. This image is somewhat banal – what is arresting is the following line, in which the poet’s feet “engrave the scroll’s script.” Why “engrave”? The term, after all, refers to a technique, dating back to ancient times, of writing on hard surfaces. Unlike something written on sand, what is engraved (usually, in stone) is not threatened by erasure or drifting. Why use this term in relation to the soft sand?

It is here that the contrast between Yeshurun and Shlonsky becomes apparent. Yeshurun, whose feet “mark” the sand, collapses the normal order of distinction between subject/signifier and object/signified. With Shlonsky, however, “engraving” – an act that requires prior planning and design – restores the order. The shifting, destabilizing sand is countered both by the act of engraving and by the poet’s twice-repeated assertion of subjectivity (“I walk about and I engrave”). On both a personal and national level, Shlonsky expresses the notion of writing as an act performed by a stable, autonomous subject who remains untouched by the shifting sand. At the same time, however, the “script” rolls about and is changed in the course of being engraved. Thus, the seeming tranquility of these lines is deceiving: Shlonsky is not only voicing his worry about the treacherous sand but also hinting that the Zionist text, as the pioneers imagined it, must inevitably change and evolve in accordance with the land – and, in particular, with the sand.

Tel Aviv as a Liminal Place

In the poetry of the Third Aliyah period, the portrayal of Tel Aviv as a text written on sand is tied with the city’s location on the coast. This is especially pronounced in a poem by Lamdan titled “On One of My Nights” (1930), in which the coastal sands, though no longer part of the diaspora, still do not fully belong to the national territory:
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What of the night, o city? Of what do you dream?

Of a rich man from a great city by the sea or of a prophet in Judea?

Ah, why as the sea rages its sirens’ song

Are you pitiably, tearfully poor and alone?

The muezzin calls to prayer from Jaffa’s mosque

Just as I sleep its voice arrives

And you, still lacking a temple, naked still you stand

Shorn of a prayer shawl on the sands.

The text of your buildings still trembling on sheets of sand

At the rise of day, I, like you a stranger, a wanderer,

Will plant a leaf, O Judean morning! On your coast, as entrance fee

I cast my night, a long night of wanderings!25



From a bird’s-eye point of view, Lamdan presents the landscape of Tel Aviv-Jaffa in a manner similar to Agnon’s depiction of “shapeless houses … strewn over the sand.” In Agnon’s account, the sand obliterates the shapes of the houses; in Lamdan’s poem, it forms the unstable foundation for the city’s buildings and their “text.” Nor is it merely spatial boundaries that are unsettled by the sand. There is also a disruption of the coordinates of time, a blurring of past/present and present/future. Lamdan draws a parallel between the historical and geographical domains of the Hebrew city. The city is not only located between the dunes and the sea, but also between the recent past associated with Europe, from which the immigrants arrived (“a rich man from a great city by the sea”), and the ancient past (“a prophet in Judea”). The linear progression of historical time clashes with the cyclic nature of diurnal time, in which Judea appears as the place of the rising sun, whereas the recent past is “a long night of wanderings” now left behind.

Ariel Hirschfeld considers the tangled movements in space and time that mark Zionist thought in his reading of the word kadimah in Naftali Herz Imber’s poem “Hatikvah,” which later became Israel’s national anthem. Drawing on the richness of meanings of the Hebrew root k-d-m, which can refer to “east,” “ancient,” or “forward,” he notes:

The movement eastward – in the geographical sense – is a movement forward in a process of development, in contrast with decline and regression, and it is simultaneously a movement back into ancient times, to an era that is fundamentally new in the sense of its retaining a flavor of the primeval. This is a movement simultaneously historical and anti-historical, a paradoxical movement in time and against time, and all this is compressed in one word that is among the most ancient and most basic in the lexicon of the Hebrew language.26

And indeed, in Lamdan’s poem, Tel Aviv-Jaffa appears to be caught in a whirlpool of opposing forces that are characteristic of the word kadimah – both pulled toward the site of the Jewish biblical past and thrust in the direction of the Zionist future. There is also a notable tension in this poem between inland territory and maritime border. Remaining on the coastal line means, in effect, drawing back from the movement onward; to the east; to the hills of Jerusalem that still bear the imprint of the land’s sacred, biblical past.27 Immigration to the territory of Eretz Israel is not solely a deliverance following “a long night of wanderings” – such deliverance comes with an “entrance fee” that must be paid before the “Judean morning” arrives. And yet for the poet, it is no easy matter to exchange the night of exile for the light of redemption. His hesitation is not only a matter of being held back by the sand but rather an expression of apprehension at the prospect of moving forward in the ancient-new land. In Lamdan’s depiction, the newly built city is a text that is not sufficiently stable to form a territorial point of reference. It goes astray in the sandy dunes, as does the speaker. The realm of sand tampers with the speaker’s sense of orientation, as does the very word kadimah with all its possible meanings. In consequence, the movement from sea to land stagnates in a place that is not really a place, in a zone whose fluid quality recalls the sea.

Waging War on the Sandy Soil

As work on the foundations of Tel Aviv accelerated in the 1920s, the poetic depiction of sand as an adversary grew more frequent. Shlonsky, for instance, describes the battle against the sand as a battle between civilizations, sedentary versus nomadic:
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And I will kneel over the sand –

Here, under the weight of concrete, the dunes will sigh:

Ah why did you come here, man, to the desert

To put a bridle over our mouth?!

And suddenly a summer wind swept through

And like a herd of camels that never knew halters

They charged the emerging neighborhood –

Sands!28



In this poem, sand is likened to an invader who must be chased eastward, back to the desert.29 If Shlonsky had read Vilnai’s article on sand, he would have known that sandy soil reaches the coast from the sea. Here, however, the confrontation is that between East and West:
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On the road and its foundation they gallop

And with their small hoofs

Sand-grain hoofs

They rain down on my face:

Revenge!

But now their faces have turned, whistling:

To the desert! To the desert!

I move my hand

(And in my hand a concrete-gray spade)

And winding roads take up the chase: After them!

Stretch your arms out!

Put them to shame! Put them to shame!

Bridle the deserts!

And pull roads like reins!

I sit on the platform!

I – the worker!

- - -

Like large fists they lay on the sand:

Houses – houses – houses.30



Construction work on the coastal plain was meant to put a barrier between city and desert, and between west and east. Here it is depicted as a battle between the sand and those building the city, with the sand being forced to retreat. In another poem, “Facing the Wilderness,” written in the wake of the bloody Arab-Jewish riots of the summer of 1929, Shlonsky enlarges the focus of battle, merging the desert and its sandy soil with the nomadic experience, the Arab population living on the land, and the religion of Islam:
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Now I know: the desert

Howls its nightly prayer of revenge –

And from afar, over a domed mosque

A crescent moon moves

Like a carving knife.

Oh Reuben!

Oh Simeon!

Wield your spades

Against the desert!31



In this poem, the desert, howling “its nightly prayer of revenge,” is the terrain over which a “crescent moon,” the symbol of Islam, “moves/Like a carving knife.” Faced with this threat, the poet calls on his companions to wield their spades as weapons. This, of course, is an inverted reference to Isaiah 2:4: “and they shall beat their swords into plowshares, and their spears into pruning hooks; nation shall not lift up sword against nation, neither shall they learn war any more.” Instead of weapons of war being transformed into tools of labor, Shlonsky has the tools of labor turned into weapons of war, to be used against the desert and all it represents. For Shlonsky, the riots of 1929 marked a turning point, a time when members of the Yishuv were called upon not only to fight against the local Arabs but also to wield their weapons against the Arabs’ desert home.

Revelation and Concealment in the Sand

Jewish settlement along the coastal plain expanded; the dunes dwindled. The Zionist enterprise, Nathan Alterman wrote, covered the land in a “dress of concrete and cement.”32 And as the sand receded, so too did its representation in Hebrew prose and poetry. In this regard, Avot Yeshurun was again an exception. Even in the years following Israel’s establishment in 1948, Yeshurun continued to explore nomadic-diasporic themes. His poetry from 1948 onward features two extensive temporalities – the first, associated with the diasporic sphere, termed “Polish eternity” (netzaḥ polin), and the second, characterized by Jewish sovereignty, termed “Judean eternity” (netzaḥ yehudah). Yeshurun’s notion of two “eternities” clashes powerfully with the Zionist goal of bringing diasporic existence to an end by means of establishing a Jewish state in Eretz Israel. For Yeshurun, nomadism (exile) and sedentary life (sovereignty) are not segments on a linear historical route, with the former eventually being replaced by the latter. Rather, there is an ongoing encounter between de-territorializing diasporic forces and re-territorializing sovereign forces. In a book of poems titled The Syrian-African Rift (1974), Yeshurun characterizes this encounter in geological terms as the movement of two tectonic plates. The first is associated with past diasporic time and its Yiddish language. The second represents Zionist culture and national sovereignty. The “rift,” as an ever-changing phenomenon where two opposite forces meet, is the site of Yeshurun’s poetry. The clash between Hebrew, the official language of the state of Israel, and Yiddish, the language of the Ashkenazic diaspora, generates hybrid syntactic and morphological formations.

As with the Syrian-African rift, the sandy strip on the Mediterranean becomes a prominent site for the encounter between diasporic Jewish existence and that of sovereign Israel. In one prose poem, he describes how, during construction work in Tel Aviv, he suddenly notices the sandy soil on which the city is built:

For an instant, Tel Aviv’s soil showed its true face before being covered in concrete: trampled sand. Sand for walking. The sand in which we walked. Lacking pretensions. It let us trample it and extract from it the tiniest red bits of earth. It stuck more to our soles than to our land. It has no raw materials, no holiness. And my heart felt somewhat lighter when it remembered the holiness of my mother and father’s house in Krasnystaw.33

In this poem, the sand in Tel Aviv is laid bare as if uncovered in an archeological excavation. And yet, whereas an archeological object typically testifies to a past with a historical significance, sand is a natural phenomenon without any apparent distinction. It is the simplicity associated with sand that makes it precious to Yeshurun – a simplicity marked by the absence of any relic of ancient history, as if only the pure materiality of the sand can allow the past to be laid bare, without interference. Sand, in Yeshurun’s writing, is associated with an indeterminate temporality that is neither fixed by history nor governed by a national or religious symbolic order. It shows itself to him through the absence of “pretensions” or “holiness,” in contrast with the manner in which the pioneers ascribed lofty values to the land. Sand thus comes to constitute a kind of blank screen on which the poet can project his memories of his parents’ home in Poland.

The sand in Yeshurun’s poetry also draws its meaning from place – specifically, its location on the seashore far from the rocky hills further inland, whose solid stone still bears the imprint of an ancient Judaism. This stone, like the red soil, is equated by Yeshurun with the land. While the stone and soil have an identifiable place in the landscape, sand has none. Precisely for this reason, it can maintain its freedom from the place’s religious consecration. Not only does sand blur the distinction between sea and land and between west and east, it also neutralizes and covers the land’s holiness. Thus, as a transitional space, sand can summon up both temporalities – the “Polish eternity” and the “Judean eternity” – conjuring a moment of suspension when sovereign time has yet to inherit diasporic time:


[image: image]

In the wind’s whistling

Sands are laid bare

Casting awry the times,

Casting awry the snow’s archeology.34
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Where is Paradise? Place and Time in the Memoirs of Women from Yemen

Vered Madar

(Jerusalem)


Sometimes I blame my memory because it betrays me.

Sometimes I blame my memory because it refuses to betray me.

If only I knew how to treat it: with great love or searing hatred?–

Salman Natour, Memory Spoke to Me and Went Away1

In a memoir titled Teshurah [lit. gift] from the North, with Music and Singing, Teshurah Reiser writes about her family’s home:

Our house was on a high hill overlooking the tall buildings of the city … toward the wadi, and a spring whose waters … went forth from below the hill and spilled beneath a giant rock. Its waters were clear, cold, and very tasty, [and] my mother would bring us water to drink [from it]. … [A] small orchard was planted near our home with apricot trees and pomegranate trees, a vineyard and figs. …2

Where is the place described by Reiser? Is it in a village in Yemen or the place she and her family reached when they immigrated to Israel in the late 1940s? That is, does the beautiful place described as a flourishing paradise belong to the country of her birth or to her people’s historical homeland?

In this essay, I would like to point to a number of ways in which time and place are shaped in memoirs written by women from Yemen.3 My focus will be on the authors’ depiction of their birthplace and the transition from Yemen to Israel, and the ways in which their narratives present a shifting self-portrayal that is shaped in part by the larger narrative of the Yemenite Jewish community. I will deal in the main with books published in the last three decades by women born in Yemen who immigrated to Israel in the 1940s and 1950s.4 Since this is a cultural rather than a historical analysis, the factuality of the historical, geographical, and personal details presented in the memoirs will not be examined. The focus is on the meaning such details have for those who write about them, and for the “remembering” community as a whole.5


A Shortcut from the Garden of Eden to the Land of Israel

In an essay titled “Forms of Time and the Chronotope in the Novel,” Mikhail Bakhtin defines chronotope as a literary fusing and amalgamation of time and place, in which “[t]ime, as it were, thickens, takes on flesh, becomes artistically visible; likewise, space becomes charged and responsive to movements of time, plot and history.”6 The Yemenite women’s memoirs are an illustration of what might be termed a biblical chronotope, in that their impressionist renderings of time and space are infused with biblical language and imagery. Tension exists in these works between the real and the imaginary, reality and its interpretation. In the memoirs, personal history is intertwined with elements of an idealized or even mythic Jewish past.

Thus, Yemen is frequently depicted as a garden of Eden, a primeval and mysterious place that is the object of retrospective yearning. The “Yemen” in their texts is, to some extent, an imaginary place: a flowering paradise, flowing with water and full of fruit. Reiser’s poetic depiction of “a spring whose waters […] went forth from below the hill,” relates not to the land of Israel but to her childhood home in the northern Yemen village of Al-Hajar. In another passage, she notes: “Whoever has not tasted the waters of the Tahrin spring, has never tasted a good taste in his life.”7 A similarly extravagant description of Yemen as a kind of biblical paradise appears in Naomi Hubareh’s Mipaatei teiman, where her parents” home is described as having “two big windows that looked out on the garden, where Father grew different fruits: apricots, peaches, grapes. … I would pull a branch and pick a fruit, enjoying it even if was not yet ripe.”8 This imagery evokes the flourishing garden in the Song of Songs (4:12-16), and when she adds that “there were giant trees called thālūj that bore a large, sweet fruit,”9 we can hear an echo of the biblical account of the scouts sent by Moses to spy out the land of Israel, who brought back a cluster of grapes so large that two men were needed to carry it (Num.13:23).

In other descriptions, Jews of Yemen are recast as biblical Jews, as, for example, when Reiser writes about the road from the village to Aden, where “we started our wandering again toward Al-Baydā […] What happened to our ancestors in the wilderness of Sinai happened as well to us: We got lost.”10 In this passage, Reiser and her companions from her village are compared to the Children of Israel leaving Egypt, who wander in the wilderness before reaching the Promised Land. Another writer, Ora Tery, describes a neighbor, Yehudah, as follows: “With his beard and sidelocks and the sandals he wore, he bore a resemblance to a character from the Bible. Whenever I heard his voice and the verses he recited, it sounded as though the voice was coming straight from the original.”11

In a few cases, biblical imagery is not only applied to the land of Yemen (rather than Israel) but also to places that are explicitly non-Jewish. In a description of the home of Muslim neighbors, for instance, Zivia Yissachar, like Hubareh, makes use of imagery evoking the garden of Eden:

I loved to go to Al-maqām – a kind of walled mansion with handsome houses surrounded by fruit trees. … I loved to come to their houses, which were tall, beautiful and clean. … They were decorated with valuable things and through their windows you could reach out and pick the fruits of the garden, as much as you wanted.12

In a different passage, Yissachar (born in 1934) interjects a biblical reference into what might otherwise be a straightforward description of her childhood home:

In the middle of the courtyard stood a three-story house with a giant roof above it. … The roof served as a place to bathe, as was customary in houses in the biblical period. It reminds me of the biblical story about King David watching Bathsheba bathing on the roof of her house.13

Here, Yissachar describes a house and the manner in which it was used in the late 1930s, shortly before she and her family emigrated to Eretz Israel. During the “present” time being described, she has no doubt that the structure of the house is identical to that of homes of the biblical period. Yet the following sentence (“It reminds me…”) brings the reader to present-day Israel of the 21st century. The narrator realizes that, in her previous sentence, she has created a “biblical space” in Yemen, which in turn “reminds” her of the biblical text describing the rooftop encounter between David and Bathsheba. The very act of recollection and the importation of biblical images to the arena of her childhood undermines the certainty of the previous sentence, pointing to the changing location of the writer and to the fact that the text participates in a textual discourse that seeks not only to describe reality but also to shape it.14

Along these lines, I suggest that the images of Yemen and its Jewish and Muslim population together form a “biblical chronotope” that signifies the writers’ past as reconstructed, visible biblical time. By means of language, images, and mythical (biblical) figures of speech, the geographical space of Yemen appears to be a kind of garden of Eden, a primeval space, ancient and mysterious, the object of yearning and longing. The imaginary Yemen portrayed by the text is a paradise; leaving it creates a feeling of expulsion. This does not mean that the writers transpose Yemen and Eretz Israel, such that Yemen is transformed from the “native home” to the “homeland.” Instead, they create a rhizomatic textual picture comprising exits, entries, and multiple interchanges of times and places.15

Another striking characteristic of the memoirs is their rendering of the physical transition from Yemen to the land of Israel. In most cases the journey is described briefly, and even when the description is relatively detailed, it is usually cast in a mythical frame, depicted as a kind of miraculous shortcut (kefitzat haderekh). Ora Tery, for instance, opens her memoir as follows:

Kunī malīḥe – be good, for soon we will be going to the land of Israel, so I heard my mother say often. … They told us that beyond the gates of Ṣana’a there was a mountain, Jabal Nuqum, and in the mountain there was a tunnel through which we would reach Jerusalem in the blink of an eye. … We children galloped on the wings of our imagination: Here we are, arriving in the land of Israel, where silver and gold grow on trees and everyone can take what his heart desires, with nothing lacking.16

This idea appears more or less explicitly in other books. For example, Mazal Ahraq writes about her journey to Israel in this fashion: “We immigrated to the land not on the back of a donkey, not on a truck or in ships, but on airplanes, as ‘on the wings of eagles.’ And the people regarded this as something to be expected, since a miraculous immigration of this sort was what best suited such a wondrous nation.”17 Hubareh uses similar language in describing her journey: “When we went up in the airplane to the holy land, the words of Scripture were fulfilled: ‘I bore you on eagles’ wings” (Ex. 19:4). This biblical phrase, she adds, “is the correct name for the immigration of Yemenite Jews” – thus implying that the term more commonly used in Zionist historiography, “Operation Magic Carpet,” is a misnomer.18 Ahraq’s memoir goes on to mix the miraculous and mundane in her description of the immigrants’ arrival at their first destination, the immigrant camp at Atlit, which marked “the beginning of the fall from the upper world to the lower, as we descended from the airplane to wallow and trudge in puddles of water.”19 Eventually, she and her family take up residence in an agricultural settlement: “We immediately settled on the land and began to work, as if a Supreme Power had moved us with the wave of a hand from a Yemenite village to the soil of the Galilean moshavim in the land of Israel.”20

In talmudic literature, kefitzat haderekh refers to a miraculous passage from one place to another – a passage without a journey, as if the point of departure and the destination are only a short distance from each other, without intermediate stages, suffering, or tribulations.21 From a psychological point of view, this motif may reflect people’s tendency to refrain from dealing with trauma and thereby repress painful experiences.22 In many conversations I conducted with women born in Yemen, the journey to Israel was described in a terse manner (“and then we arrived in Israel”) without further details regarding the process of immigration, the route, or the difficulties.23 This, despite the fact that the immigration of Yemenite Jewry was marked by hardship, both before and after 1948. In the era preceding Israeli independence, between 1939-1945, some 5,000 immigrants arrived, notwithstanding the restrictions on immigration. The majority of Yemenite Jews – totaling some 50,000 individuals – arrived in Israel as part of a mass airlift (“Operation Magic Carpet”) that took place between December 1949 and the latter months of 1951. The immigrants were airlifted from Aden following a stay of shorter or longer duration in the Ḥāshed camp. The camp had been designed for 1,000 people; it housed up to 14,000, and conditions were not easy. The food was inadequate, and there were not enough medical supplies to deal with outbreaks of disease. In consequence, hundreds of people died.24

As with the depictions of Yemen as a kind of garden of Eden, the “shortcut” accounts of the journey to Israel are rich in biblical allusion and, more specifically, contain references to messianic redemption. In a sense, they reinforce the celebratory accounts of the airlift that appear in much of Zionist historiography of the 1950s and 1960s.25 Yet there is a striking difference between the memoirs’ use of biblical terminology (“on eagles’ wings”) and the “magic carpet” terminology of Zionist historiography, which seems to place Yemenite Jews in the context of an Oriental fairy tale, in the process reinforcing the perception of them as both exotic and primitive. The memoir-ists’ self-perception both of themselves and of Yemenite Jewry more broadly is more nuanced. Indeed, the memoirs’ interplay between the immigrants’ journey to Israel “on the wings of eagles” and the actual conditions they encountered once they arrived points to a far more complex narrative than that of Yemenites as a group of “ignorant” Jews in need of salvation and transformation.

Subversive Nostalgia

In many cultural contexts in general,26 and particularly in Jewish and Zionist perceptions, there exists a link between Yemenite Jews and biblical Hebrews that is almost intuitive, and which finds expression in a variety of ways in cultural and social spheres: in visual art, in literature, and in socio-political writing. Such figures as Shlomo Dov Goitein, David Ben-Gurion, Zeev Raban (the Bezalel artist), and others initiated this connection and perpetuated it.27 In this context, the memoirists’ use of these biblical images with regard to their communities in Yemen might be understood as a form of self-Orientalization that conveys both a halo of antiquity and a corresponding sense of privilege. It is noteworthy, however, that these writers translocate biblical images from Israel to Yemen by way of expressions that refer to the (ancient) land of Israel and to Yemenite Jews in a modern-day Israeli context. In so doing, they create the textual rhetorical format of a biblical chronotope in Yemen, but at the same time weaken the connection between the land of Israel and the biblical narrative – thereby undermining the biblical image of Yemenite Jewry.

It is possible that shaping the geographic space of Yemen as a biblical space is, as in other cases, a literary or rhetorical means of creating a nostalgic view of the past.28 The late scholar of Slavic literatures Svetlana Boym defined nostalgia as longing for a home that no longer exists, or never existed – a longing that requires a relationship from afar. According to her, a cinematic image of nostalgia would be a double screen on which two images appear simultaneously: home and exile, past and present, dream and reality: “The moment we try to force it into a single image, it breaks the frame or burns the surface.”29 Boym argued that the past was even more unpredictable than the present. Nonetheless, the attempt to return to it (or to the space in which it occurred) reflects longing for a community with a collective memory and a desire for continuity in a fragmentary world.

Boym also distinguished between “restorative nostalgia” and “reflective nostalgia.” The former does not regard itself as nostalgia at all, but as “truth” or “tradition” seeking to preserve the lost home. This form of nostalgia is usually at the center of national and religious movements; in her words, it “works by means of a double scheme: ‘returning to the source’ and ‘conspiracy.’” Reflective nostalgia, in contrast, emphasizes the actual sense of longing. It is marked by melancholy, irony, and desperation, and it is nurtured by the ambivalence between longing and belonging. Reflective nostalgia does not refrain from the contradictions of modernity. It “loves details, not symbols.”30

In my view, the nostalgia applied by those memoirists who cast Yemen as a biblical paradise can best be described as subversive nostalgia. As with Boym’s reflective nostalgia, there is an attempt to create an experience of continuity without proposing a genuine return to the past in the geographical space of Yemen. In addition, however, the memoirists – working in the present – are seeking to shape the past. They question the Zionist narrative regarding the story of their immigration, proposing an alternative version that challenges and even calls to account both Israeli society and its image of the Yemenite community.

In Hubareh’s memoir, opposition to the common narrative is expressed in a somewhat unexpected fashion. She recalls how Muslim villagers used to come to her parents’ home, seeking to sell wood for heating: “I would ask my father and mother, why do they come to sell us wood? And my parents answer was that they give us wood and we give them money; they are the hewers of wood and drawers of water. And what is wrong with that?”31 Applying a biblical description concerning the Gibonites (Josh. 9:23) to the family’s Muslim neighbors does not merely add a layer to the biblical chronotope. It may also represent a protest (whether conscious or unconscious) against the Second Aliyah stereotyping of Yemenite Jews as “natural workers” who made do with little and who were accustomed to hard work.32 Here, when Hubareh recalls her parents referring to their neighbors as “hewers of wood and drawers of water” (ḥotvei ’etzim veshoavei mayim), the term acquires a positive meaning and hence, in the language of Melinda Yuen-Ching Chen, performs “a linguistic act in the course of which she consciously uses a pejorative term in order to express a positive view or opposition.”33

Subversive nostalgia uses expressions of longing, yearning, and a degree of idealization of place and time of the native land (Yemen) in order to criticize, from the present perspective, the land to which the Yemenite Jews immigrated (Israel). In other words, under the guise of nostalgia and longing for the past, it becomes possible to express a subversive and critical position about the present.

Literacy as a Narrative Tool

One of the characteristics of Yemenite Jewish women’s memoir literature is that its authors were born and educated (at least, in their earliest years) in a totally oral female society. With few exceptions, Jewish women in mid-20th-century Yemen were illiterate. Whereas by the early part of the century the Yemenite Jewish community was in the first stages of transformation following the Ottoman occupation and the involvement of the Alliance israélite universelle in establishing schools in cities such as Sana’a and Aden, such initiatives had very little effect on the women in these communities, and certainly none on women living in smaller towns and villages.34 In the memoirs, the transition to Israel is linked, whether directly or more indirectly, to acquiring the ability to read. This process, in turn, is depicted as a significant and often dramatic experience; in some instances, it takes on the quality of an epic struggle.35 Reiser’s story provides a good example. In 1943, five years before leaving Yemen, she and her family relocated to the Ḥāshed immigration camp that had been set up on the outskirts of Aden.36 She was ten years old at the time, and she very much wanted to participate in the classes that were conducted for girls in the camp. However, her father, like many others, believed that studies were not meant for women.37 She writes:

I rebelled against this opinion of my father … and every morning I would run away to school, where I was protected by the teachers and the directors of the camp, who forced the fathers to allow their children to learn. Parents who objected were punished by denial of weekly food rations. … I returned home from school in fear and trembling before my father. … More than once, he beat me until I bled. My sisters feared him like death and obeyed him.

Reiser, however, declares to a teacher that “I would not give up my studies under any circumstances, even if he killed me.”38 Such willingness “to die for learning” likens her status to that of scholars who sacrifice themselves for the study of Torah; in her words, learning becomes a source of life and, of course, a necessary condition for the very memoir she is writing.

In certain respects, memoirs reflect an implicit desire on the part of their authors to distance themselves from oral testimony. There is a sense that a written account has greater authority and will be accorded greater respect; moreover, it can be passed down to one’s descendants more accurately than an oral account. At the same time, the genre of memoirs has characteristics that intensify its oral dimensions. Memoirs are often characterized by personal writing that is both pragmatic and associative. The plot, if it exists at all, is not necessarily chronological or continuous. Such traits render memoirs vulnerable to being marginalized or dismissed; in the hierarchy of literary and historical writing, they have a low and relatively marginal status.39 Hence, the desire on the part of memoirists to emphasize the textual authority of their books as historical works. One of the techniques is to conduct a lively and open dialogue about memory and forgetfulness within the actual text. For example, in a reflective moment in her account, Bintiv ha’enut vehapdut (On the Path of Suffering and Redemption), Miryam Nahum-Levy writes:

Childhood memories from Yemen were often vague, and sometimes I asked myself whether I was confusing reality and imagination. It is clear to me that the stories I heard from my mother or from one of the older men or women in the family merged in my memory and became part of my life experience.40

Similarly, other writers make mention of the possibility that they have forgotten some detail, or else reiterate that a certain memory is so deeply embedded in their soul or body that their description of it is undoubtedly correct, even though many years have passed.41 The memoirists are preoccupied with the degree of accuracy of what they write; they involve the reader in their doubts, and by so doing point out how imagination is also a possible location for the story they are telling. Recognition of the possibility of forgetting can also serve as a rhetorical technique for reinforcing the truth of the overall text, since pointing out the failure of memory in certain places seems to render the rest of the text reliable. In this way the text becomes a battleground between forgetting and memory in a struggle that can never be resolved.

The Italian writer Natalia Ginzburg was among those troubled by this tension. As she notes in her own memoir, Family Sayings:

I have set down only what I myself could recall. Consequently if this book is read as a chronicle of events it may be objected that there are omissions. Although the book is founded on reality, I think it should be read as though it were a novel, that is, read without demanding of it either more or less than what a novel can offer.42

As with Ginzburg, the writers discussed here attempt to deal with the problem of memory and its status by downplaying its historical value and lowering expectations with regard to its accuracy. Notwithstanding, I would argue that the rhetoric that denigrates books of this type as “mere memoirs” might actually reinforce their authority, in two respects: first, by granting them the status of “testimony,” and second, by strengthening their oral dimension and casting them as popular works that can serve as convenient platforms for subversive views and ideas.

In The Era of the Witness (2006), Annette Wieviorka maintains that oral history developed in the wake of a change in the cultural and political climate of the Western world.43 Both life stories and oral history were ways of adopting the values of human rights discourse, since they placed the individual at the center. Wieviorka claims that, in the 1970s and 1980s, it was possible to observe a “democratization of historical actors, an attempt to give a voice to the excluded, the unimportant, the voiceless.” In her view, “the individual was thus placed at the heart of society and retrospectively, of history. The individual and the individual alone become the public embodiment of history.”44

One might also take into account the claim made by Amos Goldberg that a witness’ status is “not derived from his being a natural reporter, that is, an uninvolved third party relating objectively what he had witnessed, but quite the opposite […] from his having been a part of the events and their victim. …” Hence, when authors classify memoirs as “personal memories” that give voice to those who were part of the events (as “victims”), they confer upon them a “quasi-religious halo.”45 In other words, the text’s relatively high degree of subjectivity is precisely what shields it from coming under doubt, questioning, or challenge. The words of a witness who actually experienced the event have greater force and influence than those appearing in a dry, “factual” account.

An additional technique for strengthening the authority of the text is by conferring upon it the aura of a folk work, which is usually transmitted orally. Oral transmission is generally organized around three central channels of communication: text, voice, and movement. Even when all the channels work in parallel, they are not necessarily univocal.46 The oral telling of a story, with its shifts in body movements, tone, and volume, conveys a sense of authority even as it entertains. In the case of a written text, only the dimension of language remains. However, narrative techniques such as fragmentary writing or frequent shifting between times and settings evoke the oral tradition and strengthen the authoritative role of the narrator as storyteller.

In some instances, the memoirists make use of subtle transitions between past and present, as when Hubareh writes: “We were careful to honor Father and Mother because that was the first commandment and there was no question of discipline. When our parents asked us to do something we would not say ‘later’ or ‘I don’t want to,’ the way children respond today.”47 In other cases, transitions are expressed more openly and trenchantly. In describing her childhood home in the village of Uthmāna, Nahum-Levy stresses her parents’ strict observance of the commandments of the Torah, and then continues, without transition, to recount her father’s strict Sabbath observance in Israel, after which she appears to notice the fact that she has digressed and declares: “Now I return to our home in Yemen.”48

The memoirists also frequently resort to short paragraphs and make use of a variety of literary genres and illustrative material. Fragments of their lives are conveyed through poetry, diary entries, short stories, folktales and legends, eulogies, family photographs and illustrations, documents, and quotes from academic, literary, or popular texts. This fragmentary style of writing may appear at first to be random and lacking in self-awareness, but a closer look reveals a more complex story. As with a collage, the different fragments together form an entire image. And as with oral transmission, where listeners are exhorted to hear the story out to its end, the memoir’s underlying continuity and depth becomes apparent only upon a patient and careful reading.

An additional characteristic of oral transmission found in these memoirs is their integration of familiar formulations and themes. Although each narrative is unique (as with the “lines of performance” described by A.B. Lord),49 the memoirs make use of phrases and story patterns that every reader is likely to know. For instance, a number of memoirs tell of how the narrator’s mother (or she herself) became engaged to be married when only a child – indeed, the prospective bride was often called away from a game she was playing with friends in order to be informed of her engagement. There are stories of how Muslim neighbors tried to persuade a family not to leave, warning how difficult life in Israel would be – in each case, the argument was abandoned when the neighbors realized the family’s determination to be “redeemed from exile.” There are also repeated references to the strangeness of Israeli cuisine – in more than one memoir, the author tells of how children refused to eat such foods as black olives, because (as more than one author put it) they “looked like goat droppings.”

As noted, there is a certain attempt on the part of memoirists to distance themselves from oral traditions, given that written accounts are regarded as more “authoritative.” However, as the examples above clearly indicate, the oral nature of memoirs is not only apparent but often emphasized. How might this paradox be explained? Or, to put it somewhat differently, in what sense does the oral aspect of a text enable a writer to give voice to something that might otherwise not be possible to express?

Memoirs, I suggest, might be regarded as “minor literature.” This term, which was coined by Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, refers to texts authored by members of minority groups who write in the language of the majority.50 By extending the rubric of minority/majority to women versus men, oral culture versus written culture, and the Yemenite Jewish community versus Israeli society, these memoirs can be included in the category of minor literature. According to Deleuze and Guattari, there is a revolutionary potential in such literature, since “everything takes on a collective value.” Indeed,

literature finds itself positively charged with the role and function of collective, and even revolutionary, enunciation. It is literature that produces an active solidarity in spite of skepticism; and if the writer is in the margins or completely outside his or her fragile community, this situation allows the writer all the more the possibility to express another possible community and to forge the means for another consciousness and another sensibility…51

The Ambivalence of Homecoming

The time and place of publication of the corpus of books under discussion here enables us to regard them as the result of a meeting between the voice of the writer and the voices and views of functionaries and other factors with whom she comes into contact in the course of the publication process.52 In such a way the assumption is reinforced that these books are in fact a junction of views, motivations, and forces that operate in the field of communal memory. This assumption allows us to go beyond the limits of discussing each book or writer separately, and to point out the process of taking over continuous memory from the hands of the establishment and the canonic text, to the hands of women remembering. As a result, we find a polyphonic historical narrative that emphasizes the rhizomatic character of the memory.

The writing of memoirs has enjoyed a revival in the last few decades. In part, this is because of improved technology – in particular, the increasingly accessible and varied means of publication and distribution of texts – but even more so, it is the outcome of criticism from various quarters regarding the ways in which memory and history have been fashioned around overly general categories and broad national units. Postmodern and postcolonial narratives, together with feminist criticism, have encouraged the division of broad categories into smaller, more specific units. Memoir-writing can be seen as a response to these trends, constituting one link in a chain of forms and locations in which communal and family memories are created and structured.

In Israel, as in many other immigrant societies, memory of the past is generally located in a different space from that in which it is consciously fashioned; thus, one’s childhood home comes into dialogue with one’s place at the time of writing. The memoirs under discussion also form part of a wider dialogue concerning Israeli identity, in which a special place is reserved for the Yemenite Jewish community.53 If I might generalize, I would say that the many and varied texts written by and about Yemenite Jews are marked by tension vis-à-vis the broader Zionist narrative. In the mainstream Zionist narrative, Yemenite Jews inspire a mix of admiration and mythification, on the one hand, and disdain, condescension, and rejection, on the other. Postcolonial research, in contrast, shifts the focus to the underlying tension between mainstream and alternative narratives and critiques the dichotomous approach. In the memoirs written by Yemenite Jewish women, we can find a dialogue between the two poles of the tension (admiration versus condescension), at times reflecting one or the other pole, and at times seeking to undermine them.

These texts, like many other memoirs, comprise an arena for shaping categories of identity. The framework is a seemingly linear description of the chain of events from birth to the time of writing. It is “linear” only on the surface, however, because the description of what transpired between these two points in time is in constant flux, moving (whether consciously or unconsciously) not only from the geographical space of Yemen to Israel – and the path between the two – but also between conscious situations of belonging and estrangement. Thus, these books constitute “a hall of mirrors” in which images and representations are reflected back and forth, in this way demonstrating the complex system of interrelations between Israeli society and the community of Jews from Yemen and their descendants. The biblical chronotope, the fluidity and ambiguity in transition between places and times that shapes the text as a space that exists between reality and imagination – all of these are partners and means in the process of mythification and reconstruction of the past.

Moreover, in many historical and cultural contexts in which the past is described and defined in terms of destruction and the future in terms of redemption, “destruction” and “redemption” function as two distinct epistemological places, dichotomous and rigid. The aliyah from Yemen; the journey of migration; the one-way march without intention to return – all of this would seem to conform to the mythological Jewish-Zionist narrative, “from destruction to redemption.” In fact, the narratives are much more complex and multivocal. They feature fluid and diffuse voices. Their “past” includes the Israeli present, previously fashioned as future redemption; their present includes their past, which now appears to be a kind of paradise. Geographical spaces are not always distinguished clearly: Yemen, Israel, and the path between them are intertwined in a process of mythification of the past in Yemen. These forms of time and place contribute to an understanding of “the journey of migration” and “redemption” as a continuous and changing process, and this is also the way in which it is perceived and described by those who took part in the journey. Indeed, these memoirs deny the possibility of a linear narrative. The past is not described as destruction, nor is landing in Israel presented as genuine redemption. There is no real starting or finishing moment of the journey. In this sense, the memoirs constitute a challenge to recognize the continuity and change, historically and geographically, of the journey to redemption in which they conceive themselves to be and, to which they want to relate. Edward Said wrote: “Exile, in the words of Wallace Stevens, is ‘a mind of winter’ in which the pathos of summer and autumn as much as the potential of spring are nearby but unobtainable. Perhaps this is another way of saying that a life of exile moves according to a different calendar.”54 Throughout this article we have seen that the life of redemption also “moves according to a different calendar,” in which past and present contend in order to shape the future and affect its direction.

In Lieu of Conclusion: The Future That Has a Memory

The negotiation about memory continues to this day in a different social and cultural arena. Consider, for example, this excerpt from a poem titled “Galbī” (My heart), written by Adi Keissar, a young woman born in Israel to a family from Yemen:


Galbī

With a brush too thick

I try to paint a longing

inherited

for a desert

whose heat my feet did never taste.

With broken glass

I try to write

on the inside

of the skin

a home I never saw

and the face of the aunt

buried there in the sands.

Broken sentences that I heard

torn mumblings

The synagogue in Gades

The teacher’s whip

the Ḥāshed camp

on the wings of eagles.

[…]

Mother once said that galbī

is my heart

in Yemeni

And if my heart

was born in Israel

is my heart also galbī?

With closed eyes




I try to find

the way

to the Temple

of memories

To place my feet

in the footprints that were left

by those who came from there

and to walk back

in order to know something

about my galbī.

I walk and recite

broken sentences

torn mumblings

the synagogue in Gades

the teacher’s whip

the Ḥāshed camp

on the wings of eagles.55



This poem, written in 2014, expresses longing for a time and place that in many respects exists only in the reconstructed pages of history books and in the memoirs of the last sons and daughters of the community. It illustrates the status of these books and their great significance in shaping and expressing the effort of individuals and groups to place their feet “in the footprints that were left / by those who came from there / and to walk back / in order to know something” about their heart.

Keissar, a third-generation Israeli, strives for the center of the canon by means of lyrical poetry, bearing within her an awareness of marginality, acknowledging forgetfulness as an inseparable part of her memory, and thus carrying with her, even if unconsciously, the books of memoirs and their contents.

“Halfie” is the term given by Lila Abu-Lughod to identify someone whose national or cultural identity is mixed due to migration or education abroad; the term applies in particular to anthropologists who were educated in the West and who carry out fieldwork in their place of origin.56 In some ways I am myself a halfie, as I was born to a Yemenite family, educated at the Hebrew University and am now researching my own community with the aid of academic tools acquired during my studies. One might claim that this essay is an additional campaign in the battle over memory. The encounter with the field of research – or as I call it, the “yard” – always raises questions of identity. By using the term “yard work” instead of “field work,” I mean to convey the personal connection of the researcher to the area under study, which is not some distant “field” but rather one’s own backyard.

“Yard work,” as opposed to the accepted term “field work,” conceptualizes the process of gathering information and research by a halfie researcher. The differences between them touch on the dimensions of the space of research, the distance between the researcher and the object of his/her study, and the relation of these variables toward the subject of research. The concept of “field” is directed toward an open, broad area that may be distant or uncultivated. The dimensions of a “yard,” in contrast, are much narrower. They are indicated by a fence; they are generally close to home; and in most cases, the yard is taken care of by its residents. Research conducted by halfies has many of the hallmarks of walking in a yard: on the one hand, convenience; on the other, disclosure. There is also an option of looking in two directions with relative ease – beyond the fence to a more distant place, and internally toward home. Moreover, there is no intrinsic need, as would be the case with a field, to “work” the yard, to “sow” and to “grow crops” in it. To the extent that work is carried out in a yard, it is undertaken by its owners, in a manner and time that suits them. In sum, the metaphor of “yard” neutralizes the hierarchic relations implicit in the concept “field,” which essentially sees the anthropological act as a meeting between “civilization” and “wild nature” that needs to be both settled and educated.

In this project I have gone out to the “yard,” to an external space that in some ways is internal. Even though I have “wandered” far – to Yemen and back – the journey was carried out by means of books written by women who could be my grandmothers. My choice to study these books, reading them and pointing out their multivocal character; decoding the subversive aspects of their texts; conceptualizing the process of research and reflecting about them: all of these are tools in a cultural dialogue through which we can touch reality and tell the story of a community, enabling us to locate our own time and place.


Notes

This essay was translated by Michael Glatzer.

I would like to deeply thank Uri Melammed and Galit Hasan-Rokem for their comments. This essay was written with the support of Daat Hamakom, Center for the Study of Cultures of Place in the Modern Jewish World.
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Antisemitism, Holocaust, and Genocide

Alon Confino, A World without Jews: The Nazi Imagination from Persecution to Genocide. New Haven: Yale University Press, 2014. 284 pp.


Alon Confino’s A World without Jews, which focuses on the significance of Nazi rhetoric that called for the complete disappearance of Jews in Germany during the 1930s, is a response to those historians who have emphasized the uneven, experimental evolution of Nazi persecution of German Jews during this period. In Confino’s view, the Nazi imagining of a world without Jews contributed to the Holocaust well before it started. While the vision of a judenrein Germany did not determine the means and the specific timing of the Final Solution, both this vision and public “celebrations” of persecution were bound to lead to violence, and they influenced the breadth of German participation in mass murder. Popular sentiment, as shown by various forms of mass behavior, coalesced early with Nazi regime policies.

According to Confino, studies of the construction and application of Nazi racial “science” have come to overshadow the full range of German anti-Jewish behavior, which drew on antecedents and fantasies. For many Nazis as well as some other Germans, the Jews were not merely a racial-political archenemy but the very embodiment of evil – the symbol of all that was wrong with the modern world. This perception of the dual nature of the Jewish enemy helps to explain Nazi adaptations of Christian antisemitic traditions such as the burning of Bibles and Torah scrolls and the effort to remove all Jewish traces from Christianity. In order to salvage some form of Christianity in the New Order, the Nazis had to conduct a radical purge of history and reformulate German identity.

Like Saul Friedländer, whose work Confino acknowledges as a model, A World without Jews integrates Nazi, German, and Jewish perspectives. Confino suggests that scholars have become too comfortable with the notion that Nazi persecution was initially aimed at political opponents. In his view, German Jews experienced the events of 1933 as an emotional avalanche, even if these events did not produce an immediate flood of Jewish refugees.

Confino builds his own provocative case, beginning with the book burnings of 1933 and continuing with an examination of the Nazi search for new German racial and religious origins. He places considerable emphasis on German behavior – not just Nazi orders – during the Kristallnacht pogrom of November 1938. For Confino, the period from Kristallnacht until the invasion of the Soviet Union evidences not so much trial and error, but rather a consideration of slower versus quicker options to resolve the “Jewish Question” permanently and lethally. The prewar deterioration of German Jewish life set the bar low for wartime conditions both in territories conquered by Germany and in the ghettos; foreign Jews were clearly going to suffer and die more than others under occupation. Thus, the genocide that began in late June 1941 was “a result of the shared experience and imagination of Germans constructed over six prewar years” (p. 161).

Confino explicitly rejects any notion that military setbacks or economic pressures – or the emotional reaction to them by Germans or Nazi leaders – led to the Holocaust. He also correctly ties Nazi wartime looting and seizure of Jewish books and archives, and the establishment of Nazi museums dedicated to “displaying” the Jews, to a battle over memory of the Jewish and German past following the anticipated disappearance of the Jews. Jewish efforts to document Nazi extermination policies represented a victory in that battle.

This book is a work of cultural-political history in which Confino identifies patterns of behavior and illustrates them with selected episodes and evidence. It is more a synthesis with novel twists than a historical monograph. It has the advantage of reexamining the question of continuity in Nazi Germany’s genocide from a different vantage point. It is well written, and much of it is plausible. But is it enough to convince skeptics?

Some of Confino’s comments, such as those concerning what other scholars have missed in their analysis of the events of Kristallnacht (pp. 119–120), may grate, since the author himself leaves much out. This book does not engage the historiography in detail. It refers sparingly to works Confino targets and also to those offering evidence for his own views.

Confino argues that Hitler’s infamous speech of January 30, 1939, which threatened the annihilation of the Jews in Europe in the case of war, reflected a shared sensibility created since 1933; Hitler shaped the Germans, but he was also shaped by them (pp. 153–154). Confino develops his model, but does not reexamine all the evidence. Consider, for example, a meeting that took place in April 1933 between James G. McDonald, then chairman of the Foreign Policy Association and soon to become League of Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, and Hitler. McDonald raised the issue of Nazi persecution of Jews. Hitler at first claimed that the Nazis were targeting Marxists, but as he became more emotional, he became more direct. According to what McDonald told a group (that included Stephen Wise) later that month, Hitler declared: “I will do the thing that the rest of the world would like to do. It doesn’t know how to get rid of the Jews. I will show them.”1 Earlier, Hitler’s foreign press secretary, Ernst (Putzi) Hanfstaengl, had said to McDonald: “600,000 Jews would be simple. Each Jew has his SA (Storm Trooper). In a single night it could be finished.”2

While this was hardly a decision, let alone a blueprint for the Final Solution, it was an early vision that required no interaction with the German public. It is but one example to indicate why scholarly debate on the subject will continue; in the meantime, Confino has added a new dimension to the debate with this fine book.

Richard Breitman
American University


Notes


1. Advocate for the Doomed: The Diaries and Papers of James G. McDonald, 1932–1935, ed. Richard Breitman, Barbara McDonald Stewart, and Severin Hochberg (Bloomington: 2007), 48. See also McDonald’s own 1944 recollection of this interview, with slightly varying wording and an incorrect date, in Refugees and Rescue: The Diaries and Papers of James G. McDonald, 1936–1945, ed. Richard Breitman, Barbara McDonald Stewart, and Severin Hochberg (Bloomington: 2009), 322.


2. Advocate for the Doomed, 28.








Laura Jockusch and Gabriel N. Finder (eds.), Jewish Honor Courts: Revenge, Retribution, and Reconciliation in Europe and Israel after the Holocaust. Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 2015. 387 pp.


The focus of this collection of essays is a specific and significant, yet under-researched, aspect of the rebuilding of Jewish life after the Holocaust. The function of Jewish honor courts was to clean house and help facilitate the moral rehabilitation of post-Holocaust Jewish communities sullied by the presence of collaborators. These intramural courts were established by Jewish communities in various European locales in order to try and sentence Jewish collaborators with the Nazis in a court of their Jewish peers. Those found guilty suffered social ostracism. In Israel, the Nazi and Nazi Collaborators Law of 1950 was enacted in order to bring to trial those who had cooperated with the Nazis to the detriment of their fellow Jews; unlike the trials conducted in the honor courts, these were criminal proceedings. While the lion’s share of this volume is dedicated to honor courts, it includes as well essays on the Israeli trials, the so-called “kapo trials.” It also describes the cooperation between Jews and state prosecutors in bringing Jewish collaborators before the bar of justice.

Jewish honor courts should be examined within the wider context of retribution and punishment of collaborators with the enemy across postwar Europe. Although the basic impulse to punish and cleanse societies and communities was continent-wide, each country formerly under Nazi occupation had its specific forms of collaboration, and each state and political system dealt in different ways with its culprits. Jewish “collaboration,” with or without quotation marks, was different from other cases; indeed, it was sui generis. To be sure, non-Jewish citizens of occupied countries suffered immeasurable and tragic losses, but Jews were the only ones destined for total annihilation. Whereas non-Jewish collaboration stemmed from a variety of reasons, be they political, economic, personal, or ideological, Jewish collaboration was usually undertaken by those desperate to save their own and their families’ lives. Apprehending and trying suspected collaborators was no simple matter. At times the evidence was clear-cut; in a few instances, however, accusations were apparently motivated by rumors or personal grudges. I would like to examine briefly three cases in three countries – Germany, Poland, and Israel – to convey a sense of the scope of this collection of essays.

Stella Goldschlag was tried by a Soviet military court in Berlin, in May 1946. She was then a 24-year-old German Jewish woman. She had been apprehended by the Gestapo in August 1943. After being tortured, and in order to prevent the deportation of her family, she became a “snatcher” of Jews in hiding, allegedly delivering several hundred Berlin Jews into the hands of the Gestapo for deportation. She was sentenced to 10 years in an East German prison. After her release she settled in West Berlin, where she was tried again in 1957. Several dozen Jews from the Berlin community came forward to testify against her. The West Berlin court found Goldschlag guilty and sentenced her to 10 years in prison, but since she had already served time for the same offences, she was allowed to go free. She was retried in a West German court and once again found guilty in 1972; in 1994, she committed suicide. In an essay titled “Rehabilitating the Past? Jewish Honor Courts in Allied-Occupied Germany,” Laura Jockusch implies that bringing Goldschlag to justice had a cathartic effect on the survivors of the Berlin Jewish community.

A study in contrast was the 1949 trial of Alfred Merbaum, in the Polish Jewish honor court in Horodenka. A lawyer by profession, Merbaum had served as chairman of the Jewish Council (Judenrat) in the ghetto in Horodenka, Eastern Galicia. He survived and lived in postwar Poland. Seeking political rehabilitation, Merbaum himself initiated proceedings in the honor court; seven out of the eight survivor witnesses at his trial spoke in his favor (the eighth accused Merbaum of having him put in prison and causing his father’s death). Merbaum was acquitted by the honor court. In its verdict, the Jewish judges pointed out that “not all Jewish councils are cut from the same cloth.” In “Judenrat on Trial: Postwar Polish Jewry Sits in Judgment of Its Wartime Leadership,” Gabriel Finder points out that the verdict was meant not only to acquit the accused, but also to counter a tendency among survivors to accuse Jewish ghetto councils en masse of betraying their communities during the Holocaust.

A third case involved Hirsch Barenblat, then serving as assistant conductor of the Israeli Opera House, who was put on trial in a Tel Aviv district court in February 1964. From 1941 to 1943, Barenblat had served as deputy commander (and later, as commander) of the Jewish ghetto police in Bedzin, Poland. He was accused of surrendering Jewish orphans to the Nazis, preventing Jews from escaping deportation to Auschwitz, and beating his fellow Jews. He was found guilty and sentenced to five years in prison. As with Merbaum, the verdict in the Barenblat trial alluded to the function and nature of Jewish ghetto councils and their Jewish police forces in perpetrating crimes against the Jews; in this instance, however, the ghetto councils were defined as hostile organizations and as “persecutors of their brothers.” The district court verdict was appealed to the Israeli supreme court. The three judges hearing the case were Yitzhak Olshan, Moshe Landau, and Haim Cohn – three of Israel’s most outstanding jurists. In a unanimous verdict, they reversed Barenblat’s conviction on all counts. In his essay, “Changing Legal Perceptions of ‘Nazi Collaborators’ in Israel, 1950–1972,” Dan Porat maintains that the Supreme Court’s decision “emanated more from the court’s goal of putting an end to the trials against Nazi collaborators than from a strict reading of the law” (p. 315). As a historian, I find most interesting and significant the statement made by Justice Olshan: “It is clear that the question … which line the leader [of a Judenrat] should have followed, is one for history and not for a court” (pp. 317–318). Porat notes that Justice Landau expressed a similar opinion, namely, that judgement was “suited to the realm of history but not to a court of law” (p. 318).

These three examples of cleaning house in the Jewish world in the aftermath of the Holocaust, not to mention the dozens of other cases that are analyzed in this pathbreaking volume, show how complex and at times controversial such a cleansing process could be.

Shimon Redlich
Ben-Gurion University




Dov Levin and Zvie A. Brown, The Story of an Underground: The Resistance of the Jews in Kovno in the Second World War, trans. Jessica Setbon. Jerusalem: Gefen, 2014. 496 pp.


This groundbreaking book of its time (originally published in Hebrew in 1962) tells the dramatic and somewhat unusual story of Kovno (Kaunas) during the Holocaust. Kovno’s Jews were hit particularly hard by the murder frenzy of their Lithuanian neighbors in June and July 1941, which was followed by mass murder by the Germans and their local accomplices. Yet these horrors were followed by an extended period of relative calm, during which an armed underground came into being and developed a plan to escape to the forests and join the partisans. The underground received some assistance from the Ältestenrat headed by the popular Dr. Elhanan Elkes. Several hundred young people fled and joined the partisans, and many of those fighters survived. The ghetto itself continued to exist into the summer of 1944; at that point it was liquidated, and many of the remaining Jews were sent to the Stutthof and Dachau concentration camps. Some of these people also survived. The late date of the community’s final liquidation and the large number of underground fighters who escaped and became partisans are among the factors that make Kovno’s story stand out.

Kovno is certainly worthy of serious research, and the book under review here, one of the very first research works on the Holocaust, has provided just that. Originally published by Yad Vashem, The Story of an Underground is an important book that was ahead of its time in many ways, yet in other ways remains in its time. Its translation into English is long overdue and welcome.

Dov Levin and Zvie Brown were two Shoah survivors who began their research careers in the mid-1950s, working on this book. Levin went on to become one of the most important scholars of the Holocaust in Lithuania, among other subjects, and Brown became a prominent philosophy professor. Indeed, Levin, who passed away in December 2016 (Brown passed away 20 years earlier) was one of the very last of that remarkable generation of survivor scholars of this subject.

In light of its early pioneering nature, The Story of an Underground is all the more impressive for its breadth of scope, detail, and insight. Even after 55 years of additional research, the extent to which it remains accurate in most of its details is striking. The searing description of the mass murder of Lithuanian Jews at the hands of their neighbors, for instance, remains as accurate today as it was when it was written. Similarly, the discussions of the difficulties and dilemmas in creating an armed underground, and the portrayal of life in the forest, have stood the test of time.

Although the book was researched during a period when Jewish armed resistance was glorified above all other Jewish reactions to the Shoah, Levin and Brown’s approach is much more nuanced. The authors address dilemmas of Jewish armed resistance such as difficulties in obtaining weapons and training; discuss some of the failures of the resistance; and highlight some of the positive aspects of those who thought differently from members of the armed resistance. Despite the fact that their research was conducted so soon after the Shoah, when much documentation was not yet available, Levin and Brown succeeded in gathering a very impressive source base – one that would not embarrass a contemporary scholar having access to myriads of pages of additional material.

Although Levin and Brown set out to tell the story of the Jews of Kovno and, in particular, their armed resistance, in the process they also successfully detail the story of German policies and the actions carried out by both Germans and Lithuanians. This context is critical to understanding Kovno during the Shoah. Lithuanians murdered Jews on the eve of the German occupation and during its early days, and by the end of October 1941, half the Jewish community had been murdered by Germans and Lithuanians. Despite the authors’ appropriate scholarly distance, their sense of betrayal and seething anger against Lithuanians are palpable. Indeed, Levin harbored this anger to his last days, possibly in response to Lithuania’s far from exemplary post-Communist record with regard to Holocaust remembrance and the nation’s facing up to its past.

Among the many aspects of the book that stand out are its detailed descriptions of partisan failures, such as the attempted escape through Augustowa (pp. 126–152), and its meticulous account of daily life in a partisan camp in the forests (pp. 297–344). The Story of an Underground is also one of the first books to address the role and dilemmas of women in the partisan movement, even if only briefly (pp. 320–323).

The armed underground was an integral part of the Kovno ghetto, and the book does an excellent job of weaving the story of the ghetto with the specific story of the underground and the partisans in the Kovno Battalions. Levin and Brown highlight the assistance provided by Elkes to members of the underground and the training they received from Jewish policemen with a military background, among them Michael Bramson, Yehuda Zupovitz, and Ika Greenberg. This, along with careful planning and the contacts developed with partisans in the forest, facilitated the successful escapes of groups of armed resisters from the ghetto from November 1943 to April 1944. Hundreds escaped successfully, although the Germans ambushed and killed some on the way.

The penultimate chapter, titled “Last Days of the Kovno Ghetto,” is one of the most difficult and at the same time one of the most inspiring sections of the book. Levin and Brown recount the Germans’ decision to liquidate the ghetto and the desperate efforts of the ghetto’s remaining Jews to find a way to survive; during this period there were additional escapes to the forest by armed underground members. They also relate the heroic end of Zupovitz and Greenberg, who were among the Jewish policemen tortured and murdered by the Germans in March 1944 for their refusal either to hand over children or to give any information about the underground. The authors offer a sympathetic account of Elkes’ failed efforts to persuade ghetto commandant SS-Hauptsturmführer Wilhelm Göcke to ignore orders to liquidate the ghetto in order for the latter to buy himself an alibi for the murders he had committed. At the same time, they are critical of the failure of ghetto leaders and remaining underground members to organize a last-minute revolt.

Some aspects of the book seem dated. For instance, every underground member involved in every activity is named, and each name appears again on a list in an appendix. Several decades ago, such naming was a common feature of publications about Jewish armed resistance. Although the practice may sometimes grate on today’s reader, it also serves both to enrich detail and as a means of memorializing these people, many of whom might otherwise be forgotten. More troublesome are the book’s occasional errors in translation or transliteration, alongside a number of factual errors that will most likely be noticed by readers well-versed in Hebrew, Yiddish, and/or Jewish history. “Sikriks” (pp. 41, 42), for example, is a mistranslation from Hebrew; it should be translated as “Sicarii,” as it refers to a group of Jewish zealots who lived at the time of the destruction of the Second Temple. Avraham Golob (p. 57 and elsewhere) is actually Golub; “Zelbestshutz Argenizatzia” (p. 61) should be “Zelbstshutz Organiztzia” (self-defense organization); Das Vart (p. 62) should be Dos Vort.

Such shortcomings in the English edition do not detract from the overall impression of this book. It is a pity that by the time this translation was prepared, Zvie Brown had long since passed away and Dov Levin was no longer in a position to add an introduction or an afterword reflecting on the research since this pioneering book was first published. Be that as it may, The Story of an Underground is a fitting tribute to their memory.

David Silberklang
Yad Vashem




Alvin H. Rosenfeld (ed.), Deciphering the New Antisemitism. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2015. 568 pp.


Antisemitism is not a new phenomenon, but rather one that appears to subtly change shape from generation to generation. While antisemitism today is different from that experienced by Jews forty years ago, it has not diminished. Many of its new forms are discussed in Deciphering the New Antisemitism, the impressive product of a four-day conference-workshop that took place in 2014 in Bloomington, Indiana, under the auspices of the Institute for the Study of Contemporary Antisemitism (ISCA). At the time, 45 scholars from ten countries came together for an intensive discussion and analysis of the recent upsurge in anti-Jewish hostility.

The book is divided into four sections. The first, titled “Defining and Assessing Antisemitism,” contains four essays dealing with Islamophobia and antisemitism, antisemitic ideology, case studies, and moral antisemitism (the philosophical aspect of the phenomenon). The most striking of the contributions in this section is a discussion of three case studies by Günther Jikeli, a research fellow at the Moses Mendelsohn Center for European Jewish Studies in Potsdam. In a thoughtful and readable essay, Jikeli explores how antisemitism is expressed by the French comedian Dieudonné M’bala M’bala, by Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdog˘an, and by the Hamas terrorist organization. The case studies illuminate the danger of antisemitism in its various manifestations – individual actions, communications, discourses and cultures, organized collective actions (such as political mobilization), and institutionalized actions and state violence.

“Intellectual and Ideological Contexts,” the section that follows, contains five essays covering a wide-ranging field of topics: apostasy, literary theory, antisemitism in France, anti-Zionism within the anarchist tradition, and antisemitism and radical Catholicism. In this section, Doron Ben-Atar’s essay on “apostasy” (to use the author’s term) and Mark Weitzman’s contribution on radical Catholicism are particularly noteworthy. Ben-Atar, a professor of history at Fordham University, develops the concept of an “intimate outsider” who furthers antisemitism, and particularly anti-Zionism, in the same way that converts from Judaism in the past became a tool wielded by Christian theologians against the Jews. Among those he brands “kosherizers” of virulent antisemitism are former Israeli politician Avraham Burg and the U.S.-based Jewish Voice for Peace. Mark Weitzman, for his part, offers an eye-opening account of radical Catholic clergy who have not accepted the doctrinal and practical decisions of Vatican II, and who attempt to justify Nazi actions against Jews on theological grounds. Under Pope Benedict, the Vatican came close to reconciling with this group. And while it appears that his successor, Pope Francis, has rejected the approaches of the radicals, it is hard to know what will happen after his papacy.

The book’s third section, “Holocaust Denial, Evasion, Minimization,” comprises three essays dealing with the uniqueness of the Holocaust, denial of the Holocaust, and generational changes among Holocaust deniers. At a time when Denial (2016), a film dealing with the legal battle between historian Deborah Lipstadt and Holocaust denier David Irving, is still being shown in movie theaters worldwide, Aryeh Tuchman’s overview of changes in the field of Holocaust denial is particularly pertinent. Tuchman shows how subtle changes in presentation have made Holocaust denial more palatable to groups that otherwise would have ignored or rejected its claims, thus adding to the significance and danger of the Holocaust denial phenomenon.

Rounding out the collection is a section titled “Regional Manifestations,” which contains six articles dealing with antisemitism in the United States, the European Union, and Iran. Reading these essays as both a scholar and a Jew, I found each one more disturbing than the last. The final contribution, an essay on Iran by Matthias Küntzel (a political scientist from Hamburg), contains a somewhat perplexing conclusion. According to Küntzel, the question of why Teheran wants to wipe Israel off the map is not even raised in the West; Iran’s antisemitism is largely ignored. He appears to be somewhat surprised by this situation. But why the surprise? After reading an entire volume devoted to contemporary antisemitism, the answer, to me, was rather obvious.

Discovering the New Antisemitism is a timely and thought-provoking book – a must-read for scholars of contemporary Jewish history, Israeli history, and political science. In spite of its being a scholarly annotated volume, it offers important information for the general Jewish population – for anyone, basically, who wishes to better understand the complex and dangerous world in which we live today, and the various attitudes toward Jews that have not, in fact, disappeared, even in the liberal West. Unfortunately, we are constantly learning that the opposite is true.

Judy Baumel-Schwartz
Bar-Ilan University




Milton Shain, A Perfect Storm: Antisemitism in South Africa 1930–1948. Johannesburg: Jonathan Ball, 2015. 389 pp.


In A Perfect Storm, Milton Shain, emeritus professor of historical studies and former director of the Kaplan Centre for Jewish Studies at the University of Cape Town, explores antisemitism in South Africa at its peak, from 1930 to the National Party (NP) victory in 1948 that ushered in apartheid. He traces the vicious campaign that started with quasi-fascist extremist groups such as the Greyshirts and Blackshirts, which soon infected the main white opposition party, Daniel Malan’s “Purified” NP, and even some in J.B.M. Hertzog and Jan Smuts’ ruling United Party. Following Hitler’s invasion of Poland in 1939 and the formation several months later of Hertzog and Malan’s “Reunited” NP (which opposed Smuts’ new, pro-Allied government), antisemites blamed Jews for the war. Hitler’s defeat and even the revelation of the Holocaust hardly affected the extremists; even the more mainstream Transvaal provincial NP lifted a 1937 ban on Jewish members only in 1951, although Malan, who succeeded Hertzog as NP leader, distanced himself from earlier overt antisemitism before coming to power in 1948 and made an official visit to Israel in 1953.

Shain stresses that such dramatically intensified antisemitism was no aberration, but was rather built on existing stereotypes and enmity. He focuses first not on Hitler’s accession to power but on the Quota Act of 1930, which, while not specifying Jews, effectively blocked most Jewish immigration from Eastern Europe, the primary source of new Jewish residents. Shain pointedly notes that the Quota Act was backed not only by Prime Minister Hertzog’s mainly Afrikaner NP, but also by most of the primarily English-speaking South African Party.

According to Shain, even before Hitler came to power, South Africa was suffering from a dangerous confluence of economic difficulties as the effects of a worldwide depression were compounded by severe drought and the hardships faced by rural-born, mainly Afrikaans-speaking “poor whites” who had moved to the cities. Especially among Afrikaners, the longstanding suspicion of rural Jewish small traders dovetailed with old images of the wealthy urban Jewish geldmag (money power) and newer efforts to link Jews, Communism, and the promotion of black equality. Thus, the historical presentation of Jews as wealthy exploiters and backers of British imperialism combined with the more recent view of Jews as subversives seeking to undermine white rule; to this was added the alleged threat to white jobs and Afrikaner upward mobility that was posed by Jewish immigrants.

The subsequent antisemitic tide first promoted new pressure to curb the immigration of Jews, which was partly rationalized on the grounds that their remaining separate made them “unassimilable.” Accordingly, efforts were made to block German Jewish refugees, who had not been disqualified by the Quota Act. Proposals affecting Jews already in South Africa followed, such as a ban on name-changing, declaring Yiddish a “non-European” language, and imposing quotas on the number of Jews in the professions or possessing trading licenses. The latter measures were advocated by well-known NP antisemites, such as Eric Louw, who were close in spirit to “shirt movement” antisemitism, and they were also embraced by other NP hardliners such as Hendrik Verwoerd, editor of the new northern NP daily, Die Transvaler – and, shortly afterwards, also by supposed moderates such as Malan, who at the time led the Cape NP.

A particularly notable contribution is Shain’s extensive discussion of smaller groups such as the Greyshirts and the New Order. Detailing their virulent rhetoric, he also pays heed to their changing fortunes and complex relations with one another and with the NP; he thus complements the more substantial scholarship on the largest semi-fascist organization, the Ossewabrandwag (Ox-wagon Sentinel/OB), which flourished early in the war, before its bitter feud with Malan’s NP. Frequent long quotations from antisemitic writings and speeches may seem unduly repetitive, but these serve to underline the unremitting climate of hatred, which was only occasionally marked by partial respites.

Throughout the book, Shain addresses (with varying degrees of success) the extent to which mainstream Nationalists, especially Malan, may have been driven in the main by economic concerns or political opportunism. In certain places, he suggests that mainstream, ostensibly moderate Nationalists actually embraced ideas closer to those of the radical Right, albeit without the latter’s extravagant, often fantastic rhetoric. Shain deals with the seeming contradiction between Malan’s claims of appreciation for local Jews’ contributions to South African society and culture and his shepherding of the Quota Act through Parliament by viewing the former as mere subterfuge. In the wake of the Quota Act, Jewish voters in swing districts turned against the NP; this, Shain argues, may partially account for the increasing hostility of Afrikaner politicians toward Jews. This approach suggests opportunism, although Shain overlooks the possibility that the NP embrace of the Quota Act was itself in part a cynical reaction to its earlier failure to secure Jewish votes. Notwithstanding Shain’s stress on pre-Hitler indicators of antisemitism, his evidence shows a clear correlation between sharply increased antisemitic activity and the Nazis’ coming to power. Although he avoids equating Malan’s hardening stance with that of the extremists, Shain’s presentation shows that, by the last eighteen months before the war, Malan’s language had become barely distinguishable from theirs; perhaps tellingly, several former “shirt movement” leaders joined the NP during this period.

A Perfect Storm is marred by a few minor errors and omissions. For instance, in discussing the Afrikaner National Student League and Nazi-leaning future state president Nico Diederichs, Shain omits to mention that the latter served as chairman of the league. He stresses the narrowness of Blackshirt member D.A.J. de Flamingh’s loss as the NP candidate in Vrededorp in 1938, but omits noting that this had been one of just two NP seats in the Transvaal. Shain links Greyshirt leader Louis Weichardt’s support for a corporatist political model to sympathy for Hitler and ties to Nazis in South West Africa (p. 93); in fact, Hitler opposed corporatism as being too pluralist. Shain also notes OB chief Van Rensburg’s lack of interest in Robey Leibbrandt’s 1940 coup plot and subsequent arrest (p. 247), but not the former’s tipping off the authorities about the latter. Finally, much explanatory material in the extensive endnotes would strengthen the main text.

Still, these are minor quibbles. This formidably researched yet commendably readable study by the preeminent historian of South Africa’s Jewish community fills a major gap by providing a detailed and focused exploration of antisemitism in South Africa at a time when it most threatened Jewish life in that country.

Patrick Furlong
Alma College




David Silberklang, Gates of Tears: The Holocaust in the Lublin District. Jerusalem: Yad Vashem, 2013. 497 pp.


This superb book, based on massive archival research, underscores the critical importance of regional history and local studies for historians of the Holocaust in Poland. Even though most Polish Jews eventually shared the same fate, their wartime experience varied greatly, and unless one treats the Jews as faceless victims, defined only by their eventual murder, an understanding of that wartime experience is essential. No two ghettos, camps, or regions were alike. There were noticeable differences in the kinds of German administration Jews had to deal with; in the room for maneuver (real or imagined) available to Jewish leadership; in the degree to which Jews respected their own leaders. While some ghettos retained a critical mass of prewar activists and communal leaders, others did not. There were differences in the degree of ghettoization, in mortality rates from disease and starvation, in the degree of contact with Poles, in access to food, in German interest in employing ghetto labor and, no less important, in opportunities to resist.

While there are indeed good studies of many of the most important ghettos, little has been written about the Lublin district, which, along with the Krakow, Warsaw, and Radom districts, made up the Generalgouvernement that was set up under Dr. Hans Frank in October 1939 in order to govern much of occupied Poland. Bogdan Musial and Dieter Pohl have written good books on the Lublin district, but their studies do not focus on the Jewish experience nor do they mine the enormous trove of available Jewish memoirs, as David Silberklang has done.

Gates of Tears is divided into nine chapters. Following an introductory chapter, Silberklang deals with the administrative structure of the Lublin district; forced population movements during the first year of German occupation; forced labor; resettlements and ghettos during 1940 and 1941; deportations (the subject of two separate chapters); and the forced labor camps after 1942. The last chapter offers a thought-provoking conclusion.

This is a multidimensional book that addresses many issues. There is an excellent and quite detailed analysis of the interplay of center and periphery within the Nazi Party apparatus in the development of German policy toward the Jews, refracted through the multiple lenses of the civil administration and the security bureaucracy. Silberklang shows how the “Jewish Question,” ideologically driven from the center, became a barometer of power and authority, in the sense that jurisdiction over Jews helped determine which agency mattered more and which mattered less. Silberklang deftly traces the story of persecution that began in 1939 with roundups for brutal forced labor camps, mass deportations of refugees suddenly dependent on the meager resources of the local Judenräte, and frantic Jewish efforts to divine the logic behind German policy. He skillfully demonstrates how, until the beginning of the organized murder of Polish Jewry in 1942 (Operation Reinhard), that policy was marked by a startling degree of illogic and inconsistency. While Jews in the Warsaw ghetto starved in great numbers, many Jews in the Lublin district did not live in ghettos and had easy access to food. In the Lublin district, as elsewhere, there was intense competition between the civilian authorities and the SS. Yet as Silberklang shows, when German policy shifted to mass murder, the German civilian authorities gave the Final Solution their wholehearted support. In the end, ideology mattered.

The German blow, when it came, was sudden and brutally effective. Of the 300,000 Jews who lived in the Lublin district at the beginning of 1942, only 20,000 were alive a year later. Few accounts of Operation Reinhard can match Silberklang’s careful and revealing analysis. His description of its organizer, SS Gruppenführer Odilo Glubocnik, is particularly valuable. Glubocnik was a personal friend of Heinrich Himmler; it was Himmler who rescued Globocnik’s career after he was forced to resign as Gauleiter of Vienna in 1939, in the wake of questionable financial dealings. Totally loyal, efficient, always able to mobilize the extra manpower needed to deport and kill Jews, Glubocnik, like many other German killers, also had his venal side. Mass murder offered many opportunities for enrichment and profit, and he did not turn them down.

One of Silberklang’s most original and significant contributions is his analysis of the large network of German labor camps in the district, for which he relies in part on victim testimony – such testimony, he cogently argues, is crucial in reconstructing how the camps operated. It also demonstrates, in a way that few histories of the Holocaust have equaled, the basic helplessness of the Jews as they sought to save themselves. Whereas news of the Bełżec death factory spread quickly, it made little difference, as Jews could not use that knowledge to save themselves; thus, the survival rate in the Lublin district was extremely low. Hiding offered little hope of salvation; in this regard, Silberklang corroborates the research of Jan Grabowski, Barbara Engelking-Boni and others in showing widespread Polish hostility to Jews. One of the many telling examples Silberklang cites is the case of the 600 Jewish prisoners in the Janiszów forced labor camp near Annopol-Rachów. On November 6, 1942, Jewish partisans stormed the camp, shot the non-Jewish guards, and cried out to the prisoners (in Yiddish) to save themselves. Within a short time, all of the partisans and escaped prisoners were dead, captured either by German manhunts or by local Poles. In many cases cited by Silberklang, Jews who had been “free,” hiding in forests or fields, preferred to voluntarily enter German labor camps. In many cases, Jews in the camps were allowed to move about unguarded, so sure were the Germans that they had nowhere to escape to.

Within the labor camps, there was no sure way of knowing in advance how to survive. For instance, the camps operated by the joint SSPF-WVHA enterprise OSTI (Ostindustrie) were turning a nice profit (here Silberklang is at odds with Raul Hilberg, who asserted that the OSTI factories showed no profit). Notwithstanding, the Germans murdered more than 40,000 Jewish workers in these camps in early November 1943, in the course of Operation Harvest Festival. Yet those in other camps survived; as Silberklang shows, rhyme or reason did not necessarily prevail. Prisoners in brutal camps such as Budzyn had a higher survival rate than did those in less harsh camps. Relatively humane German camp leaders might suddenly murder Jews without a qualm. Why some camps continued to operate after November 1943 while others did not depended in large part on their status. For instance, camps that functioned “under the radar,” lining the pockets of local German authorities without drawing too much attention from central authorities, had a better chance of continued existence.

Throughout the book, one is constantly reminded of how the Jews suffered. On March 24, 1942, the Germans shot the two hundred children who lived in the orphanage on Grodzka 11 in Lublin. The Jewish patrons of the orphanage gave the children candy in order to keep them calm, and two adult caregivers, Henia Kupferberg and Anna Taubenfeld, volunteered to go with them on their last, short journey. The younger children were shot first, then the older children and the two adults. As another survivor from the Lublin district recalled, “these people found pleasure in tormenting their little victims [the children] in the most bestial manner and worked out special methods to prolong a single murder for hours” (p. 351).

Silberklang concludes his book with a letter written by Rabbi Zvi Elimelech Talmud to Rabbi Arieh Berglas in October 1942:

Only the gates of tears have not been locked before us, and we are able and entitled to bemoan the destruction of our nation, to eulogize the rupture in our destroyed people, and to lead the river of our tears with us to the grave. This they cannot take from us. And He who sits on high in heaven hid His face and hidden will His soul weep, depressed and downtrodden (pp. 449–450).

In the end, as Silberklang notes, those tears were all that was left to the Jews. Their survival depended on sheer luck, and that was in very short supply.

Samuel Kassow
Trinity College




Darius Staliūnas, Enemies for a Day: Antisemitism and Anti-Jewish Violence in Lithuania under the Tsars. Budapest: Central European University Press, 2015. 284 pp.


Enemies for a Day deals with Jewish-Lithuanian ethno-religious tensions during the long 19th century. Notwithstanding, it is not limited to issues of antisemitism and acts of violence committed against Jews in the provinces of Vilna, Kovno, and Suwalki, the northwestern regions of the Russian Empire in which Lithuanians constituted the majority. Rather, Darius Staliūnas, the deputy director for international relations at the Lithuanian Institute of History and the author of several previous works on Lithuanian Jewry and Jewish-Gentile relations, sets out to reveal the complicated and quite ambiguous web of Jewish-Lithuanian relations during an era of significant political, social, economic, and cultural transformations, both among ethno-religious communities in particular and in the Russian Empire in general.

The book opens with an incisive, detailed study of blood libels that occurred in the region during the 19th century. Staliūnas begins his discussion with an analysis of the roots of Jewish-Lithuanian mutual prejudice and animosity. In the first half of the 19th century, Jews were an alien group for Christian society at large – not only in the religious sense but also socially, linguistically, and politically. This said, the main basis for hostility toward the Jews was a deeply rooted religious tradition within Christian society. Staliūnas examines the blood libels in chronological order, beginning with Šiauliai (Shavli) in 1801 and in 1861, Telšiai (Tel’shi) in 1814 and in 1827, Dolginovo (now Daŭhinava, Belarus) in 1886, Aleksandrovsk (now Žemačių Naumestis) in 1892, Vilna in 1900, and Šalnaičiai in 1908 – an approach that highlights the growing modernization of Gentile society. In each case, he shows, rumors regarding alleged acts of ritual murder were a primary precondition for the acts of violence committed against Jews. Yet by the second half of the century, the growing force of the press (in particular, clerical newspapers) had led to an overall escalation in interethnic hostility, which was not always grounded in specific charges against the Jews.

From here, Staliūnas turns to a discussion of various conceptions of antisemitism. Over time, the “old” and deeply rooted religion-based antisemitism continued to play a significant role in Lithuanian hostility toward the Jews. Gradually, however, economic reforms – in particular, the abolition of serfdom – sparked the emergence of a “new” antisemitism influenced by shifts in the economy. Lithuanian peasants had traditionally assigned Jews to the (essential) role of trade intermediaries, but with the emergence of a Lithuanian lower-middle class, Jews were increasingly regarded as competitors. Under these new circumstances, national forces branded Jews as exploiters and called upon the masses to oppose Jewish control over trade by means of boycotting Jewish businesses and establishing their own national institutions (for instance, cooperatives). In addition, despite the fact that Jews, unlike Poles and Russians, did not constitute a menace to the late 19th-century Lithuanian cultural revival, they were accused of being agents of these two competing cultures who did not aspire to integrate into Lithuanian society. Finally, at the turn of the 19th and 20th centuries, Lithuanian Jews were collectively blamed for taking an active part in democratic and leftist movements (including terrorist ones). Staliūnas is careful to note that Lithuanian nationalists reserved “top enemy” status not for Jews but for Russian imperial authorities and Polish class and cultural dominations. At the same time, in consequence of the popular Judeophobia promoted by clerical circles, both liberals and nationalists refrained from openly opposing antisemitism.

The next chapter examines the limited impact of the “storms in the south” pogroms of the early 1880s on the Lithuanian provinces. Compared with pogroms in the southern provinces of the Russian Empire, those in the Lithuanian regions were unorganized, shorter in duration, and fewer in number. They usually occurred in places such as recruiting offices (where drunk conscripts attacked Jews as alleged draft-dodgers) and marketplaces (especially after trade on Sundays and Christian holidays was banned by the authorities). Those taking part in pogroms were motivated first and foremost by the perception that Christians, by definition, were superior to Jews. It followed that Christians had the right to take goods from Jews (or, at least, to pay less for them) and to “teach the Jews a lesson” – with the allegedly official sanction of the tsar. The Jews, for their part, responded to violence both by appealing to the authorities for protection and by organizing self-defense initiatives. According to Staliūnas, the “bureaucratic police mentality” – that is, their fear of uncontrolled mob violence on the part of all groups involved, whether Lithuanians, Poles, or Jews – eventually led to police intervention.

Chapter 4 deals with a number of pogroms that occurred in the northern part of the province of Kovno in 1900, which Staliūnas somewhat tentatively attributes to “changes in the economy, growing Lithuanian nationalism, and antisemitic tendencies in the underground Lithuanian press” (p. 168). The following chapter shifts the focus to anti-Jewish violence on the eve of, and during, the revolution of 1905–1907. This period was characterized by growing political, social, and interethnic violence across the Russian Empire; in the Lithuanian provinces, members of a variety of ethnic and religious groups – Lithuanians, Poles, Jews, Orthodox Russians, and Old Believers – took part in interethnic conflicts. According to Staliūnas, a relatively small number of anti-Jewish attacks took place in the region during this time. For one thing, the socioeconomic hierarchy was still in place in the larger urban centers (as with the pogroms of 1900, attacks against Jews took place mostly in small towns), and Jews were not generally regarded as economic competitors. In addition, the Lithuanian national movement was mainly preoccupied with anti-governmental and anti-Polish activities; Jews were often regarded as potential allies of Lithuanians.

In the last chapter, Staliūnas compares anti-Jewish violence in the Lithuanian provinces with the situation in the Belarusian provinces and in Eastern Galicia (of the Habsburg Empire) and with Lithuanian-Polish conflicts regarding the language of supplementary services such as sermons and processions (presumably, prayers were in Latin) in the churches. Here, as elsewhere, Staliūnas’ research is well-balanced and objective, unfettered by any preconceived national narrative. He makes use of a varied set of archival sources (from Lithuania, Russia, Belarus, Poland, Latvia, Israel, and the United States) and other primary sources in various languages. At the same time, he leaves unresolved a number of significant issues. It is not clear, for instance, why the pogroms of 1900 took place in the northern part of the Kovno province and not in other districts with similar socioeconomic and national profiles, or why, in the case of some pogroms, Lithuanian peasants acted as loyal subjects of the Russian tsars whereas in others they were motivated by anti-imperial ideas. Staliūnas’ conclusion that “the mobs acted as socio-confessional, not national communities” (p. 153) is also questionable — were the mobs in fact aware of the distinction between religious as opposed to nationalist hatred of Jews? And why, in view of his detailed discussion concerning pogroms in Lithuania, does he claim that “there was no tradition of pogroms in Lithuania, as there was in Ukraine” (p. 163)? In addition, he tends to (overly) downplay the role of the Lithuanian national movement in the survival of anti-Jewish attitudes, emphasizing instead the traditional Catholic roots of Lithuanian antisemitism.

These matters aside, Darius Staliūnas’ comprehensive, original, and thoughtful research is an essential contribution to the current literature on Jewish-Lithuanian relations and on the social, political, economic, and cultural processes that occurred in the northwestern provinces of the Russian Empire. It is recommended to all those seeking to understand the complexity of interreligious and interethnic relations in the late imperial period.

Samuel Barnai
The Hebrew University
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Monique R. Balbuena, Homeless Tongues: Poetry and Languages of the Sephardic Diaspora. Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2016. xi + 239 pp.


Homeless Tongues has opened a new path for Sephardic scholarship. Based on Monique Balbuena’s dissertation of 2003, this book focuses on the intrinsic literary value of works that are often overlooked within academic circles. As the first in-depth treatment of poetry written by contemporary Sephardic poets, it looks to redefine and broaden the traditional boundaries of the Jewish literary canon by focusing on three relatively unknown writers who have written in multilingual and multicultural contexts: Sadia Lévy, Margalit Matitiahu, and Juan Gelman. Balbuena’s perspective is that Sephardic writers have typically been marginalized even within the field of Jewish studies. Seeking to “observe the contours” of the multiplicity of Jewish writing, she presents these three poets as examples par excellence of cultural, literary, and linguistic multiplicity (p. 18).

Balbuena argues that the theory propounded by Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari with regard to “minor literatures” leads to exclusivity in the treatment of literary works. Her contention is that minor literatures exist within multilingual contexts and can challenge or “re-inscribe” the canonical works and major languages to which they relate. According to Balbuena, translation and the trope of linguistic dialogue between languages is the primary means by which Lévy, Matitiahu, and Gelman interact with majority languages and cultures. Noting that each of these poets developed an affinity for translation over the course of their career, Balbuena equates their interest in translation with a cultural and ideological back-and-forth between Jewish and non-Jewish discourses. Balbuena’s attention to the idea of translation contributes to her underlying point that the construct of major or minor literary discourses should be viewed as fluid and interconnected, thereby allowing space for overlooked literatures in the literary canon.

The first chapter of the book examines the work of Sadia Lévy (1875-1951), whose poetry is often ignored in Francophone, Algerian, and Jewish studies. Balbuena explains that, starting in the mid-19th century, most Maghrebi Jews viewed French as a language of social mobility and sophistication. Hence, even though Lévy chose to write in the politically dominant French language, his work does not affirm the legitimacy of the French colonizers. Through an illuminating analysis of the classical and kabbalistic references in two of Lévy’s works – a sonnet and a Hebrew-inspired kinah – Balbuena shows how his poetry was positioned as a dialectical bridge between the North African and Western worlds. In examining Lévy’s work through a Sephardic lens, this chapter aims to restore the poet to his rightful place as a Jewish, Algerian, Francophone, and Maghrebi writer.

Balbuena next turns to Israeli poet Margalit Matitiahu (1935-), who composes poetry in both Hebrew and Ladino (also known as Jewish Spanish). The central argument of this chapter is that Matitiahu’s choice of writing seemingly identical poems in two different languages is an ideological choice that highlights her self-positioning as both a distinctly Israeli Sephardic poet and the child of survivors of the Greek Holocaust. Balbuena (who is fluent in both Hebrew and Ladino) deftly elaborates philological comparisons of the two versions of several poems, illuminating their similarities and ruptures. In addition, she discusses the “syntax of forgetting”—a term referring to the way in which Matitiahu’s work has been influenced by the Zionist language wars that historically favored the use of Hebrew over all other languages (p. 76). In light of Matitiahu’s poetic revisiting of the trauma of the Holocaust, Balbuena envisions the poet as a performer of memory in both languages.

The final chapter deals with the enigmatic case of an Ashkenazic poet, Juan Gelman (1930-2014), who chose to write a collection of poetry in Ladino with side-by-side Spanish translation. Balbuena’s understanding of Gelman’s work is informed by a careful comparison with the mystical tradition of medieval Spain. She counters the argument that Gelman attempts to rhetorically position himself as an exiled Argentinian, claiming instead that he seeks a “deterritorialized diasporic position” (p. 156). The insights that Balbuena contributes to Gelmanian scholarship are vital to reframing the mainstream interpretation of this seminal Hispanic writer, although her position on Gelman as a philosophically diasporic writer has been previously challenged by critics such as Edna Aizenberg, who contend that Gelman’s Ladino collection is a rhetorical attempt at Jewish assimilation into mainstream Argentinian literary circles. Balbuena’s lack of emphasis on Gelman’s possible political motivations reflects her primary interest in his work as a cultural and linguistic translator.

Homeless Tongues takes a crucial step forward in assigning value to contemporary Sephardic literature. It breathes life into a field that has only recently gained ground with other publications by authors such as Devin Naar, Sarah Abrevaya Stein, and Julia Cohen. Aside from her fascinating analysis of the three poets, Balbuena also provides a much needed summary of the field of Jewish Spanish, Sephardic studies, and contemporary Sephardic culture in general. The reference section of the monograph – almost as large as her lengthy chapters – provides a veritable gold mine for future scholarship. Balbuena rightly ends Homeless Tongues with a call to action: Sephardic studies should be reoriented from its focus on Ladino as an endangered language to the reality that Sephardic writers are “living, breathing Jews” whose voices deserve to be heard and appreciated (p. 160).

Judith K. Lang Hilgartner
Elon University




Emily Miller Budick, The Subject of Holocaust Fiction. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2015. x + 250 pp.


It was fortuitous and ironic that I took up Emily Budick’s second book-length foray into Holocaust fiction on the heels of reading (somewhat belatedly) Deborah Lipstadt’s History on Trial, her memoir of the libel suit brought against her and her publisher by Holocaust denier and discredited historian David Irving. Lipstadt and her defense team argued, in effect, that facts were facts. The facts of the Holocaust are incontrovertible – yes, Hitler was aware of the Final Solution; yes, there were gas chambers at Auschwitz – and to question them as Irving did was, in fact, a deliberate and malicious distortion of history. In short, history is history, not fiction.

Budick boldly reverses this formulation: Fiction is fiction, not history. While the historicity of the Holocaust is the necessary point d’appui and raison d’être for all Holocaust fiction, it is not the task or moral obligation of literary fiction to validate or buttress the authenticity of the Holocaust. Fiction has its own distinctive moral work to do. This may seem self-evident, but those familiar with critical discourse on Holocaust literature are well aware that it is not so. To many critics and thinkers, the facticity of Holocaust fiction, or more precisely its absence, is its defining characteristic. Consider the force of Elie Wiesel’s judgment that fictional accounts of the Holocaust trivialize and profane it, or Theodor Adorno’s oft-quoted notion that writing poetry after the Holocaust perpetuates its barbarism, or the suggestion by Hayden White and others that it is impossible to imagine the Holocaust’s unimaginable horrors. Budick does not concern herself with these positions that denigrate or problematize Holocaust literature as moral or epistemological failure. Her primary complaint is that Holocaust fiction has too often been taken – by ordinary readers and critics alike – as quasi-authentic representations of the experiences of the victims of Nazism, as near-equivalents of survivor memoirs, or (to use Norma Rosen’s oft-borrowed term) as witnesses through the imagination. Budick argues that we need to restore literariness to our appreciation of Holocaust fiction. In other words, like all fiction, Holocaust novels (Budick’s main concern) do not so much represent the reality of the Holocaust as “complicate the relationship between the fictional representation and the world that the text purports to be representing” (p. 2). It is precisely in this complication that literature finds its true vocation and that Holocaust fiction finds its true subject. For Budick, the subject of Holocaust fiction is subjectivity itself, the complex humanity of its characters, of the text itself, and perhaps most significantly, of its readers.

The boldness of this thesis is evidenced by Budick’s adamant and repeated assertion of what she is not doing. “Let me be very clear about this,” she writes, “I do not indulge in anything as obscene as Holocaust denial or the kind of revisionist thinking that either reverses the positions of the victims and the victimizers or evens the score” (p. 11). At the same time, to restore the literariness of Holocaust fiction is to relinquish reverence as a precondition of reading, to forgo the romanticizing of victims and, even more challenging, the gothicizing of victimizers. Great fiction in general demands that we expand our sense of the complex humanity of all its characters, Budick argues, and the best Holocaust fiction makes this demand with even more ethical audacity. And so we find that Holocaust “protagonists … are often – in contradiction to what we might expect of fictions like these – not very likeable characters” (p. 5). Likewise, and more daringly, while even the best Holocaust novel does not require that we exonerate or forgive the perpetrators of genocide – and indeed we should not – it does challenge us as human beings to engage with the antagonists of Holocaust fiction as human beings capable of despicable evil. Great Holocaust fiction can teach us, Budick suggests, that the great horror of the Holocaust is not that good Jews (or Gypsies or homosexuals) were exterminated by evil Nazis (or their collaborators), but that complex human beings were murdered by other complex human beings simply for their being Jews. In her view, we need to listen closely, sympathetically, psychoanalytically to the texts and characters of Holocaust fiction – victims and victimizers, as well as those involved only indirectly. All this, while also acknowledging the tangled subject positions from which we read.

This is no simple task, and Budick takes us down some unexpected, even arduous critical paths, choosing texts that put her personal and ethical approach to the test. In the main, these are contemporary texts by authors for whom the Holocaust is at an experiential remove (as it is, Budick admits, for herself). She begins with an analysis of Philip Roth’s The Ghost Writer – which interrogates both the Jewish American establishment’s obsession with the Holocaust and the limits of the protagonist-author’s resistance to it by means of a fantasy that Anne Frank survived Auschwitz – from the vantage point of Budick’s own youthful engagement with the famous Diary. She then shifts dramatically to Jonathan Littell’s controversial The Kindly Ones, told from the point of view of a perverse and sexually deviant Nazi officer, which nevertheless, she argues, “holds up a dark, distorted, and yet frighteningly revealing mirror to the field of Holocaust studies itself ” (p. 15). The middle two sections of the book present Budick at her critical best: the first offering illuminating close readings of Cynthia Ozick’s The Shawl, Art Spigelman’s Maus, and Aryeh Lev Stollman’s The Far Euphrates, readings that probe the unconscious of the texts and, thereby, the dark recesses of our latter-day reception of the Holocaust; and the second, dazzling intertextual analyses of a slew of texts by Ozick, Roth, David Grossman, Aharon Appelfeld, Anne Michaels, Nicole Kruass, Dara Horn, Jonathan Safran Foer, and Michael Chabon – all of which involve (surprisingly) the Polish author Bruno Schulz and/or missing manuscripts – analyses that expose a broad cultural malaise rooted in the Holocaust and a concomitant desire, finally, to mourn. The closing section leaves the world of Jewish-authored literature to explore non-Jewish Holocaust fiction – William Styron’s Sophie’s Choice, Bernard Schlink’s The Reader, W.G. Sebald’s Austerlitz, and J.M. Coetzee’s Elizabeth Costello – in order to test her own ability (and ours) “to exceed simplistic moral judgments and enter into the process of ethical thinking, which alone enables us to accept other people’s humanity and our own” (p. 237).

The Subject of Holocaust Fiction is a profoundly challenging work of literary criticism by a brave critic who asks us to look beyond the difficult hard facts of the Holocaust to the complex subjectivities of all those affected by it, a scholar whose final legacy to us is the insistence that the subject of humanities scholarship must ultimately and always be the human. While we mourn Budick’s untimely passing, we would do well to adhere to her legacy.

Michael P. Kramer
Bar-Ilan University




Natasha Gordinsky, Bishloshah nofim: yetziratah hamukdemet shel Leah Goldberg (In Three Landscapes: Leah Goldberg’s Early Writings). Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 2016. 222 pp.




Yfaat Weiss, Nesi’ah venesi’ah medumah: Leah Goldberg begermanyah 1930–1933 (Journey and Imaginary Journey: Leah Goldberg in Germany, 1930-1933). Jerusalem: Zalman Shazar Center, 2014. 168 pp.

Leah Goldberg (1911-1970) is one of the most important 20th-century Hebrew writers and critics. She was born in Königsberg and spent her childhood largely in Kovno (Kaunas). The family fled eastward during the First World War; when they returned, Goldberg was enrolled in the Hebrew gymnasium – a fateful decision that would shape the rest of her career. A modernist poet, novelist, playwright, and literary critic, Goldberg’s work straddled European and Hebrew literary culture. Until recently, however, the breadth and importance of her contributions to Hebrew letters have escaped critical attention. The publication of her diaries and her novel Avedot (Losses), and the republication of other prose works, have prompted a reconsideration of Goldberg’s literary accomplishments, reintroducing an Israeli public to her groundbreaking modernist oeuvre. Thus, two recent books, Natasha Gordinsky’s Bishloshah nofim and Yfaat Weiss’ Nesi’ah venesi’ah medumah, push beyond Goldberg’s poetic oeuvre – the best-known aspect of her work – to depict her development as an intellectual and modernist writer, with an emphasis on her education and early career in Germany. Both offer portraits of a writer who was shaped by her firsthand witnessing of the Nazi rise to power and who grappled with the scope of Nazi genocide in its aftermath.

Gordinsky focuses on Goldberg’s early career from 1935-1945, beginning with her epistolary novel of 1937, Mikhtavim menesi’ah medumah (Letters from an Imaginary Journey), and ending with reflections on Avedot. She highlights the scope of Goldberg’s early achievement and charts her transformation into a Hebrew poet, novelist, critic, and translator. Through Gordinsky’s eyes, we see a young Goldberg adapting herself to her new home in Mandatory Palestine, where she arrived from Germany in 1935, while also sustaining her artistic and intellectual ties to the German and Russian literary cultures that had nourished her in Europe. Gordinsky excavates Goldberg’s rich dialogue with European literary culture, placing her modernist project in the context of cultural memory and cultural translation. She illuminates how Goldberg turned to her European past in order to integrate her childhood landscape into a new modernist Hebrew culture. At the same time, she locates the moments of refusal and disconnect that mark the relationship between European and Hebrew culture in Goldberg’s work. Some of the sharpest insights in the book, and there are many, come from Gordinsky’s intimate familiarity with Goldberg’s Russian and German literary influences. For example, we learn how Goldberg shared Anna Akhmatova’s and Osip Mandelstam’s “homesickness for a world culture” while also transforming this longing into a dynamic force for her Hebrew modernist poetry.

Gordinsky’s reading of Letters from an Imaginary Journey uncovers and analyzes Goldberg’s dialogue with Viktor Shklovsky’s epistolary novel, Zoo, or Letters Not about Love, written in the 1920s. Whereas Shklovsky’s novel centers on the flourishing Russian émigré culture in Berlin, Goldberg’s epistolary focuses on a darker moment – Berlin of the 1930s. Revising Shklovsky’s project through her own historical and romantic grappling, Goldberg transforms the experience of immigration described by Shklovsky into a poetics that expresses her estrangement from Hebrew culture. Indeed, in a Hebrew-language novel replete with allusions and literary citations, almost none are from Hebrew. Rather, Goldberg turns to the West European writers so central to Russian modernists, then revises her relationships with these writers. Gordinsky’s discussion of Letters from an Imaginary Journey also looks at the novel’s conversation with Rainer Maria Rilke’s The Book of Hours – in particular, the ways in which Goldberg transformed Rilke’s religious and spiritual narrative into her own modernist secular idiom. The dialogue with Rilke enabled Goldberg to bring in the shared landscape of childhood, as she negotiated the complicated line between herself and her literary creation.

During these early years, Goldberg wrote quite a bit of prose, but she also continued to write poetry. Gordinsky focuses on the years 1935-1939 and shows the dramatic influence of Nathan Alterman’s 1938 collection, Kokhavim baḥutz (Stars Outside), on the direction of Goldberg’s poetic development. She argues that Goldberg’s collection, Shibolet yerukat ha’ayin (Green-eyed Ear of Corn) marks a break with the early poetry penned before her immigration to Palestine. In contrast to her first collection, Taba’ot ’ashan (Smoke Rings), which sought to describe a European world in Hebrew, Goldberg in her second collection creates a new “native” Hebrew poetics. Alterman’s poem cycles and his modernist practices provided her with a model to remake her poetry. Through Alterman, she developed a new mode of representing time and space, one capacious enough to include memory and to encompass her new life in Palestine.

Gordinsky also tracks the evolution of Goldberg’s essayistic oeuvre, giving us an important perspective on her aesthetic political thinking during and after the Second World War. We see Goldberg’s intellectual development as she articulates her sense of the link between aesthetics and politics. In her essays (often written pseudonymously), Goldberg sought to offer Hebrew readers an aesthetic education to preserve and propagate European humanist ideals. Like Friedrich Schiller, she viewed an aesthetic education as a necessary component of a healthy state, serving, in this case, to inoculate a newly forming citizenry against the dangers of totalitarianism. In this regard, Gordinsky considers one of Goldberg’s best-known and influential essays, “Haometz leḥulin” (Courage for the Mundane). Written in 1938, the essay, comprising four seemingly unrelated sections, is notoriously difficult to interpret. Gordinsky decodes its historical and political context – for instance, by reading Goldberg’s defense of romanticism in the opening section in dialogue with Roman Jakobson’s famous essay on Vladimir Mayakovsky, showing how the latter responded to Soviet anti-Romantic discourse.

One of the more revelatory sections of Gordinsky’s book deals with Goldberg’s relationship to Rosa Luxemburg, whose prison letters she translated and published in 1942. Despite their very different political paths, Goldberg and Luxemburg had much in common: both were raised with Russian literature and with an attachment to German literature; both left their homelands and took up writing in a language not their mother tongue; both shared a belief in the existence of universal values and the importance of preserving them in the face of political violence; and both were intellectuals writing at a time of war. In addition, Luxemburg’s refusal to write about the hardships of prison, and her delight in nature, confirmed Goldberg’s position on the role of the poet in times of war and her own surprising refusal to write war poetry. Here and elsewhere, Gordinsky’s analysis illuminates the political and aesthetic dimensions of Goldberg’s writing.

Yfaat Weiss’ book, while also dealing with Goldberg’s early years, takes a very different approach, as her main interest lies in uncovering the historical and archival contexts of Goldberg’s life as a student in Germany and her evolving stance vis-à-vis that formative period. In particular, Weiss illuminates how Goldberg’s doctoral studies in Semitic philology at the Oriental Institute in Bonn shaped her career as a writer and thinker. In narrating this story, Weiss mines Goldberg’s rich correspondence, her diary, and her literary works in conjunction with the history of German Orientalism. She shows how Goldberg’s choice to study Semitic languages in the secular context of German Orientalism reflected her complicated position as a modern Hebrew writer who divorced Hebrew from its Jewish sources, immersing herself in Oriental studies while at the same time highly aware of the field’s limitations.

The book’s first chapter portrays a young Goldberg trapped in provincial Kovno. Established as a democratic state in 1918, Lithuania at first gave lip service to civil equality, but this quickly disappeared with the rise of a right-wing authoritarian government. In 1929, Goldberg was studying at a university without books, in a language that she felt had no substantive literature – receiving what she presumed to be a worthless education. Not surprisingly, like many other young Jews of her generation, she sought to escape. Goldberg saw herself as a 20th-century, female Solomon Maimon, and she identified with his project of self-enlightenment and search for knowledge in Germany. With the help of a U.S. scholarship fund, she was granted the means to escape Lithuania and pursue her studies in Berlin, and then Bonn.

Weiss focuses on Goldberg’s friendships in Bonn during the period just preceding and following the Nazi rise to power, as she witnesses the implementation of Nazi Aryan racial ideology. She describes how Goldberg identified with immigrant students from India who, like her, were studying their heritage through Orientalist eyes. Goldberg shared their sense of displacement and homesickness; through her friendships with them, Weiss shows, she sought to negotiate her own position with regard to questions concerning diaspora and homeland. Weiss also investigates the presence of these friendships in Goldberg’s prose fiction of the period. For example, she draws attention to the surprising reference in Letters from an Imaginary Journey to the Dutch anticolonial novel, Max Havelaar, or The Coffee Auctions of the Dutch Trading Company, written by Eduard Douwes Dekker (under the pseudonym Multatuli) in 1860. Goldberg’s interest in the novel lies not only in its anticolonial politics, Weiss argues, but also in such formally innovative practices as its multi-vocalism and layered structure.

In addition to tracing Goldberg’s encounters with German Orientalism, Weiss tracks Goldberg’s response to the rise of Nazism through her relationship with her teacher, Paul Ernst Kahle, who supervised her doctorate (completed in 1934). Kahle, who headed the Oriental Institute at Bonn, was a leading scholar of Semitic philology in Germany. Weiss argues that Kahle helped shaped Goldberg’s political stance on the role of the intellectual in the face of repressive political regimes. At the same time, she traces Kahle’s and Goldberg’s very different intellectual and political itineraries. Kahle’s intellectual career was influenced by his missionary work as a Protestant pastor in Egypt, where he learned about the Cairo Geniza and later gained access to Geniza documents in Cambridge. In contrast, Goldberg arrived in Bonn as a Jewish student with a knowledge of modern Hebrew, interested in studying Semitic philology as part of her own personal ties to Hebrew and to Zionism. Studying with Kahle, Goldberg learned the importance of meticulous scientific work. Kahle, for his part, sought to protect both his Jewish students and his scholarly work. At great personal risk, he continued working with Jewish students and corresponding with Jewish scholars. For this reason, Goldberg regarded him as an opponent of the Nazi regime. However, Weiss offers a different view, showing his willingness at times to collaborate with the regime in order to protect his interests. In fact, it was Kahle’s wife’s subversive activities that ultimately led to his dismissal from the university and the family’s departure to England. His wife recalls how her husband, so absorbed in intellectual affairs, did not always understand the very real dangers the family faced.

As does Gordinsky, Weiss discusses Goldberg’s essay “Courage for the Mundane,” reading it in light of Goldberg’s relationship with Kahle. The essay, she argues, represents Goldberg’s attempt to grapple with her experience as a student in the German university at the very moment of the Nazi rise to power, as well as her response to what she perceived to be Kahle’s courage in pursuing his own scholarly work. Weiss’ reading amplifies Gordinsky’s insightful analysis of the literary intertexts underlining the essay’s political and aesthetic arguments.

Weiss’ book offers two intersecting stories: on the one hand, Goldberg’s brief but productive time in Bonn and her successful rise to prominence in Hebrew; on the other, the downfall of her beloved professor. Weiss highlights Goldberg’s and Kahle’s disparate fates. As noted, the young Goldberg left Germany and ultimately immigrated to Palestine in 1935, whereas Kahle fled Germany toward the end of his life – cut off from his work, impoverished, and with little hope for his future. Goldberg learned of Kahle’s exile in 1945 and wrote an article in praise of him, portraying him as a dedicated scholar who, while perhaps ambivalent toward Jews, still sought to protect them. From Goldberg’s correspondence, we learn that Kahle was familiar with her Hebrew articles (which a friend had translated for him) and was pleased with the way in which he had been portrayed. Their relationship offers a unique view of the fate of Jewish and German intellectual cultures in the mid-20th century through the lens of Orientalism.

Weiss also looks at Goldberg’s connection to Germany through her rekindled, postwar friendship with Ilsabe Hunke von Podewils, whom Goldberg first met during her brief period of study in Berlin. Weiss argues that Ilsabe is the model for Antonia, a character in two of Goldberg’s novels, Avedot and Vehu haor (And This Is the Light [1946]). In both novels, there is a sense of uncertainty as to how Antonia will respond to the Nazi rise to power: Will she surrender her soul to Nazism or resist the regime? In real life, Goldberg accepted without question her close friend’s assertion of innocence. The story of their renewed friendship and the ensuing correspondence between the two expands what we know about Goldberg and her personal history.

Weiss’ essays on Goldberg’s time in Bonn and her later relationship to Germany poignantly captures the personal, political, and aesthetic challenges that Goldberg faced as an East European Jewish student in Germany in the 1930s and as a Hebrew writer in the post-Second World War period who was attempting to locate herself both within and outside of Europe. Weiss is the rare historian who reads Goldberg’s literary oeuvre without reducing it to biography (though there are moments, especially in the final chapter, when the weight of biographical detail gets in the way of interpretation). Her balance of biographical, historical, and literary context works to reframe Goldberg as a major Jewish intellectual and historical figure. Several of the chapters have appeared, in somewhat different form, in English- and German-language journals. Weiss’s commitment to circulating her scholarship in multiple languages promises to bring Goldberg’s work to a broader audience.

Taken together, these books illuminate the pivotal role Goldberg played in Hebrew culture from the 1940s onward. They show her to be an important European and Hebrew intellectual whose modernist and humanist commitments shaped the direction of Israeli letters in the second half of the 20th century. The time has come to recognize Goldberg as a major 20th-century intellectual and to read her multi-genre work in dialogue with contemporaries such as Hannah Arendt, Erich Auerbach, and Else Lasker-Schüler. Gordinsky and Weiss have done the important work to make such connections visible.

Allison Schachter
Vanderbilt University




Judy Jaffe-Schagen, Having and Belonging: Homes and Museums in Israel. New York: Berghahn Books, 2016. x + 221 pp.


Judy Jaffe-Schagen’s Having and Belonging explores the link between identity, material culture, and location, focusing on the ways in which various minority groups in Israel are represented through objects and material culture in homes and museums. In her book, based on the doctoral thesis she wrote at Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam, the discussion of Israel as a place is translated into a museological question of the location of people and objects. Her quest for the location of meaning leads her to the assumption that, in the politicized cultural landscape of borderless Israel, location not only affects the interplay between objects and people but can provide us with information about citizenship.

Jaffe-Schagen examines eight groups: Chabad, religious Zionists, Moroccan Jews, Iraqi Jews, Ethiopian Jews, Russian Jews, Christian Arabs, and Muslim Arabs. Her point of departure is that the nation-state of Israel has failed to serve as a cultural “melting pot” for the various immigration groups and it is therefore not a multicultural society. By and large, the different groups forming Israeli society live in a state of constant clash rather than accepting and coexisting with one another. Furthermore, the state preserves and cultivates the dominant Zionist narrative that places emphasis on Jewishness and on the Jews’ ancient historical connection to the land of Israel. The Zionist narrative, which many of Israel’s museums (as part of the nation-building process) represent, defines the state as a group in its own right. This, according to Jaffe-Schagen, results in a notion of the state as “the other” with which various groups struggle to identify, in the course of which they present their own heritages.

Jaffe-Schagen links representation both in museums – one of the main agents of presentation of material culture in a public space – and through personal stories, customs, and objects found in the domestic, private, and personal sphere. She seeks to broaden the definition of material culture to include immaterial and intangible aspects of cultures such as holidays, objectless rituals, oral stories, and everyday customs.A methodological juxtaposition of the narrative represented through mediators such as curators in the Israeli public sphere and the personal story presented by people in their homes makes visible those aspects of material culture that are pushed aside on the grounds of their not corresponding to dominant narratives and patterns of representation. Although this approach has been widespread for at least three decades – not only in disciplines such as history, ethnography or cultural studies and gender studies, but also in museology – it has never, to my knowledge, been used in the examination of such a varied set of groups in Israel society.

Each of these groups is accorded a chapter, and all the chapters are constructed in a similar manner. First there is a brief and fairly general historical survey of the minority group under discussion, followed by Jaffe-Schagen’s description of a private home, combined with excerpts from an interview she conducted with one (or more) of the household members. Afterwards there is a discussion dedicated to the museum or public platform (exhibition, visitors center, archive, website) in which the group is given representation, and finally there are concluding remarks. This uniform structure may also be interpreted as an ideological demand for an equal visual representation for each of the groups in the Israeli public sphere and cultural landscape, despite the considerable differences in the groups’ sizes, histories, and the significance the museological representation holds for them.

In the final section of the book, titled “Belonging” (both in the sense of an object or being part of something), Jaffe-Schagen organizes the objects and findings she has collected into a quasi-museological inventory, offering a small photograph for each item. She makes use of three categories – ritual/religious experience, collective/personal history, and art – in accordance with the function attributed to the finding by its owners (significantly, art is considered to be only one aspect among others of material representation). With this inventory, Jaffe-Schagen’s study is translated here into an exhibition. In this regard, it should be noted that the inventory is not equally balanced; it includes, for example, 16 items related to Chabad but only six related to Ethiopians and five related to Russians. This imbalance, which is not explained, is surprising in light of Jaffe-Schagen’s insistence on the uniform and identical structure of the chapters.

Alongside small but grating mistakes, such as an erroneous opening date for the Israel Museum (p. 18), Jaffe-Schagen’s book suffers from several fundamental weaknesses. First, in contrast to a museum, which is a manipulated site subordinate to the influence of agents of acculturation and identity imposition, the home is perceived by Jaffe-Schagen to be an “innocent” site. The choice of the specific homes and people she interviewed is never explained or rationalized, nor is the concept of the home in general – or the Jewish or Arab home in particular – given any form of critical discussion.1 Passages from the interviews she conducted with the household members are also offered without critical comment, thus bestowing upon them the status of a kind of testimony. Second, there is no mention of previous studies that have explicitly dealt with museums in Israel (for instance, that of Yehudit Inbar) or with similar issues of cultural exclusion and aesthetic otherness (Galia Bar Or, Sarah Chinsky).2 Chinsky, for example, not only exposed the Zionist ideology underpinning the canon when she opposed it with the diasporic option of modern Jewish art, but also dealt with the domestic museum (ars domestica) and the domestic curatorial work developed in it as a counterforce deconstructing imposed identities.3 Third, the study’s findings bring together elements of a completely different scale, such as “Grandmother’s shawl as decorative item” (Moroccan Jews) or “Children’s toys” (Muslim Arabs), alongside “The Zionist Story” (Iraqi Jews), “Holiday” (Christian Arabs) and “Kashrut” (Chabad). Even if we understand Jaffe-Schagen’s study as a critical exhibition aimed at broadening the definition of material culture and challenging the limits of aesthetic perception, it is difficult to see how such concrete objects and general ideas can live side by side and obey the same pattern of representation.

Osnat Zukerman Rechter
Tel Aviv


Notes


1. See, for example, Simon J. Bronner (ed.), Jews at Home: The Domestication of Identity (Oxford: 2010).


2. See Yehudit Inbar, “Toldoteihem veofiyam shel hamuzeonim beyisrael,” in Muzeonim beyisrael, ed. Yehudit Inbar and Ely Schiller (Jerusalem: 1990), 17-28; Galia Bar Or, “Ḥayeinu meḥayevim omanut’: binyan tarbut kevinyan ḥevrah: muzeonim leomanut bakibutzim, 1930–1960 (Sde Boker: 2010).


3. Sara Chinski, ’Einayim “atzumot lirvaḥah: ’al tismonet halavkanut hanirkeshet bisdeh haomanut hayisreelit,” Theory and Criticism 20 (Spring 2002), 57–86.









Ken Koltun-Fromm, Imagining Jewish Authenticity: Vision and Text in American Jewish Thought. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2015. 266 pp.


This volume sets out to explore the ways in which texts and images interact in American Jewish culture to promote a vision of Jewish “authenticity,” while at the same time revealing the deep anxieties Jews harbor with respect to their own identities. Since authenticity, Jewish or otherwise, is an impossible ideal to envision, much less achieve, Ken Koltun-Fromm has identified a profitable site for the analysis of the defensive strategies Jewish writers and artists have employed against the anxieties of Jewish illegitimacy. While it comes as no surprise to learn that we embed our neuroses in every representation we construct, it is always interesting to see unresolved emotional conflicts unraveled in authors such as Abraham Joshua Heschel and Bernard Rosenblatt, whose works have been so seminal to our own sense of self. For Koltun-Fromm, claims of authenticity are most perceptible in both the conscious and unconscious interface between text and image, which provides authors and artists with an outlet to make the contradictory claims at the root of neurotic conflict. The volume considers a broad range of such word-image interfaces, from textual descriptions of material objects to book illustrations, cookbook photography, and the modern literary haggadah.

In the first part of the book, Koltun-Fromm identifies three areas of contention that have sat at the center of Jewish anxieties in the modern era: Jewish space (is there one? only one?); the Sabbath (the embarrassment of a peculiar and parochial Jewish calendar); and Jewish food (the unavoidable social tell). Koltun-Fromm broaches these hotbeds of social and political tensions by revisiting the literary classics of Jewish American life. The case histories in this section make the entire book worth reading. One chapter takes a close look at the Holy Land scenes bordering the pages of Bernard Rosenblatt’s hyper-masculine text Social Zionism (1919), revealing within these images what Koltun-Fromm interprets as deep-seated anxieties about diaspora emasculation. Koltun-Fromm also tackles a literary classic, Abraham Joshua Heschel’s The Sabbath (1951), alongside popular domestic instructional tomes such as Susie Fishbein’s Kosher by Design (2003) and Betty Greenberg and Althea Silverman’s The Jewish Home Beautiful (1945). In each case, he focuses on the interplay between textual and graphic images to reveal how each form comments, mirrors, extends, and confronts the other in ways that communicate their authors’ anxieties of authenticity.

The first part of the book is so compelling that Koltun-Fromm’s conclusions almost appear intuitive. However, in the second half of the book, he seems to adopt a parallel process that, in effect, unravels what he took such pains to construct in the first half. Having set up the tensions that exist between words and images, Koltun-Fromm pivots to analyze “how Jews deploy language in texts to materialize authenticity in Jewish, gendered, and racial bodies” (p. 3). This argument is confusing; whereas visual culture scholars will often contest the boundaries between word and image, I have yet to experience a scholarly study in which no distinctions hold sway.

Apart from this jarring structural reorientation, there are finer analytic inconsistencies between the two halves of the volume. In Part I, the author makes a point of bringing to his readers’ awareness all of the ways in which such works as Michael Wyschogrod’s The Body of Faith (1983) and Rachel Adler’s Engendering Judaism (1998) establish their own sense of self by means of “othering” those Jews who get gender wrong. Part II, however, does not simply reveal historical tropes and rhetorical devices that would help readers understand the power that images and texts of the past hold over them. Instead, Koltun-Fromm evaluates these rhetorical devices in the context of contemporary values to find them too exclusionary, too narrow, too “white.” The result is a sort of flawed survey question in which the respondent is not sure which part of the question he is supposed to be answering.

The volume treads carefully around Jewish representations of self so as to coverall possible landmines – such things as gender, race, inclusion, and conversion. For example, in his preface to the second edition (1989) of his classic volume The Body of Faith, Wyschogrod addresses the question of conversion in his construction of Jewish identity as primarily one of “descent from the patriarchs.” To deal with this thorny issue, he imagines that the convert is transformed not only in spiritual terms but also in a quasi-biological sense – namely, in a manner in which the biblical law of incest would not be violated in the case of a (hypothetical) marriage between a male convert and his biological mother. If Wyschogrod’s analysis of the convert reveals his tortured ideological biologism, Koltun-Fromm’s analysis of Wyschogrod reveals different discomforts. Koltun-Fromm imagines the convert as a “she” and adds the parenthetical “(this is my gendered language, not Wyschogrod’s)” (p. 143). In other instances, Koltun-Fromm simply replaces what he deems “outdated” language with his own, as when he transforms Rosenblatt’s “future Commonwealth in Zion” to the geographic marker “Palestine,” seemingly unburdened by the sort of modifying adjectives that Jewish scholars have brought to the anxiety of representation. Thus, I think it might also be fair to say that the narrative voice in the volume is itself a useful artifact of the anxieties that have risen in American liberal arts programs, particularly in Jewish studies, whose legitimacy has long been a source of academic representational contention.

In sum, this volume will have great appeal for anyone interested in classic Jewish literary sources and popular culture that have contributed to the American Jewish psyche. Not only does Koltun-Fromm’s deep investment in the fallible constructions of authenticity bring new and provocative insights into media we thought we knew, it is itself a demonstration of the sort of psychological and intellectual challenges with which American scholars of contemporary “Jewish studies” continue to struggle.

Maya Balakirsky Katz
Touro College




Nelly Las, Jewish Voices in Feminism: Transnational Perspectives, trans. Ruth Morris. Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2015. 261 pp.


The term intersectionality theory, first coined by legal scholar Kimberlé Crenshaw in 1989, became better known in this century: it refers to ways in which oppressive ideologies and institutions are interconnected and cannot be examined separately from each other. In recent years, this theory has been put to use in questioning whether feminists can be Zionists. If Zionism is perceived only as a neo-colonialist movement oppressing Palestinian aspirations, it becomes evident why feminists, identifying with the perceived underdog, would be anti-Zionist. Thus, feminist voices around the globe often support BDS – the boycott, divestment, and sanctions movement against Israel – while denying that they are in any way antisemitic.1

Nelly Las’ Jewish Voices in Feminism, originally published in French in 2011, presents a timely – even prescient – discussion of the connections and gaps between feminism and Zionism. Its subtitle, “transnational perspectives,” refers to the fact that the book is primarily a comparative description of Jewish feminism in the United States and France, the two largest Jewish diaspora communities, although it also contains some material about Britain and Israel.

Based on my experiences both in the World Zionist Congress of 1964 and in the International Council of Christians and Jews, I can attest to the huge chasm that separates French culture and society from what the French refer to as “Anglo-American” or even “Anglo-Saxon.” These are two different cultural worlds – a point that is reflected in the feminist movements of the two countries and in their different approaches to Jewish identity. Las, a French immigrant to Israel, shows great familiarity with both cultures as well as with general feminist theoretical literature, and is thus in position to provide enlightening comparisons between Jewishness and feminism in different settings.

One cannot consider French feminism without its social-cultural context of secularism (laïcité). There is a great gap between the neutral public sphere and the private sphere in which expressions of identity can be made more openly – though, given the history of French antisemitism, many French Jews prefer to downplay their Jewishness. The relationship in France between universalism and particularism is very different from that of the United States. In France, there is a general absence of public discussions of Jewish identity, and even progressive Jews “never use the concept of tikkun olam. … They prefer to disconnect their attitude from Jewish values and to focus on universalism” (p. 107). Las also notes that, in comparison with the United States, there are far fewer feminists in France who regard themselves as believing Christians. To be sure, there are some theorists, particularly literary critics such as Julia Kristeva, who take the Bible seriously as a text. There are even some philosophers, including Emmanuel Levinas, who have considered the feminine aspects of God. Still, according to Las, “French feminism, with its solid footing in secularism, does not have anything similar to the English-speaking countries” new interpretations of Christian theology nor postmodern Biblical exegesis’ (p. 159). While there are Dutch, German, and some Scandinavian feminist theologians, not many are from France or Spain.

This said, most of Las’ book focuses on secular feminism. A great deal of emphasis is placed on Zionism as a component of diaspora Jewish identity, and how Zionism interacts with feminism. Las delineates the complex spectrum of attitudes toward Israel and Zionism among non-Jewish and (especially) Jewish feminists. Regarding the latter, she notes that recognizing the possibility of manifold approaches “can actually stimulate an interest in Israel for Jews who, given the deadlock in the conflict, vacillate between indifference and discouragement. … [E]ven a critical commitment to Israel can have a salutary effect on Jewish identity” (p. 227). When the options offered are narrow – “you’re either with us or against us” – many people simply disconnect.

Jewish Voices in Feminism is an interesting and helpful book, although it lacks rigorous editing and attention to detail. There are too many typos and inaccuracies with regard to factual material and matters pertaining to translation or transliteration (for instance, it is not the case that “most American Jews belong” to the Reform movement [p. 134] – a majority are unaffiliated). The book is also lacking in recent bibliographic material, with most of its citations referring to works written in the 1980s and 1990s. Las seems to be unaware of developments within religious Jewish feminism in Israel and in the United States. She makes no mention of women reading the Torah in various Modern Orthodox synagogues or the more recent phenomenon of Orthodox women’s ordination. In discussing the women’s movement in Britain, she offers no historical or sociological background, as she does for other countries. Consequently, when she notes that “the British women’s movement joined ranks with far-left anti-Zionist groups” (p. 209), it is logical for the reader to ask: Why?

In my mind, Las’ most problematic claim pertains to religious feminists. Arguing that religious women are less open than others to interreligious dialogue, she writes that “ ‘religious feminism’ is more divisive than unifying for women” (p. 242). As a religious Jewish feminist engaged, over the past three decades, in extensive and intensive dialogue with feminists of many different religious traditions, although primarily Christians and Muslims, I would strongly question this conclusion.

Debbie Weissman
Jerusalem


Note


1. See, for example, Michal Hatuel-Radoshitzky, “Aikh histabkhu yaḥad tziyonut, feminizm veantishemiyut?” Haaretz (24 April 2017).









Erica Lehrer and Michael Meng (eds.), Jewish Space in Contemporary Poland. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2015. 312 pp.


How are spaces of the Jewish past made present in contemporary Poland? The two editors of this volume, anthropologist Erica Lehrer and historian Michael Meng, seek to recover heritage spaces not as “inauthentic and suspicious props” but rather as “meeting grounds for interpersonal encounters … and for the resignification of identity” (p. 8). As Lehrer explains: “Jewish heritage functions as an important tool for national reimagining in post-Communist Poland, and Poland is growing in significance for Western Jews seeking to rethink their individual and group heritage” (p. 172).

Comprising a dozen essays by scholars from a variety of disciplines and origins (Poles, Jews, and others), Jewish Spaces in Contemporary Poland navigates between changing interpretations and reshapings of material sites by contemporary actors; representations of the past in Polish media (films, museum exhibits, video projects); and the poetic resonances of nostalgia and mourning. Not surprisingly, the Holocaust forms an ever-present backdrop – this, after all, was the event that turned living Polish landscapes into heritage sites. The analytical focus, however, is on contemporary power politics, and the various essays convey an overall tone of optimism. This review will focus on issues related to my areas of expertise, memorialization and tourism; I leave it to others to deal with matters involving the historical accuracy of various essays.1

The collection opens with an essay by Geneviève Zubrzycki on Oswiecim/Auschwitz as a source of contention and conflict between both Jews and Christians and the tourism/heritage industry and local inhabitants. In explaining the struggle for the memory of the site, Zubrzycki refrains from drawing impermeable “genetic” boundaries between Jews and Poles, “us” and “them.” I recommend this chapter (along with Jonathan Webber’s essay, “The Future of Auschwitz”) as required reading for any visitor to the concentration camps.

Michael Meng looks at the urban landscape of the Muranów/Warsaw ghetto as a mirror of changing political identities, providing three brief descriptions of the site as it appeared during the Communist era of the 1950s (when the ghetto was in ruins), the 1960s (when signs of the ghetto were obliterated), and at present (when the Jewish past is being memorialized). This portrait is complemented by Konstanty Gebert’s often ironic guide to the remains of Jewish Warsaw, as well as by Robert L. Cohn’s comparison of photographic and website representations of Jewish towns and cemeteries in Poland over the course of several decades.

Magdalena Waligórska’s essay on Szczecin/Stettin adds other, less-known perspectives: landscapes of temporary Jewish migration; the surprising intertwining of Germans’ and Jews’ postwar destinies as refugees in Poland; and the ways in which fictional works such as novels and films give voice to processes that may be perceived only as fragments of spoken or written words: a line of graffitti, say, or a whispered curse of a Holocaust survivor overheard by a German refugee.

The contributions by Monika Murzyn-Kupisz and Jonathan Webber detail the politics of preservation in Polish shtetls. They remind us that the success or failure of commemorative projects may hinge not only on the macrosocial forces of religion and nationalism, but also on factors such as access to financial resources, the desire for cultural capital, distance from centers of power, connections with Jewish survivors, and the diplomatic and entrepreneurial skills of individuals. In particular, I recommend Murzyn-Kupisz’s superb, concise outline of “the heritage market” (pp. 118-121) as a guide to making sense of many of the heritage struggles cited in the book. Webber, for his part, provides an auto-ethnographic account of the process of reconsecration and restoration of the Jewish cemetery of Brzostek. From his position as an anthropologist, a foreign academic, a descendant of Jews who lived in the village – and the initiator of the project – Webber both documents and decodes the negotiations among the various stakeholders: the mayor, the local Catholic priest, the village population, the chief rabbi of Poland, and Jewish descendants of the village who are living abroad. One of his important insights relates to the contextualization of cultural and religious practices: while the recital of kaddish for the Jewish dead by a Catholic priest in a Jewish cemetery might be rejected by some (including some survivors) as an act of cultural appropriation, in contemporary Poland it is an act of recognition. He demonstrates that, given sufficient good will and diplomatic savvy, the Jewish ghosts can be made visible, the dead can be accorded proper respect, and Jewish life can find a place on today’s Polish map.

Slawomir Kapralski alerts us to conflicting forms of memory (Communist, Polish nationalist, Catholic, Jewish) surrounding Holocaust/Second World War memorials in Galicia, and how these serve to shape policies of oblivion, erasure, and preservation. He reminds us that the materiality of spaces, whether structures or remains, influences or constrains the shape of memory. (Some photographs would have helped here.) Kapralski invokes Clifford Geertz and Arjun Appadurai in order to sketch a typology of memory; in my view, whereas Geertz’s notion of a monument (as cultural artifact) as a model of, and for, behavior may have appeal, it is more effective as a description of the dynamics of culture rather than as the basis for a typology. We would need, at the least, a more detailed ethnography of performance to determine how material remains might provide models for conduct (rather than models of it). At the same time, many of the factors Kapralski mentions are indeed relevant – the presence or absence of Holocaust survivors in town, the predominance or absence of migrant Poles (with no previous local memories) in the postwar population, and the industrialization of villages. Such factors are illustrated in ethnographies elsewhere in the book.

Finally, Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, program director of the core exhibition for POLIN – the Museum of the History of Polish Jews in Warsaw, brings the volume to a close with her reflections on the negotiation of conflicting understandings of Polish Jewish history in the Warsaw showcase space of the museum. Clearly, Jewish space in Poland is very much a live issue in the present, both for Jewish memory and for contemporary Polish identity.

Lehrer and Meng have done an admirable job both in obtaining essays from authors in a wide variety of disciplines and in making this material accessible to non-specialists. The chapters speak to one other without promoting any single, overarching theory. Inevitably, some topics are missing – notably, spaces used for religious or social practices by the contemporary Polish Jewish community, or the more negative experiences of Jewish visitors (although some mention of the latter is made on pp. 175-178, in the essay by Erica Lehrer). At the same time, Jewish Space in Contemporary Poland succeeds in providing a nuanced portrait to counter the familiar image of “an historically blighted land of pogroms, antisemitism, Jewish exclusion, persecution, … murder and … historical denial” (p. 3). Indeed, at least in some instances, as Lehrer writes in her chapter on Kazimierz, “Poles and Jews can be heard listening to each other’s often difficult truths” (p. 187). One can only hope that the hopeful tones pervading this collection will survive both the patriotic Holocaust denial of nationalist Polish factions whose political strength is increasing under the current Polish regime, as well as the instrumentalization of the Shoah as a means of fortifying ethnic boundaries on the part of the present Israeli and American governments.

Jackie Feldman
Ben-Gurion University


Note


1. See, for instance, Jan Lorenz’s online critique of Stanislaw Tyszka’s essay on restitution of property at https://networks.h-net.org/node/21311/reviews/150252/lorenz-meng-and-lehrer-jewish-space-contemporary-poland (accessed 18 July 2017).








Diana L. Linden, Ben Shahn’s New Deal Murals: Jewish Identity in the American Scene. Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 2015. xi + 170 pp.


In the late 1990s, as I was working on my dissertation, I discovered another scholar who had recently finished a dissertation on American Jewish art – a subject only recently broached by art historians. I eagerly read her manuscript, finding myself buoyed by its newness and the possibilities it suggested for the burgeoning field. That dissertation revision comprises Diana Linden’s long-awaited book, Ben Shahn’s New Deal Murals: Jewish Identity in the American Scene, which offers a laser-eyed focus on a few of the artist’s murals and a related easel painting, all conceived or completed between 1933 and 1943. Linden looks at four large projects (one unrealized) from the vantage point of Shahn’s Jewish identity and leftist politics, strongly contextualizing the art alongside the history of the American Jewish experience. Working first and foremost as an art historian, she delves deeply into Shahn’s iconography and the desires of his patrons.

Linden begins by carefully outlining the terms of her study and its framework, clarifying at the onset that she views Shahn’s art as “neither solely American nor solely Jewish but rather an alchemic coupling of the two” (p. 3). By opting to term Shahn (1898-1969) an American Jew rather than a Jewish American, the author rightly assigns priority to his nationality over his religio-cultural origins. She also offers copious background material to situate readers in early 20th-century American history and Jewish life therein: in particular, that moment when the eight-year-old Yiddish-speaking Shahn arrived in the United States from what is now Lithuania in 1906. Following this clearly written introduction, the scene shifts to Depression-era American life of the 1930s, especially in New York City, the city to which Shahn immigrated, lived, and worked for many years. The body of the book comprises chapters dedicated to Shahn’s completed murals for Jersey Homesteads (a New Jersey housing project for Jewish garment workers) and the Bronx Central Post Office, a proposed fresco for the main post office in St. Louis, and an easel painting hanging in a post office in Queens, New York.

Shahn’s 45 by 12-foot, tripartite Jersey Homesteads mural (1936-1938), frequently reproduced and discussed in relation to Jewish American art (or American Jewish art, depending on one’s perspective), is the best known of these works. Made for the then recently established cooperative, the fresco fittingly depicts issues relating to the Jewish American experience, including immigration, labor conditions, and the planning of Jersey Homesteads. These themes have been addressed in past scholarship. Linden, however, enriches the discussion by analyzing the mural’s connection to Jewish farming in both the United States and the Soviet Union. Linden’s contribution culminates with her considering the mural as a modern-day Haggadah, both in the montage-like compositional telling of its story and in its subject matter: the exodus of oppressed Russian Jews to America. This argument is surely convincing, although it would have been interesting for Linden to bring Shahn’s widely used, and so very differently illustrated, Haggadah for Passover (1966) into the discussion.

Chapter 3 examines Shahn’s mural for the Bronx Central Post Office (1938-1939), whose design was chosen by the U.S. Treasury Department Section of Painting and Sculpture after an open competition. Titled Resources of America, the mural comprises 13 individual panels depicting laboring workers of various ilk. The Catholic church successfully stymied a central component of the proposed design, the use of Walt Whitman’s poem “I Hear America Singing,” which was viewed as “propaganda for irreligion,” according to Ignatius W. Cox, a prominent reverend at the time (p. 88). While the mural does not overtly depict Jewish topics, Linden persuasively links the censorship Shahn endured while making the mural to Nazi censorship of modern art and to the burning of books, and also depicts the effect of that censorship experience on his later work. Shahn, as it happened, was well-versed in art censorship: he was Diego Rivera’s assistant on the doomed fresco commission for Rockefeller Center, which was destroyed in 1934 before its completion. This chapter is thoroughly researched and compelling, though more space might have been devoted to Shahn’s photography. Shahn’s own government-sponsored photographs supplied some sources for the Bronx mural and other endeavors, which Linden points out cursorily, leaving the reader wondering about deeper connections between his socially conscious paintings and photographs.

The last chapter investigates Shahn’s competition submission for the St. Louis Post Office (1939), meant to portray Missouri’s history. Shahn’s conception did not adhere to instructions. Instead he planned for nine panels addressing freedom of religion, speech, and the press, along with immigration – plus a small nod in the direction of the Treasury Department’s Section of Painting and Sculpture, which had instructed candidates to depict Missouri’s history. Shahn submitted a design that spoke to issues pressing for him and the Jewish people. He was spurred in part by the anti-immigration Johnson-Reed Act of 1924 and the disastrous turning back of the MS St. Louis, carrying some 900 Jewish refugees, to Europe in 1939 – as it happened, the ship’s name shared a name with that of the mural project. His designs portrayed subjects related to current news (Nazi oppression, the refugee crisis, and American antisemitism), which a government administrator deemed, vis-à-vis the mural as a whole, “political distractions” (p. 119). Two years later, a government commission granted Shahn the opportunity to tackle the principal themes of theSt. Louis proposal on an 8½ by 16-foot canvas, titled First Amendment, for the Woodhaven Branch Post Office in Queens.

Linden’s conclusion comes full circle to the question of Shahn’s Jewishness, Americanness, and position as an immigrant. Shahn had his own push–pull with his various identities, and Linden smartly avoids any strict classification of an artist-activist whose work surely derived and benefited from his multiple and marginal status. This broadly researched monograph, jargon-free and written in accessible prose, proves to be rewarding reading for those interested in a number of topics, including Jewish American art, American art, government-sponsored art, socially conscious art, immigration and labor history, and of course Ben Shahn himself.

Samantha Baskind
Cleveland State University




Tabea Alexa Linhard, Jewish Spain: A Mediterranean Memory. Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2014. 230 pp.


The title of Tabea Alexa Linhard’s powerful study, Jewish Spain: A Mediterranean Memory, locates her work at the intersection of a variety of disciplines: history, cultural and memory studies, and Mediterranean studies. Her thesis is that contemporary Spain – under the influence of a particular cultural phenomenon of nostalgia – continues to look back to Sepharad of the Hebrew Golden Age, a time when Christian, Jewish, and Muslim cultures coexisted. For Spanish Jewry, Sepharad represents the collective memory of a lost utopian dream. In contrast, traditional and progressive Spanish attitudes toward Jews, then as now, contain elements both of philosemitism and antisemitism. Linhard’s starting point is that “memory and its depiction are […] at the center of the conflicts and controversies that inform the contradictory term ‘Jewish Spain’ ” (p. 7). From here, she proceeds to examine the phenomenon in great depth, from a variety of perspectives.

Jewish Spain begins with a chapter titled “Mapping Nostalgia,” in which Linhard analyzes two contemporary novels: Sepharad (2001), by Antonio Muñoz Molina, and Velódromo de Invierno (2001), by Juana Salabert. In both these works, survivors of the Shoah oscillate between “restorative” and “reflective” nostalgia vis-à-vis Sepharad as they seek to define their postmemorial identities. Linhard’s methodological perspective is based on Michael Rothberg’s concept of “multidirectional memory,” that is, interconnected memories that establish multidirectional relationships across time.1 In this case, the cultural “memories” of Sepharad, the mass conversions of 1391, and the 1492 expulsion of the Jews from Spain are tied in with narratives of the Spanish Civil War (1936-1939), the Spanish protectorate in Morocco (1912-1956), and the stories of Jewish refugees fleeing the Shoah to Spain. This network of memories is then projected onto the map of contemporary Spain, with the focus of Linhard’s analysis being the 1990s and the first decade of the 21st century.

In the following chapter, Linhard examines Trudi Alexy’s The Mezuzah in the Madonna’s Foot (an autobiographical account of the heroine’s reconnection with her family’s Jewish roots and her subsequent identification with marranos and crypto-Jews) alongside the oral testimonies comprising Memorias judías: Barcelona 1914-1954.2 Noting that “invocation of the past is a constitutive part of different representations of exile in Spain,” Linhard also “challenges easy fusions of past and present, in which events that took place in medieval and early modern Spain account for the complex circumstance of Jewish life in Spain during World War II” (p. 69). Her analysis builds on David Nirenberg’s concept of “genealogical mentalities,” which “in many ways continue to mark the discourse on Jewish presence and absence in Spain” (ibid.). Here, as elsewhere, Linhard deconstructs the formation of contemporary Jewish Spanish discourse, sharply delineating the complexities of Jewish identity.

“Responsible for the Fate of the World,” the book’s third chapter, looks at the historiography surrounding Angel Sanz Briz (a Spanish diplomat) and Giorgio “Jorge” Perlasca (an ex-Italian fascist), who were involved in saving the lives of thousands of Jews in Budapest during the Second World War. Subsequently declared to be “righteous among the nations,” the two men have been portrayed as contemporary Quixotes. In Linhard’s critical reading of the “rescue narratives” featuring Briz and Perlasca, the heroism of Spanish diplomacy is placed in the foreground – to the detriment of the Jewish victims, whose voices go unheard. Such foregrounding, intentionally or not, whitewashes the role of the Franco regime with regard to the humanitarian crisis in Europe. Linhard argues that, rather than representing official Spanish policy, Briz and Perlasca embodied what journalist Enrico Deaglio termed the “banality of good,” in contrast to Hannah Arendt’s famous formulation.3

The far-ranging nature of Jewish Spain is evident in chapters that move from the margins of the Spanish state at the end of the colonial period to present-day Spain. In “History’s Patio: Spanish Colonialism in Morocco and the Jewish Community,” the main framework of discussion is La vida perra de Juanita Narboni, a novel by Ángel Vázquez, and its film adaptation, directed by Farida Benlyazid. In the following chapter, Linhard offers an illuminating discussion of current Spanish publications and tourist guides. Utilizing Pierre Nora’s concept of “site of memory” (lieu de mémoire), she shows how the tourist industry of “Jewish Spain” offers homogenizing narratives of the historical Spanish Jewish culture – though there are as well a number of countercultural voices (in particular, non-institutional tourist agencies) that seek to reveal medieval and contemporary Jewish grassroots discourses. In this chapter, Linhard also offers a scathing account of how the memorial to Walter Benjamin in Portbou has become a site of ideological manipulation.

In her concluding chapter, Linhard revisits the issue of multidirectional networks of memory, suggesting that these might fruitfully be regarded in light of present-day realities. A case in point is the graffiti, “Palestina Libre,” that defaces a plaque in the Jewish quarter of Barcelona. While Linhard’s text is culturally and politically engaged, she merely notes that the plaque was “originally placed on a building to commemorate its Jewish history” and that such acts “turn nostalgic visions of the past in the Iberian Peninsula and controversial views of the present in the Middle East into strange bedfellows” (p. 190). Linhard avoids in-depth analysis of the multidirectional networks of memory that have produced the palimpsest (the graffiti superimposed on the plaque). This is regrettable, as such discussion might have problematized the question of antisemitism in the context of the complex relations between Jewish diasporic memory and the strongly ideological memory promoted by the state of Israel.

As was already evident in several previous books, Linhard is an innovative cultural historian.4 In Jewish Spain, she has provided us with an illuminating and provocative meta-historiographical work, elaborated through a complex discussion with the most recent studies on memory and contemporary Judaism – one that will be indispensable for anyone seeking to understand this intricate and polysemic cultural construct.

Cynthia Gabbay
The Hebrew University


Notes


1. Michael Rothberg, Multidirectional Memory: Remembering the Holocaust in the Age of Decolonization (Stanford: 2009).


2. Trudi Alexy, The Mezuzah in the Madonna’s Foot: Marranos and Other Secret Jews (San Francisco: 1994); Martine Berthelot, Memorias judías: Barcelona 1914–1954: historia oral de la Comunidad Israelita de Barcelona (Barcelona: 2001).


3. Enrico Deaglio, The Banality of Goodness: The Story of Giorgio Perlasca, trans. Gregory Conti (Notre Dame: 1998).


4. See Daniela Flesler, Tabea Alexa Linhard, and Adrián Pérez (eds.), Revisiting Jewish Spain in the Modern Era (London: 2013); Tabea Alexa Linhard, Fearless Women in the Mexican Revolution and the Spanish Civil War (Columbia, Mo.: 2005).









Shaul Magid, Hasidism Incarnate: Hasidism, Christianity and the Construction of Modern Judaism. Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2015. 271 pp.


In his Tractatus Theologica-Politicus, Baruch Spinoza argues that, whereas Moses heard God’s voice, Jesus was the voice of God, since he was God incarnate. What Spinoza does not say (but what we can infer from his Ethics) is that Christ may have been an advance over Judaism in making one man incarnate but Christianity still fell short of Spinoza’s own philosophy, in which everyone – and everything – is divine. Pantheism, for Spinoza, meant that the body and mind of God are equivalent to the universe. It was this insight that led some to equate Spinoza’s philosophy with Hasidism, a movement whose theology is often pantheistic.

Shaul Magid prefers to see Hasidism’s theology as incarnational: as in Christianity, he argues, God in Hasidism becomes incarnate by suffusing human beings with divinity. This is a bracing argument and Magid makes it with his usual vigor and originality. Even if one takes issue with him, as I will in this review, disagreement here is born of respect.

To import a doctrine like incarnation from Christianity may seem to be a deliberate provocation (épater les juifs). But Magid holds that even if hasidic thinkers did not mean exactly what Christians meant, the term can help illuminate their teachings. In so doing, he builds on an extensive set of writings by Elliot Wolfson – the references take up two pages in his bibliography – regarding how the medieval kabbalists adopted a theology of incarnation. As opposed to medieval Jewish mysticism, however, Magid believes that Hasidism developed “outside the Christian gaze,” which gave it the freedom to adopt an incarnational theology without the need for apologetics. He sees Hasidism as modern in that it lays the groundwork for a real dialogue with Christianity, even if that was not its original intention.

Hasidism Incarnate advances two arguments. The first is to show how incarnation works in Hasidism. However, not all the examples Magid brings are equally convincing. Ze’ev Wolf of Zhitomir’s notion that Abraham embodies the divine attributeof ḥesed seems headed in the direction of incarnation. But Shmuel Bornstein of Sochaczev says that Moses was able to speak to God because he transcended his body, and this would seem to be the opposite of incarnation. In fact, it is the latter belief that seems to be much more representative of Hasidism. Incarnation, as Magid uses the term, would divinize the body or, as Martin Buber put it, “hallow the everyday.” And yet, generally speaking, Hasidism’s attitude toward the body was negative. In the hasidic worldview, the body needs to be “overcome” by means of elevating the divine spark within it back to its heavenly source. As Nahman of Bratslav (who was notoriously hostile to the body) put it, rather than the word becoming flesh, as in Christianity, the flesh becomes word in Hasidism.

Martin Buber and Gershom Scholem debated this issue, disagreeing over whether the hasidic doctrine of ’avodah begashmiyut (worship through materiality) sanctified the material world or annihilated it. Magid clearly comes down on the side of Buber, but it is debatable whether Buber held that God became incarnate in Hasidism: the latter suffused with divinity, yes, but equivalent to God, less so. In Buber’s early writings, the mystic experiences an ecstatic union with God, but in the later Buber, man and God retain their separate identities, even as they engage in an I-Thou dialogue. As Scholem noted more sharply, the hasidic doctrine of devekut means “communion” more than “union.”

Incarnation presupposes that the body becomes divine. But for most hasidic teachers, the body is not divine; only the soul is. Hasidism could never fully overcome the dualism of spirit and flesh because its theology adhered to two contradictory principles: namely, God “fills all worlds” but also “surrounds all worlds.” By using the word “incarnation,” Magid distorts the meaning of hasidic texts in the service of his own constructive theology. At one point, he even admits as much: “Perhaps it is left to the modern readers of Hasidism to take this hasidic unsuccessful attempt [sic] to distance itself from dualism where it simply could not go” (p. 57).

If Hasidism developed a doctrine of divine incarnation, it would have been around the figure of the tzadik who, quoting Arthur Green, became the axis mundi. There are quite a few texts that Magid might have quoted to support this idea, especially by theoreticians of tzadikism such as Elimelekh of Lizhensk (mentioned only in passing). Curiously, Magid centers his discussion not on hasidic thinkers but rather on Ya’akov Koppel Lifshitz, who lived in the first half of the 18th century in Mezritch, Poland and was perhaps a bridge between late Sabbatianism and Hasidism. However, it remains unclear what, exactly, was Lifshitz’s influence on Hasidism.

Magid’s argument might have benefited from an investigation into the myriad meanings of incarnation in Christianity. This was never a term with only one definition – indeed, varying interpretations of incarnation often led to mutual charges of heresy among opposing Christian groups. Was the hasidic version of incarnation like that of the Nicean Church or of the Arians, the Docetites or the Monophysites (the list goes on)? To be sure, Hasidism did not have to engage in a Trinitarian debate, but a consideration of early Christian heresiology would add nuance to the question of how one might apply incarnation in a different context.

In the second half of the book, Magid veers away from incarnation to an argument on behalf of the potential of Hasidism to mediate between Judaism and Christianity. He quotes Buber’s well-known formulation that Jesus was his brother as one example of how modern Jewish thinkers tried to recover the Jewish Jesus. Even more intriguing, however, is the contention of Shmuel Bornstein of Sochaczev. In his view, while Jesus may be a brother, he is an evil brother – with his death, he drew all of the impurity of the world to him as a kind of inverted Messiah and thus made possible Israel’s redemption. It is hard to see how this argument facilitates Jewish-Christian dialogue, since it uses Jesus as an instrument against Christianity. It would also be hard to argue that Bornstein was working “outside the Christian gaze.” On the contrary, his negative version of Christianity must be read as a very deliberate attack on the Christian world around him.

Bornstein’s assault on Christianity would seem to contradict Magid’s assertion that Hasidism developed its ideas of incarnation with no direct reference to Christianity. As Magid argues, medieval Kabbalah definitely operated in a Christian context. But why should we assume that the 18th-century hasidim were any less aware of their Christian surroundings? While attempts have failed to show how various Eastern Orthodox hermits might have influenced the rise of Hasidism, hasidic texts nevertheless betray knowledge of Christian beliefs and practices. Yet whether this awareness might have facilitated or attenuated adoption and development of Christian ideas seems hard to prove.

It has become fashionable to show that Judaism is not as far from Christianity as it claims to be, but if one is searching for a heresy in Hasidism, Spinoza’s pantheism seems more convincing than incarnation. Since God “fills all worlds,” his presence is to be found everywhere and not only in the body of the tzadik – a doctrine that still begs the question of whether the material body is itself holy. Yet if secular modernity is defined as the period when the body – and the material world generally – is affirmed, then in its rejection of the body, Hasidism, far from facilitating modernity, stands as its polar opposite.

David Biale
University of California, Davis




Jonatan Meir, Kabbalistic Circles in Jerusalem (1896–1948), trans. Avi Aronsky. Leiden: Brill, 2016. 269 pp.


Kabbalistic Circles in Jerusalem is an expanded version of a book by Jonatan Meir that was originally published in Hebrew (in 2011) as Reḥovot hanahar: kabalah veekzoteriyut birushalyim. “Reḥovot hanahar” refers to a kabbalistic yeshiva founded in Jerusalem in 1896 and led by R. Hayim Shaul Dweck-HaKohen of Allepo, which was the first in what became a proliferation of kabbalistic yeshivot; it also alludes to an 18th-century masterpiece penned by R. Shalom Sharabi (RaSHaSH), the legendary head of the Beit El yeshiva in the Jewish quarter of the Old City of Jerusalem. Until the establishment of its rival, Beit El was the unmatched center of kabbalistic study in Jerusalem, the site at which Sharabian Kabbalah was copied, interpreted, and practiced.1

Confining himself to two generations in a pivotal period, Meir provides a wealth of bibliographical, literary, political, economic, and cultural information. At the same time, his book is accessible to a non-specialist audience. As Meir shows, the proliferation of Sharabian yeshivot represented a sharp move toward exotericism within what was previously one of the most esoteric branches of modern Kabbalah (especially if one compares it to East European Hasidism, another movement commencing in the 18th century). Meir successfully explains this surprising development in micro-terms. He covers in great depth the forces at play – institutional, economic, and cultural – the last pertaining to the competing claims of ethnic groups such as the Bukharans, Baghdadis, and immigrants from Aleppo (Halabis), which dissolved the facile facade of a uniform Sephardi identity. Meir admirably positions these changes against the backdrop of the literary and political life of pre-state Jerusalem. In doing so, he shows how the Sharabian seminaries (especially when joined in 1906 by Sha’ar hashamayim, the first Ashkenazi kabbalistic yeshiva), became a potent factor in the life of the city.

The most fascinating chapter of the book (ch. 4) recounts the search for the ten lost tribes, which was spearheaded by Sha’ar hashamayim and supported by the most prominent spiritual leader in the pre-state period, R. Abraham Isaac Kook. Another richly detailed chapter (ch. 6) shows how kabbalists moved out of their scholastic arena to engage the residents of Jerusalem in public rituals based on Sharabian kavanot (meditative intension of prayers) and tikunim (emendations, especially of sexual sin). From the point of view of Kabbalah scholarship, Meir’s greatest achievement is the fifth chapter, which addresses the controversial “print revolution” that vastly enhanced the accessibility not only of the Sharabian corpus but also of its base, namely, writings based on the teachings of R. Isaac Luria, who sparked the previous great wave of revolutionary kabbalistic teachings in 16th-century Galilee. Meir provides a remarkable survey of almost all the kabbalistic books from this period, the great majority of which have not been researched.

At the same time – and this is my first major reservation – Meir fails to provide a macro-analysis. One key term missing here is globalization, known to be the defining characteristic of this historical period. It was globalization that drew the influx of immigrants, not only from nearer locations such as Aleppo but also from Eastern and Central Europe. Among the prominent immigrants from Europe (apart from Kook) were R. Yehuda Leib Ashlag (an almost equally prominent rabbinical figure) and Gershom Scholem, who expressed a keen interest in the literary output of the yeshivot (though probably not in the contents of the Sharabian lore). It was globalization that enabled the kabbalistic mission to the Far East in search of the ten tribes, as well as the lecture to the American Theosophical Society that was delivered by the head of Sha’ar hashamayim.

Globalization was also what led to the intense interchanges between Ashkenazi and Sephardi kabbalists. Meir makes note of these, but underplays their significance. To note one example: he belittles recorded claims regarding Dweck-HaKohen’s response to Lithuanian kabbalistic teachings (p. 86), whereas a reading of Dweck-HaKohen’s masterpiece, Eifah shelemah, reveals his extensive responses to writers such as the well-known R. Pinchas Horowitz of Vilna.2 Similarly, delving into the theoretical writings of Kook’s mentor, R. Shlomo Elyashiv, would have revealed how the latter increasingly became indebted to the Sharabian approach, especially as mediated by his chief disciple, R. Hayim de la Rosa (whose effusive reception among Sephardi kabbalists is overlooked here).

This omission demonstrates my second major critique. It is understandable that Meir decided to abstain from discussing the metaphysics, meditative practice, hermeneutics, and scholastic elaborations of writers such as Dweck-HaKohen. This decision, however, should have been presented more forthrightly to the reader, rather than being relegated to a terse footnote on p. 30. As a leading historian of the Hebrew book, Meir should have examined the content of the writings that he so meticulously enumerates, if only to observe the striking range of earlier sources they include; their rhetoric and structure; their remarkable philological features; and their main lines of dispute and polemic. I am well aware of the pressures on the part of presses to keep books short. Yet the analytic exposition I have suggested could easily have replaced some repetitive quotes (see, for instance, pp. 193-196).

These caveats notwithstanding, Meir’s updated contribution is a landmark in the history of both 20th-century Kabbalah and pre-state Jewish Jerusalem. It is also an exemplar of economic, literary, bibliographic, economic, and institutional religious history. I have no doubt that it will galvanize a wave of studies of this period in Sharabian history, as well as others, including the current revival (especially of de la Rosa’s approach) in Jerusalem and New York.

Jonathan Garb
The Hebrew University


Notes


1. The teachings of R. Shalom Sharabi (1720-1777), are found mostly in his work Nahar shalom (of which Reḥovot hanahar is the opening section), but also appear in his prayer book and glosses on one of the main works of Lurianic Kabbalah. His is considered the authoritative form of kabbalistic theory and practice in the Sephardi world, and increasingly in the Ashkenazi world as well.

2. Lithuanian kabbalistic teachings originated in the writings of R. Elijah, the Gaon of Vilna (1720-1797), and continued in the works of his followers and their own students. The voluminous and incisive writings of R. Shlomo Elyashiv (1840-1926) represent the flourishing of this approach in the period covered by Meir.








Raanan Rein, Fútbol, Jews and the Making of Argentina, trans. Marsha Grenzeback. Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2014. 166 pp.



Raanan Rein and David M.K. Sheinin (eds.), Muscling in on New Worlds: Jews, Sport, and the Making of the Americas. Leiden: Brill, 2014. 213 pp.

It has become a commonplace to assume that sports have much to do with the “making” of collective identities. Historians who write Jewish history often surprise their readers when implementing this rule in the context of Jewish society. The two books under review concentrate on two such examples: in the first case, the “making” of Argentina through football (soccer) and, in the second, the “making” of the Americas (mainly the one America, called the United States) through sports. Yet essentially these two books address the “making” of Jewish assimilation and integration in the Western hemisphere via sports and muscles. Both volumes deserve a common review also because the author of the first volume, Raanan Rein, is the co-editor of the second; one of the chapters in the volume edited by him is a condensed version of Fútbol, Jews and the Making of Argentina.

Established historians who dare to write about sports often begin their introduction with an apologetic complaint about this field of research, pointing out that sports historians usually fail to address social and cultural aspects of their subject matter, whereas social and cultural historians avoid or neglect the history of sports as being unworthy of “serious” research. This is also the point of departure in Rein’s book about Jewish football in Argentina: “[S]ports historians of Latin America do not pay enough attention to the ethnic aspect of sports … [and] social histories of the Jews in Latin America … tend to neglect many aspects of the rich culture … created … by Jews” (p. 1). Indeed, this general historiographical deficiency is all the more conspicuous when it comes to Jewish history. In “Redefining Jewish Athleticism,” the concluding essay of the Rein/Sheinin collection, Ari Sclar writes: “Twenty years ago it is highly unlikely that this book would have been published.” This, because “most Jewish academics, similar to the broader academic world, did not study sport” (p. 169). Notwithstanding, we have to admit that this process has in fact been going on for more than twenty years, and that established historians are increasingly attentive to sports history as an important aspect of socio-cultural history. Though the status of this kind of research is not as high as that of other aspects of social and cultural history, such lamentos seem by now to be exaggerated, even outdated.

What really motivates researchers to focus on Jews and sports is the question of stereotyping the Jews. Both the participation of Jews in sports and academic engagement with the subject are essentially an attempt to challenge the traditional image of the Jew as a weakling. Thus the muscular Jew (Muskeljudentum) has become the counter-image of the stereotypical intellectual Jew. This new image has often been considered (and not only in the New World) a precondition or proof for Jews’ integration and inclusion in the non-Jewish environment without their necessarily giving up Jewish identity. Contrary to the belief of Zionists, Muskeljudentum was not a Zionist invention, and we should remember that diaspora Jews were (and still are) more successful by far than Israeli athletes.

In their introduction to Muscling in on New Worlds, Rein and Sheinin make clear their aim: to reject the explanation of a cultural “either/or” with regard to the Muskeljude versus intellectual Jew. The essays in this volume are designed rather to “advance the common theme of sport as an avenue by which Jews threaded the needle of asserting a Jewish identity while at the same time integrating … a range of other identities that dovetailed with their Jewishness” (p. 4). In other words, the volume questions traditional Jewish sports stories framed around the myth of un-athletic, intellectual Jewish “reality.”

Included in the volume are essays about Jews as boxers (Sheinin), Jews and football (Rein), Jews and yoga (Eleanor Odenheimer), Orthodox Jewish athletes (Jeffrey Gurock), and American Jews and baseball (Rebecca Alpert). Most refreshing are the essays about the cinematic and literary representations of Jews in sports (Nathan Abrams, Alejandro Meter). Sclar’s concluding programmatic essay focuses on future perspectives of the phenomenon under discussion. Some of the athletes mentioned in this volume are well-known and well-researched, such as Benny Leonard, Hank Greenberg, or Sandy Koufax. But the reader may also become acquainted with many others who are not among the stars usually mentioned in books about Jewish record-holders and Olympic champions, or else might be surprised by “Superman’s (hidden) Jewish identity” (p. 109). Sclar comes to the conclusion that, even after the image of the un-athletic Jew has been successfully challenged by the historical and popular literature published so far about Jewish sporting achievements, the basic problem still exists, at least in America: “The focus on Jewish intellectualism … may continue to confine Jewish identity within the intellectual/physical dichotomy” (p. 164). He thus suggests going back to square one and answering the question “what does it really mean for an athlete to be Jewish?” (p. 166).

Rein’s book about the Jewish role in Argentinian football provides the reader with a detailed and multifaceted approach to the interrelation between culture, society, immigration, minorities, and sports as it focuses on ethnicity and sports in immigrant societies. Rein’s case study revolves around Club Atletico Atlanta and the neighborhood of Villa Crespo in Buenos Aires.

At the outset, Rein informs his readers that Jews were only one element among many in the social history of the club. His two introductory chapters provide a survey of the Jews of Buenos Aires and the Villa Crespo neighborhood before moving on to football and the establishment of Atletico Atlanta. The role of the Jews became prominent only in the late 1930s, when the club settled in Villa Crespo. The next chapter deals with the Peronist influence, that is, growing state support for football as it pertained to Atletico Atlanta. Interestingly enough, though it could not yet be considered a “Jewish club,” it became the target of both anti-Peronist and anti-Jewish sentiments in the mid-1950s. The penultimate chapter is the most “Jewish” of the book, as it deals with the presidency of León Kolbowski, a Jewish immigrant from Poland. The so-called Jewish character of Atletico Atlanta, so we learn, had less to do with the football players and more with the spectators and the management: by 1968, more than half the members of the board of directors were Jews (p. 113). In this case – as in many others – attention to Jewish involvement in sport need not focus specifically on athletes.

The last chapter, which chronicles the club during the time of Jorge Rafael Videla’s dictatorship (1976-1981) and beyond, refers extensively to the topic so popular in the histories of other “Jewish” clubs such as Ajax Amsterdam and Tottenham – antisemitism, or at least the attempt on the part of fans of competing teams to shout slogans mentioning the Holocaust or Saddam Hussein. “This [in the 1970s] is where the aggression against Jews took shape,” commented the Jewish president of Atletico Atlanta at the beginning of the 21st century. Rein’s conclusion is that the history of the club is important as a chapter in the history of Argentina and that, above all, one cannot “write the history of Argentine Jews without mentioning the Atlanta football club” (p. 164).

Reading these two books is an enriching experience, a must for those who are interested in sports as a social and cultural phenomenon and especially in the role of sports in Jewish history. These books should be read against the background of the already existing rich literature about sports and society, sports and ethnic minorities, or sports and the Jews. Moreover, readers are advised to adopt a comparative frame of mind in juxtaposing the American and the European Jewish experiences. After all, the stereotype of the weak Jew had much deeper roots in Europe than in America, and it was in Europe that the myth of the Zionist Muskeljudentum was born.

Moshe Zimmermann
The Hebrew University




James Ross and Song Lihong (eds.), The Image of Jews in Contemporary China. Boston: Academic Studies Press, 216. 244 pp.


In 1605, a Jesuit missionary named Matteo Ricci met for the first time a Chinese Jew – Ai Tien, from Kaifeng – and reported his amazing discovery back to Europe. Since then the fascination with encounters between two of the oldest living civilizations, those of the Chinese and of the Jews, has not waned. In the second half of the 20th century, a flurry of books and articles on such subjects as the Jews of Kaifeng and the similarities between Chinese and Jewish culture renewed this old interest. The Image of Jews in Contemporary China, a collection of a dozen articles by various authors (eight of them Chinese), is the most recent publication following this tradition. The title does not capture the wide range of the book, but at the same time promises more than it can deliver: while showing where Jews or Israel appear in specific Chinese contexts, “the image” of Jews is never presented. Perhaps such an image is impossible in the context of a giant, complex, and secretive country. In any event, The Image of Jews in Contemporary China is a mixed bag. Included are philosophical reflections, Kaifeng history, a travelogue from a visit to Jewish descendants in Kaifeng (complete with names, addresses, and descriptions of food), and essays on Bible, Holocaust, Israeli literature, and political relations between China and Israel. Some of the authors are recycling papers published years ago, with a few added updates. Others present new findings and ideas.

The collection begins, appropriately, with Zhou Xun’s “Perceiving Jews in Modern China.” Zhou is a pioneer; her book of 2001, Chinese Perceptions of the “Jews” and Judaism, is the first known attempt to describe how Jews looked, to Chinese eyes, between 1870 and 1949. Unfortunately, some of that work’s more confusing conclusions are repeated here. Zhou notes, for instance, that the “definition of Jew and Jewishness is problematic and complex. It is a symbol for money, deviousness and meanness … also poverty, trustworthiness and warm heartedness.” These and other contradictions should be substantiated by references to specific time periods, years of publication, authors, accessible books, interviews, newspapers, and the like, but they are not. What comes to mind is a comment by a well-known Indian writer, Tarun Tejpal: “Whatever you know about India is true. And the opposite of it is also true.”

Another essay, James R. Ross’ “Images of Jews in Contemporary Books, Blogs and Films,” does provide references as it discusses the flood of popular books designed to teach the Chinese how to become super-rich by learning the tricks of the Jews, as allegedly explained in the Talmud. It shows that some of the popular Chinese philosemitism can be as misleading or vulgar as its antisemitic counterpart.

In an essay titled “Chinese Policy towards Kaifeng Jews,” Xu Xin – the grand old master of Jewish studies in China – once again summarizes the long history of the Jews of Kaifeng. According to Xu, China’s dynastic rulers let the Jews live and thrive over a thousand-year period. As China is currently following more restrictive policies with regard to religions with foreign links, Xu may have wanted to reassure the authorities that the Jews of Kaifeng have never done any harm to China.

Meng Zhenhua reviews how the general public in China reads the Bible. Whereas it is often assumed that Chinese Christians are pro-Jewish, Meng found that, in a very small (and probably not representative) sample of 101 Chinese respondents, 77 became anti-Jewish or anti-Israeli because of the perceived cruelties of the Hebrew Bible.

She Gangzheng follows the changing official image of Israel as it appeared in the People’s Daily, the mouthpiece of the Communist Party of China. Surprisingly, the People’s Daily at first supported Israel. On May 28, 1948, for instance, it featured a headline on the newly declared Jewish state: “The Wandering Life of the Jews for Two Millennia Was Ended. The State of Israel Was Established in the Near East.” During the Cold War era, when China turned hostile to the West (including Israel), the People’s Daily coverage changed accordingly. The situation began to change only after China established diplomatic relations with Israel in 1992.

Whereas newspapers are quickly forgotten, great literature can last forever. The efforts of a young woman named Zhiqing Zhong, from the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, have played a significant role in making Israel’s literature known in China. As of 2016, 114 Hebrew books had been translated into Chinese. In an essay titled “The Canonization of Amos Oz in China,” Zhiqing discusses aspects of Oz’s writing – in particular his sensitivity to psychological conflicts and women’s feelings, and his detailing of everyday life in Israel – that account for his popularity among Chinese readers.

Chen Yiyi, a Middle East expert, analyzes China’s relations with Israel. His short essay omits – perhaps deliberately? – a number of important events, among them Israel’s massive weapons sales to the Chinese following their border war with Vietnam in 1979. The final sections of his essay, titled “What Can China Do for Israel?” and “What Can Israel Do for China?” emphasize the communalities between the two countries and express the hope – shared by other Chinese – that Israel, and more generally the Jewish people, might be of aid in improving the complex relations between the United States and China.

The two standout chapters in this volume are Fu Youde’s “Distinctiveness: A Major Jewish Characteristic” – for its daring – and Song Lihong’s “Reflections on Chinese Jewish Studies: A Comparative Perspective,” for its scholarship. Fu, a professor of Jewish religion, philosophy, and thought at the University of Shandong (Confucius’ home province), regards Judaism as bearing a critical message for the Chinese, serving as a model of how an old civilization can modernize successfully, without (as in the case of China) destroying its roots. To the Jews, Fu offers an unashamed endorsement of Orthodoxy. Jewish achievements and gifts to the world, he argues, are a function of their having remained a distinct people; it is thus incumbent upon them not to assimilate, not to copy non-Jews, but rather to remain loyal to their roots. His message to his fellow Chinese reflects a different characteristic of Jewish culture: the fact that Jews and Judaism do not seek uniformity: “In the Talmud … different answers to the same question could be true at the same time, and all could be valid” (p. 42). On this issue, Song Lihong, a professor in Nanjing, is less censorious. In “Reflections on Chinese Jewish Studies,” he quotes Confucius’ ideal of “harmony without conformity” to suggest that Chinese thought is not alien to the Talmud. Song’s essay on the “phenomenal” extent of Chinese interest in all things Jewish and Israeli shows how Judaism has become part of an internal Chinese, if not global, agenda. He notes, for instance, that Yochanan Ben-Zakai, the first-century founder of rabbinic Judaism, has universal significance because he turned intellectuals into national leaders. To be sure, Song does not ignore the weak points in Chinese Jewish studies – for instance, the fact that Judaism scholars show little interest in the Bible.

Song’s essay points to the difficulties of establishing and maintaining a long-term commitment to Judaic scholarship. As evidenced by the essays in this volume, China has come a long way since the 1980s, though it will take more time and investment for the level of Jewish studies to approach that of the West.

Shalom Salomon Wald
The Jewish People Policy Institute, Jerusalem




Henia Rottenberg and Dina Roginsky (eds.), Sara Levi-Tanai: ḥayim shel yetzirah (Sara Levi-Tanai: A Life of Creation). Tel Aviv: Resling, 2015. 334 pp.


Sara Levi-Tanai (c. 1910–2005), a choreographer, actor, writer, composer, and lyricist, was best known as the founder and chief artistic director (1950-1990) of the Inbal Dance Theatre. Both her life and her outstanding contributions in a variety of artistic media are illuminated in this anthology, the product of a two-day conference at Tel Aviv University and Beit Ariela Library in honor of the centenary of her birth.

The body of the volume, comprising ten essays, is divided into four sections that present the rich trajectory of Levi-Tanai’s life: her artistic output in a variety of media (dance, music, literature, and children’s songs); ethnic and gendered interpretations of Inbal’s choreography; personal encounters with Levi-Tanai; and appraisals of Levi-Tanai’s choreographic achievements. Several of the essayists provide biographical material. Born to a Yemenite Jewish family, Levi-Tanai was orphaned at an early age and was educated in Western-oriented Zionist orphanages. In adolescence, encouraged by some of her teachers, she began to write. She went on to obtain certification (and employment) as a kindergarten teacher; she was less successful in pursuing her dream of becoming an actor. According to Yaffa Berlowitz, both her dark skin color and heavy accent worked against her (p. 61). She continued to write, however, and by the late 1930s, as Berlowitz points out, critics such as Arieh Lipshitz and Dov Sadan regarded her as a representative of the young generation and, more particularly, of women’s voices in Hebrew literature – especially those of Mizrahi origin (p. 61).

Levi-Tanai’s writing was restricted in the main to short stories and lyrics. Nevertheless, her passion for writing later led to her magnificent versions of Masekhet (a multimodal ceremonial festivity performed on kibbutzim that included recitation, acting, dance, and music) and, finally, to the theatrical style of Inbal. Among her early writings were also three novellas, which languished for years in Levi-Tanai’s archive before being uncovered and analyzed. Berlowitz offers a valuable discussion of the ways in which these pieces sketch the development of “the artist as a young woman” who works her complex identity without consigning it to the melting pot, finally finding space for self-expression in song, improvisation, and motion.

In an essay accompanied by photographs and musical scores, Naomi Bahat-Ratzon and Avner Bahat discuss Levi-Tanai’s work prior to the establishment of Inbal, focusing on her unique fusion of music and lyrics with motion and dance. Noting Levi-Tanai’s lack of formal training in music and choreography, they emphasize her determination to acquire practical skills and knowledge through collaboration with other composers and artists, as well as her efforts to accommodate Eastern and Western traditions without erasing the distinctions between them. Levi-Tanai was ecletic both in her source material and in her work methods; regarding the latter, she once explained: “Sometimes I wrote words to put to tunes; sometimes I wrote tunes to put to others’ words; and for some songs both the tunes and the words are mine” (p. 34). As Bahat-Ratzon and Bahat show, Levi-Tanai’s dialogue with Jewish culture was not confined to biblical sources, but rather encompassed traditional material such as Yemenite Jewish women’s songs, which she integrated into Hebrew songs, as with “Maḥamad levavi” (p. 45). This chapter, and more broadly the entire first part of the book (which also includes an article by Tzippi Kahanovich titled “Songs and Games”) give substance to Levi-Tanai’s reputation as a pathbreaker well before her founding of Inbal.

The following section of the book centers on issues of gender and ethnicity. In separate essays, Sari Elron and Dina Roginsky examine Levi-Tanai’s self-identification as “Mizrahi-Israeli,” in contradistinction to the “Yemenite” label so frequently applied to her by members of the (Ashkenazi) cultural elite. Both authors take aim at the two-faced Orientalist attitude toward the Inbal Dance Theatre (and Mizrahi culture in general), which legitimized the “primitive and exotic” as an object for appropriation, nurturing, and control. In this regard, the discussion of Inbal might have been more enlightening had it been augmented by a comparative analysis with the Maskit fashion house founded by Ruth Dayan.1 Maskit, like Inbal, was a product of the Israeli establishment (it came under the auspices of the Ministry of Labor, whereas Inbal received organizational and logistical backing from the Histadrut labor federation). Moreover, although Dayan, unlike Levi-Tanai, belonged to the Ashkenazi elite and surrounded herself with designers of European origin, most of the artisans at Maskit were recent immigrants from Muslim countries. For them, Maskit was what Michel Foucault would term a heterotopic space that accommodates the countervailing space.2 Inbal, in contrast, was headed by a Yemenite Jewish woman born in the Yishuv who, like Dayan, was committed to Zionism and Jewish integration in Eretz Israel, but who held different attitudes with regard to class, gender, and ethnicity. Elron’s essay, centering on critics and columnists at Davar, reveals the racist elements of Ashkenazi Jewish Orientalism that beset many of them. In Roginsky’s essay the question of reception is examined under the rubric of “Israeli Mizrahi art,” an initially uncommon term that, from the very outset, Levi-Tanai insisted upon using.

The second section of the book concludes with Liora Malka Yalin’s brilliant analysis of Levi-Tanai’s “Ruth’s Scroll” dance as a series of innovative stage transformations and “game-roles” among Naomi, Ruth, and Boaz, which together construct a new, matriarchal paradigm celebrating diversity and individual fulfillment. Following Julia Kristeva’s theory of the maternal body3 and relating to the role of pregnancy as a carrying of “the other” into the womb, Yalin sees Levi-Tanai’s interpretation as an affirmation of “strangeness” in an ideal multicultural society that would offer protection against patronizing appropriation or otherness (p. 191).

In the third section, the focus shifts from critical narrative to two personal accounts of Levi-Tanai. The first essay, by Judith Brin Ingber (both a dancer and a scholar in the realm of dance), sheds light on the ways in which Inbal – and Levi-Tanai – gradually gained recognition through the approbation of non-Israeli artists who were involved in cultural ventures in Israel and who regarded Israel as a whole as “exotic.” The second account, by choreographer Renée Sharett (who directed Inbal in the years 1991-1993), focuses on Levi-Tanai’s domineering personality and the ways in which her authoritarianism often overwhelmed those whom she mentored.4

The last part of the book focuses on the choreographic language of Inbal. Ruth Eshel offers a broad professional perspective, fusing her own memories with her multifaceted vision of Israeli dance history. Henia Rottenberg, the volume’s co-editor, analyzes the totality of gestures, steps, movements, and motions in the repertoire in order to encode the style and to ask whether the Inbalic body language may be understood as a multimodal modern dance language. Earlier research by, and collaboration with, Gila Toledano created a solid basis for Rottenberg’s work with dance students, by which she reconstructs the Inbalic body vocabulary. This ambitious research effort, however, lacks visualization of any sort; such absence of illustration in a book that, by definition, is multidisciplinary denies readers the possibility of deep understanding. This problem transcends the aesthetic approach of the book, as it relates to epistemology and the sort of information and cultural configuration that we perceive from the visual. Indeed, apart from two chapters (those of Bahat-Ratzon and Bahat and of Kahanovich), the book contains neither photos nor any reference to the scenography: settings, stage costumes, posters, and other items of material and visual culture that might help us to reconsider the exceptional persona of Sara Levi-Tanai. The outstanding achievement of this volume lies rather in its step-by-step narrative of the first Mizrahi woman artist appearing in the Zionist cultural discourse of Israel’s first decades, and its tackling of issues that remain relevant today.

Yael Guilat
Oranim College


Notes


1. See Yael Guilat, “Even haboḥan, merḥavei yitzuv – yitzur shel takhshitim besadnaot tzorfut shel Maskit,” in Maḥshavot ’al kraft, ed. Ory Bar-Tal, Reuven Zeahavi, and Eran Erlich (Jerusalem: 2015), 227-259.


2. Michel Foucault, “Different Spaces,” in James D. Faubion, Aesthetics, Method, and Epistemology: Essential Works of Foucault, 1954-1984, vol. 2, trans. Robert Hurley (New York: 1998), 175-185.
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4. For a different perspective, see Gila Toledano, Sipurah shel lahakah: Sara Levi-Tanai veteatron-maḥol ’Inbal (Tel Aviv: 2005). Toledano, one of the founders of Inbal, worked closely with Levi-Tanai for 26 years.








Benjamin Schreier, The Impossible Jew: Identity and Reconstruction of Jewish American Literary History. New York: New York University Press, 2015. 269 pp.


There is a growing tendency in Jewish literary studies, as Benjamin Schreier rightly claims, to historicize or categorize literary texts under the questionable category of “Jewishness.” In The Impossible Jew, Schreier argues against the dominance of a totalizing (historicist/nationalist/anthropologist) context in Jewish studies in America. Rather than asking what is “Jewish” in a text, he wishes to focus on scholars’ and readers’ inclination to conceptualize texts within one of these essentialist categories. The volume is, first and foremost, a confrontation with a field of research that manufactures an identity-based discourse “that almost always frames talk about the Jewishness of Jewish American Literature” (p. 42).

This illuminating study addresses a growing crisis in Jewish studies in America, one that scholars either ignore or try to circumvent: “the ghetto in which Jewish literary study these days so often seems contained” (p. 1). On the one hand, scholars in the field of Jewish studies need to open themselves up to 21st-century academic discourse, which does not take essentialist categories for granted. On the other hand, many centers for Jewish studies in American universities have become heavily dependent upon funds from mainly conservative Jewish philanthropists, who will not support scholars or studies that challenge the validity either of Jewish identity or the Jewish people.

Schreier criticizes scholars who employ essentialist categories that distinguish between the “Jews” and the “non-Jews,” offering in its stead an approach that highlights the way (Jewish) literature destabilizes these same categories. Thus, The Impossible Jew is a reflection on the impossibility of Jewishness as a coherent identity. Schreier offers thought-provoking readings of a number of texts that challenge his field of study, most of them canonized works by leading “Jewish American” writers. Abraham Cahan’s much-discussed The Rise of David Levinsky (1916), for example, is read as a text that problematizes a Jewish identity that has become profoundly dislocated in America. Another chapter explores New York intellectuals of the 1930s-1980s, and more specifically, Lionel Trilling. As the study shows, this group of “intellectuals” was unjustifiably identified by many “Zionist” scholars (Ruth Wisse, for example) as writers who were committed in their texts to the future of the Jewish people and to Zionism, both in America and in Israel. Schreier subverts this ideological stance by defining their texts as parody rather than affirmation of “the interpretative compulsion to recognize or identify them as Jewish” (p. 100). He also persuasively shows how two more recent works, Philip Roth’s The Counterlife (1986) and Jonathan Safran Foer’s Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close (2005), foreground their readers’ incessant desire to approach each text through trajectories of Jewishness. Both authors challenge an interpretative reading that takes for granted the recognizability of their characters through an essentialist, identity-based framework.

As reflected in The Impossible Jew, issues regarding Jewish identity have become a growing concern specifically for American scholars. Much more than their colleagues elsewhere in the world – in Israel or in Europe, for example – it is American scholars who continue to be engaged in justifying the field of Jewish literary studies, both by challenging or rejecting a limited and limiting Zionist historicist or racial-oriented approach and by seeking to develop a non-essentialist approach that nonetheless captures and highlights Jewish aspects in texts.

After reading The Impossible Jew, one is tempted to ask: How can Jewish studies, by its very definition, challenge the notion that there are Jews to study? How can scholars in this field “develop a critical vocabulary capable of liberating Jewish American literary study from the historicism criterion” (p. 34)? What is Jewish study without the presumption that there is something Jewish in Jewish texts? More specifically, how can Jewish studies sustain itself in a “subjectless” or “post-racial” critical standpoint? The Impossible Jew is a brilliant and valuable contribution to the same field of research Schreier wishes to dismantle, or at least disrupt. It foregrounds a broader, unceasing preoccupation with Jewish identity as an undetermined element scholars will never put to rest. In reading The Impossible Jew, the impossible undertaking of its author – challenging an identity-based discourse in an identity-based field of research – becomes apparent.

Philip Roth once acknowledged that if there is some Jewish element in his novels, it is through “the nervousness, the excitability, the arguing, the dramatizing, the indignation, the obsessiveness, the touchiness, the playacting. … Jews will go on, you know. It isn’t what it’s talking about that makes a book Jewish — it’s that the book won’t shut up.”1 For Roth, the Jewish aspect of texts, if there is any (and for Roth it’s a big if) is intuitive and personal. In similar polemical, and sometimes even infuriating style, Schreier goes against his colleagues in the field, wishing to dismantle the (Jewish) club in its current state. One is tempted to claim here that, intuitively, The Impossible Jew is awfully Jewish, dramatizing an argument between scholars that shows no willingness to come to any decisive conclusion. Alas, Jewishness is a trap.

Noam Gil
Tel Aviv University


Note


1. George J. Searles (ed.), Conversations with Philip Roth (Jackson: 1992), 184.









Carol Zemel, Looking Jewish: Visual Culture and Modern Diaspora. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2012. 198 pp.


About midway through Devora Baron’s “In the Beginning,” a short story in Hebrew written in 1927 and set in a Lithuanian shtetl, a photographer passes through town and documents the locals:

He, the stranger, standing at the threshold of his inn as the sun was setting, was fascinated to see the landlady take some copper coins out of a special pouch and arrange them on the tabletop, from which she had folded the tablecloth back for that purpose. … At the head of the table, under a satin Sabbath cloth, lay two loaves of challah while across from them, at the other end of the table, the candles stood ready in their candlesticks for lighting and she, the woman, sweeping the coins into her hand and raising her youngest child in her arms toward the charity boxes, was handing him the coins to toss into the slots, when now, suddenly, turning her head, she caught site of the “case” in the visitor’s hands and saw what he was doing to her and to her son, and she collapsed onto the bench before her and burst into tears.1

I was reminded of this scene – the encounter between an avatar of modernity with the accoutrements of religious tradition, itself embedded in Baron’s modernist ethnography of Eastern European life – while reading Carol Zemel’s Looking Jewish: Visual Culture and Modern Diaspora, a series of artist-centered essays that seeks to intervene in normative historical accounts of “Jewish art,” a problematic term if there ever was one. Zemel’s work probes a “diasporic position” between the Scylla and Charybdis of the nation and the modern, offering a deeply informative study of an array of visual artifacts and their creators. In Baron’s work, the photographer – “the stranger” – stands emblematically at the threshold, pointing his camera “back” (both temporally and spatially) to frame a traditional Sabbath scene, “as the sun was setting.” His putative subject’s outburst – perhaps she believes he is stealing her soul? – constitutes an affective response to the challenge of representing Jewish modernity. As readers, we stand both with the stranger, appreciative of his access to this remote scene of Jewish piety, as well as with the author herself, whose own position at the threshold, like so many Jewish artists and authors of her generation, was the source of tremendous creative expression.

The notion of standing on a threshold – at the edge of place, on the cusp of time – also characterizes the art and artists discussed in Zemel’s study. Looking Jewish features “pictures by Jewish artists that deal with the status and character of Jews in modern diasporic communities” (p. 6), with the better-known (Roman Vishniac, R.B. Kitaj) alongside the less familiar (Alter Kacyzne, Moshe Vorobeichic). Through its meticulous and engaging readings of images in their historical context, the individual chapters interrogate the notion of diaspora as an analytical term and its particular meaning for Jewish studies. The term “diaspora” fluidly indexes a number of different traits and conditions. Its specific contours emerge over the course of the book as new examples are brought to bear and placed in conversation with contemporary theoretical and critical paradigms: photographers are diasporic, given their documentation of the disappearing shtetl; the Polish Jewish author Bruno Schulz is diasporic by virtue of his being part of a powerless cultural minority; representations of gender and, particularly, the “Jewish mother” become a marker of American Jewish diasporic ambivalence toward its East European roots, and American Jewry’s ascendance as a cultural power; finally, contemporary artists such as Kitaj adopt the modality of diaspora as a frame for their own nomadic art-making. Looking Jewish thus positions diaspora to highlight its “labile character, its play with several viewpoints, its meandering and mutable borders rather than fixed cultural frames, and its aesthetic appeal to many types of viewer, whether knowing participant or critical spectator” (p. 160). Diaspora, located precariously between “assimilation and ghettoization” (p. 6), also emerges as a critical term of analysis – minor, resistant, transnational in the Appaduraian sense – in relation to what it is not: here the usual suspect appears to be “the nation,” especially Zionism. Marc Chagall, a star protagonist in most accounts of modern Jewish art, is featured here as antagonist – progenitor of the shtetl as nostalgic, modernist fable, against which both the radical quality of Vorobeichic’s photo-collage and Schulz’s depraved images of self-abasement may be savored.

Looking Jewish creates an initial sketch of what could eventually emerge as a kind of “third narrative” of 20th-century Jewish visual self-fashioning, an account more acutely sensitive to movement across geographic and cultural borders. The monographic chapters function like sturdy tethers upon which future scholars may hang their own readings of art by and about Jews, encountering modernity in a variety of settings. These scholars will continue to grapple with some of the same critical questions: To what degree are diasporic communities also “imagined communities,” thus adopting the creative tools of nation-building that they purport to critique? What do the varied conditions of Jewish diaspora have in common with the “elastic” postcolonial models of diaspora proposed by William Safran, James Clifford, and Homi Bhaba, or the more home-grown “ambivalence” of W.E.B. Du Bois (pp. 6-7)? Finally, why is Jewish diaspora different from all other diasporas?2

In a volume with an otherwise stunning visual dimension, this reader missed Roman Vishniac’s images being included in the text. Zemel memorably describes these photographs: “the act of looking at these pictures, like the act of taking them, is both transgressive and compelling” (p. 89). Her analysis of Vishniac’s work, together with the work’s other featured artists, seeks to “modif[y] art history’s nationalist paradigm” (p. 13). By this measure, the book succeeds in enriching our sense of how Jewish artists responded to the particulars of their own often vulnerable states, creating a canon of work that continues to entice and provoke.

Barbara E. Mann
Jewish Theological Seminary


Notes


1. Devora Baron, “In the Beginning,” in idem, “The First Day” and Other Stories, ed. and trans. Naomi Seidman and Chana Kronfeld (Berkeley: 2001), 8.


2. See Barbara E. Mann, “Diasporas,” in idem, Space and Place in Jewish Studies (Rutgers: 2012), 98-115.









Shelly Zer-Zion, Habima beBerlin: miysudo shel teatron tziyoni (Habima in Berlin: The Institutionalization of a Zionist Theater). Jerusalem: Magnes, 2015. 282 pp.


Habima, Israel’s national theater company, was founded in Russia and is frequently associated with early 20th-century Russian theater, in particular with regard to its artistic methodology. In her exploration of Habima’s 1926–1931 European and overseas tour, and especially its extended stay in Berlin, theater historian Shelly Zer-Zion challenges this trend. In her view, Habima drew its inspiration from two separate and distinct theatrical models – not only that of Russia, which then spread to Central Europe and to large Jewish immigrant communities in the United States, but also one that was rooted in the German-Jewish spirit of Bildung. (All of its productions, however, were staged in Hebrew.) Rather than focusing on the company’s theatrical productions, Zer-Zion takes a more historical approach, charting the brutal end of German–Jewish dialogue in the early 1930s, the relocation of Habima to Palestine, and its role as a refuge for German Jewish actors and creators who fled Germany.

Zer-Zion’s research is presented by means of numerous details that elegantly generate a solid and stimulating story. She follows the founding of Habima; the intimate relations both among members of the company and vis-à-vis playwrights, directors, and musicians; the evolution of stardom (in particular, that of Hanna Rovina); the company’s management; and the formation of its philanthropic society (Patronatsvereinigung) in Central Europe. The first chapter follows Habima’s European tour in 1926, which ended in Berlin, and analyzes the reception of the company’s “Moscow plays,” among them The Dybbuk and The Eternal Jew. In the second chapter, Zer-Zion examines the gradual canonization of Habima from 1927 to 1928, when the group was mostly anchored in Germany, though it also frequently traveled to the United States and Palestine. The third chapter focuses on Habima’s final visit to Berlin in 1929–1931; by this time, the company’s members were divided over the option of settling in Palestine as opposed to continuing to focus on European tours. Finally, the book’s epilogue is dedicated to Habima’s departure from Berlin to Palestine. One of the last performances of the group in Germany, which took place in Würzburg in November 1930, ended in a Nazi-instigated pogrom protesting the employment of Jewish actors at a time when many German actors were unemployed (an event that is documented, albeit sketchily, in the memoirs of several of Habima’s actors).

The move to Palestine entailed a painful separation from the company’s first administrative heads, Margot Klausner and her second husband, Yehoshua Brandstaetter, who stayed in Europe while expecting their first-born child; the couple was subsequently involved in theater life in Palestine (and later, Israel), and they were also instrumental in the establishment of Israeli cinema and television. Among Klausner’s many achievements was her mobilization, on behalf of Habima, of many members of Berlin’s elite, including Thomas Mann, Alfred Döblin, Ernst Deutsch, Walter Hasenclever, Leo Kestenberg, Jacob Steinhardt, renowned publisher S. Fischer, Fritz von Unruh, Franz Werfel, and Lion Feuchtwanger, alongside some of Germany’s wealthiest Jews.

Zer-Zion emphasizes the special route of fin-de-siècle Hebrew institutions such as Habima. Many of them were established in East European communities whose elite (because of numerus clausus restrictions) were educated in Central Europe. The pogroms in Eastern Europe drove such institutions – which included publishers, newspapers, theater groups, and the artists and writers linked to them – to the more tolerant and receptive realm of Central Europe, with Berlin at the center. However, beginning in the mid-1920s and, even more so during the early 1930s, many groups and individuals continued their journey to prominent Jewish communities in the United States and to Palestine. As Zer-Zion shows, Habima’s repertoire reflected this trend.

What made Habima so exceptional and successful among other Jewish Yiddish-speaking theater groups was its choice to perform in Hebrew, “a language that always had a unique status in German culture” (p. 96). Whereas Yiddish was looked down upon by many German-speakers, the use of Hebrew – the sacred language of canonical texts – gave Habima an aura of dignity and grandeur. In addition, the Berlin audience was drawn to Habima’s East European Jewish orientation. This appeal went beyond the elite Jewish circle, as suggested by the guest lists of Habima’s parties, which included not only members of German Jewish cultural and commercial elites but also Zionist activists and renowned German writers such as Mann and Döblin. In Zer-Zion’s view, Habima’s popularity among the German Jewish elite reflected a post-assimilationist desire to be involved in Jewish culture without practicing Zionism.

During the 1920s, Habima continued to produce plays, such as S. Ansky’s The Dybbuk, that had been successful in its early years in Eastern Europe. The company’s repertoire also included biblical plays that were interpreted as part of Habima’s vocation to revive the Jewish people – in the view of Hayim Nahman Bialik, Habima was to “take upon itself the mission of prophetic drama; it will prove to Europe the possibility of attracting the hearts of the masses not only through cheap emotions,” and, in so doing, the Hebrew theater would “soon become a sacred site” (p. 31). Bialik expected Habima to become not only a cornerstone, but a leader, of the revived Hebrew culture. In similar vein, Berl Katznelson, one of the Yishuv’s prominent intellectuals, voiced his wish that Habima would relocate to Eretz Israel.

Habima’s Hebrew-language production of plays such as the Moscow repertoire and later the Palestine and Central European biblical and Jewish plays, including Richard Beer-Hoffman’s Jacobs Traum (Jacob’s Dream), Stephan Zweig’s Jeremiah and Shalom Aleichem’s Der oytser (The Treasure), was a major act of preservation in the face of pogroms, the rise of dictatorships, and finally, the worst catastrophe in Jewish history, the Holocaust. In its deep commitment to Jewish-Hebrew culture, the company was effectively acting out one of the oldest of Jewish rituals: the obligation to commemorate the history of the nation. Zer-Zion has convincingly shown Habima’s versatile path and the ways in which its contribution to Israeli history goes well beyond theatrical influence.

Na’ama Sheffi
Sapir College
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Michael Beizer (ed.), Toledot yehudei rusiyah, vol. 3, Mimapekhot 1917 ’ad nefilat brit hamo’atzot (History of the Jews in Russia: From the Revolutions of 1917 to the Fall of the Soviet Union). Jerusalem: The Zalman Shazar Center for Jewish History, 2015. 161 pp.


This is the third and final volume of a complete history of the Jews in Russia from the earliest times to the present, produced under the general editorship of Israel Bartal of the Hebrew University and published by the prestigious Zalman Shazar Center for Jewish History. In a thoughtful and stimulating epilogue, Bartal maintains that Simon Dubnow’s essay eulogizing the end of the history of a Jewish community in Russia in the wake of the First World War, the revolutions of 1917, and the ensuing civil war was premature, as was Shmuel Ettinger’s claim that the devastation wrought by the Holocaust, followed by postwar Stalinist repression, marked the community’s end. The question is whether the final chapter of Russian Jewish history actually took place with the fall of the Soviet regime and the emigration of a great majority of the Jews to Israel, the United States, and Germany. With this in mind, it is to be wondered why Michael Beizer, the editor of this volume, restricted the study of post-Soviet Jewish society to a single chapter (albeit excellently presented and comprehensive in nature) on the dismal demographic situation of the contemporary Jewish community in Russia. In fact, notwithstanding its greatly reduced size, this community has mobilized its considerable economic resources to create and support communal institutions, and there are numerous initiatives in the realm of Judaism, Jewish education, and Jewish culture. These form a link not only with the majority Russian culture but also with the more Jewish aspects of Russian Israeli, Russian American, and Russian German culture. Such efforts should have had a place in this volume. At the same time, it is clear that the Jews of Russia will never regain their pre-Soviet status, both quantitative and qualitative, as the leading force of Jewish culture, religion, and creativity. Analogous to a point made by Bartal with regard to Jewish community development in Russia in pre-Soviet times, the significance of current reconstruction efforts will depend on the political and economic development (or regression) of the Russian state and society.

The volume under review consists of 13 chapters, plus introduction and epilogue, each chapter written by a scholar well versed in the subject under discussion. The chapters are somewhat arbitrarily divided into five sections, two of them chronological, two others dealing with specific social and political processes and one – Vladimir Levin’s fine portrait of “the Jewish street” before 1914 – apparently left over from the previous volume dealing with the period up to the February 1917 revolution. While this structure brings into play a multitude of academic approaches and skills, it inevitably creates problems of repetition and of certain gaps. For instance, in his lengthy article on the Jewish national movement, Beizer repeats some of what was already presented (and much more lucidly explained) in Stefani Hoffman’s penetrating article on the Jewish intelligentsia. In contrast, in those pieces dealing with Jewish urbanization and secularization, only scant mention is made either of the “productivization campaign” of the early and mid-1920s that settled many thousands of Jews on the land or of the subsequent founding of Birobidzhan as an attempt at creating a national-territorial center for the Jews of the Soviet Union, though both of these had considerable importance for Jewish life in the USSR at the time.

The editor also appears to have had some difficulty in determining the audience sought for this work. On the one hand, Mikhail Krutikov’s superb essay on Yiddish literature in the interwar Soviet Union demands considerable knowledge of the subject and the historical period to be fully appreciated, as does Ziva Galili’s finely researched work on Zionism in Soviet Russia from 1917 to the Second World War. On the other hand, Oleg Budnitskii’s survey of Russia’s Jews in the years 1914-1920, which offers a clear picture of the multitude of contradictory forces and events affecting the Jews of Russia in this stormy period, could serve well for seniors in a secondary school or for university students in an introductory survey course; the same holds true for a number of other chapters in the volume.

The interwar years were a period of dizzying change for all Soviet citizens, including the Jews. Arkadii Zeltser successfully navigates the period, showing the flood of migration from the market towns of the Pale of Settlement to the industrial and administrative metropolitan centers that sprang up in Soviet Russia. The Jewish population of Moscow, for instance, burgeoned from 28,263 in 1920 to 250,181 in 1939. The socioeconomic transformation was no less impressive, with Jews moving from commerce and handicrafts to education, health, and administration. Much could have been added to our understanding of the place of the Jews in the socio-political and economic structure of the Soviet Union by means of an analysis of the changes in Jewish presence in the Communist Party and in governmental structures, particularly in the last years of the Soviet regime. The statistics are available, and there are competing interpretations of the data. Had such a chapter been included in this volume, it would have been an informative supplement to Zeltser’s analysis as well as to Budnitskii’s near-obsessive engagement with Jewish representation in the institutions of the 1917 revolutions.

Despite the various lacunae mentioned here, there are more than enough informative and well-thought-out chapters to justify this book’s existence. When the next summing up of the Soviet and post-Soviet eras in the history of the Jews in Russia is attempted – and there will surely come some future turning point that will elicit such a project – it is to be hoped that the high standards of scholarship apparent in much of the volume under review will be maintained.

Theodore H. Friedgut
The Hebrew University




Pierre Birnbaum, Léon Blum: Prime Minister, Socialist, Zionist trans. Arthur Goldhammer. New Haven: Yale University Press, 2015. 218 pp.


The book under review is part of the Jewish Lives series published by Yale University Press. In keeping with the format of the series, Pierre Birnbaum’s study of the 20th-century French political leader Léon Blum does not purport to be a comprehensive or extensive biography. Instead, the author focuses on how Blum’s convictions and public policies were shaped by his essential “Jewishness.”

Birnbaum contends that the first significant reflection of Blum’s core Jewish values could be seen in his courageous defense of Alfred Dreyfus, the French Jewish captain who was convicted in 1894 for allegedly betraying military secrets to German authorities. In a series of fiery articles, Blum denounced the government’s disregard for basic freedoms and rights. Birnbaum also maintains that Blum’s cultural background influenced his early adoption of socialist principles and his espousal of working-class reforms as prime minister during the Popular Front period of the 1930s.

For Birnbaum, the most visible reflection of Blum’s commitment to his Jewish heritage was his support of a Jewish homeland. Heavily influenced by Chaim Weizmann, Blum used his political influence in French political circles to press for the establishment of a Jewish homeland and then later for a Jewish state. In 1943, Labor Zionists founded Kibbutz Kfar Blum in the Upper Galilee to honor Blum’s support of their cause, and as a means of publicizing his ordeal as a prisoner in a German concentration camp.

Birnbaum’s approach represents a continuation of his longstanding interest in what he defines as the “state Jew.” First outlined in his 1992 work Les Fous de la République: Histoire Politique des Juifs d’Etat,1 the term refers to a handful of Jewish civil servants and military officers who played prominent roles in the Third Republic at the end of the 19th century. In contrast to the commonly accepted view that Jews in France who rose to political, social, and economic prominence in the post-revolutionary period dispensed with their Jewish commitments, Birnbaum argues that these “fools,” or “fanatics” for the state, applied their religious and ethical values to the cause of the defense and protection of republicanism. In Birnbaum’s view, Blum was a worthy successor, employing his core Jewish beliefs in defense of justice, toleration, and equality in the first half of the 20th century.

Yet Blum does not fit easily into Birnbaum’s typology. Though eager to participate in government from an early age, the future prime minister was hardly a faithful servant of the “bourgeois” republic. At the time of the Dreyfus affair and then later in a retrospective work on the period published in 1935, Blum implicitly questioned the cost of Jewish emancipation by attacking the community elites for not standing up for their coreligionist. (In fact, as Birnbaum correctly points out, there were many prominent Jewish leaders who rallied to the Dreyfusard cause.) While believing in the need for a peaceful transition of political power and supportive of the beneficent power of the state to improve the plight of its citizens, Blum remained committed throughout his life to radical social and economic change. As Birnbaum himself is forced to admit, ultimately the French political leader was something of a “schizophrenic,” both a servant of the state and a proponent of revolution (p. 71).

More importantly, at times Birnbaum overstates the degree to which Jewish values and ideals influenced Blum’s thought and behavior. Blum grew up in a relatively observant family and participated in several religious rituals, including a bar mitzvah. Yet his early writings and private life were characterized less by Jewish concerns than by a fascination with the power of individual passion and a love of poetry and literature. Later, in defending Dreyfus, Blum framed his arguments in terms of the rights of the individual and the demands for universal justice, making only passing reference to the antisemitism directed against the captain. So too, the numerous reforms Blum enacted during his short term as prime minister in 1936-1937 owed more to the principles of earlier French socialists such as Jean Jaurès than to the biblical prophets.

In the 1930s, in response to antisemitic attacks, Blum did become more aware of his Jewish identity. Yet he was careful to ensure that the public would not conclude that his Jewish origins influenced his policies and pronouncements. Thus, for example, during his premiership Blum expressed sympathy for the plight of Jewish refugees from Nazism, but opposed granting them permanent residency in France. Put on trial by the Vichy regime in 1942 for allegedly weakening his nation’s military strength while in office, he appealed to the ideals of republicanism and deliberately ignored the antisemitic attacks leveled against him in the press. Despite his support of a Jewish homeland, Blum’s public comments about Jews were often obtuse. In a curious statement made after the war, for example, Blum suggested that, “in the name of martyrdom,” Jewish survivors should be opposed to harsh retribution against Germans (p. 138).

Admittedly, Blum, unlike earlier Jewish state functionaries, was a highly visible figure who achieved the pinnacle of political power, and this may have tempered his public assertions of “Jewishness.” The result was a guarded identity that was largely confined to personal correspondence and behind-the-scenes activity. Perhaps the final word concerning Blum’s Jewish identity should be left to the French political leader himself. As he remarked in a speech at a meeting of the International League against Antisemitism in November 1938, he was “a Jew who has never boasted of his background but who has never been ashamed of it either” (p. 72).

Birnbaum’s study is a useful corrective to earlier biographies that dismiss or ignore the role of Blum’s ethnic and religious background in shaping his thoughts and actions. Though at times he overstates his case, the author has nevertheless provided new insights into one of the major Jewish political figures of the 20th century, while at the same time contributing to our understanding of the complexity of post-emancipation Jewish history and thought.

David Weinberg
Wayne State University


Note


1. The book later appeared in an English version: The Jews of the Republic: A Political History of State Jews in France from Gambetta to Vichy (Stanford: 1996), trans. Jane Todd.








Irith Cherniavsky, Be’or shineihem: ’al ’aliyatam shel yehudei polin lifnei hashoah (In the Last Moment: Jewish Immigration from Poland in the 1930s). Tel Aviv: Resling, 2015. 277 pp.


Irith Cherniavsky’s book, which is based on her dissertation written at the Hebrew University, explores a subject that to date has received little scholarly attention – Polish Jewish immigration to Palestine during the Fifth Aliyah (1930-1939). During the 1930s, in consequence of the strict immigration quotas in effect in the United States, Mandatory Palestine became the main destination for Polish Jewish immigrants. Cherniavsky rightly points out that scholars have tended to focus on Polish Jewish immigrants of the Fourth Aliyah (1924-1926), even though “immigrants from Poland comprised the majority of the Fifth Aliyah as well, of which only 15% were from Central Europe (Germany, Austria and Czechoslovakia)” (p. 15). Notwithstanding, historians have generally concentrated on the German-speaking migration from Central Europe in those years, delineating the immigrants’ prominent role in the development of medicine, engineering, legal practice, the arts, and even leisure and consumption in the Yishuv. This focus on the more educated “German” Jews seems to indicate a reluctance to study “everyday Jews” (proste yidn), and their role.

A parallel gap appears to exist in the historiography of Polish Jewry and Polish Zionism, which has dealt in the main with the 1920s or with individual Zionist parties and ideological camps. The exception is Aviva Halamish’s important book on Zionist immigration policy in the 1930s, which discusses the Zionist leadership.1 In contrast, Cherniavsky aims to write the history of the Polish Fifth Aliyah “from below,” through the perspective of immigrants’ experience. She provides an overview of a mass migration that was critical to Polish Jewry and the Yishuv, and her book is a welcome contribution to the study of both.

Cherniavsky, an economist, presents a panoramic view of what was a singularly diverse group of immigrants, among whom were many self-motivated and small entrepreneurs who operated outside of the organized Zionist institutions. She provides rich and enlightening statistical data from Polish government and other sources, both in the main text and in the appendixes, and also discusses Polish Jewish immigration to Palestine within the wider context of immigration trends. In addition, she makes use of material drawn from Zionist archives and the Hebrew- and Polish-language Jewish press.

The book opens with a bleak episode, one of many. Cherniavsky recounts how, beginning in November 1937, members of the Brushmakers’ Cooperative of Mezritch repeatedly attempted to obtain immigration permits. Their story conveys the tragedy of Polish Jewry as a whole. Had they been allowed to enter Palestine, this organized group of artisans would most likely have been able to transplant their cooperative and successfully integrate into the Yishuv. They even sent a representative to Palestine in order to press their claim. However, the strict immigration quotas approved by the British government in 1936, which became even more stringent the following year, led to their being turned down. As a result, members of the cooperative, as was the case of the vast majority of Polish Jewry, perished during the Holocaust.

The story of the Mezritch cooperative illustrates the complex bureaucratic mechanism of aliyah (further elaborated in the following chapter), the financial constraints of would-be immigrants, the economic conditions in Palestine, and the general atmosphere within the Polish Jewish community. Rather than dwelling upon the few lucky immigrants who reached Palestine, Cherniavsky examines the wider phenomenon of hundreds of thousands of Polish Jews who sought to make aliyah and to leave Poland – not necessarily in that order. She shows how the perceived imminent threat to Jews in Nazi Germany caused Jewish Agency officials to grant them higher priority for immigration, even though Polish Jews faced an equally problematic economic and political situation. As one immigration bureaucrat of the Jewish Agency wrote after the Kristallnacht pogrom in Germany in 1938, “in face of the deteriorating condition of German and Austrian Jews we could not even think of allocating any number of permits for this cause [the Mezritch cooperative] in the present season [= half-yearly quota]” (p. 19).

In her introduction and first chapter, Cherniavsky provides an overview of interwar Polish Jewry. Her focus is on antisemitism and economic hardship; a more balanced approach might have included the flourishing of Jewish public life and culture during the Second Polish republic. The second chapter is devoted to the image of the land of Israel in the Polish Jewish press (in Hebrew and in Polish) as depicted by reporters, visitors, and immigrants to the country. Cherniavsky shows that, during the first half of the 1930s, prior to the imposition of strict immigration quotas, the land of Israel evoked great public interest and general enthusiasm, even idealization. There were numerous descriptions of nature, agricultural settlements, and produce – for instance, oranges, “of which you dreamed so much,” and which, according to the writer, were both plentiful and inexpensive (p. 53) – alongside depictions of the bustling and modern city of Tel Aviv. Here, as elsewhere, Cherniavsky seeks to convey the everyday experiences both of people interested in immigration and actual immigrants. Later in the volume, she details the journey to Palestine and the technical arrangements and hefty costs it entailed, also describing the farewell gatherings at the train station and the boat trip either from Constanţa in Romania or Trieste in Italy.

One particularly interesting section of the book is devoted to the activity of the Palestine Bureau in Warsaw, the main channel of aliyah in the 1930s. Like other Polish Jewish institutions, the bureau was destroyed during the German conquest of Warsaw at the beginning of the war. Cherniavsky depicts the bureau’s activity, quoting from daily correspondence conducted with the Jerusalem-based aliyah department of the Jewish Agency, which was in charge of allocating the immigration certificates issued by the British Mandatory authorities. In addition to detailing the battles among various Zionist parties and organizations for a greater share of the certificates, Cherniavsky exposes the bureau’s many administrative failings and irregularities – including forgeries, bribes, favoritism, and illegal trade – alongside attempts to restore and maintain a fair system of allocation.

The last chapter, which is also the longest, details the composition and categorization of Polish Jewish immigrants, ranging from relatives of those already in Palestine, middle-class immigrants, skilled workers, pioneers, farmers, capitalists, students, rabbis, tourists, and illegals. Cherniavsky concludes that “only a small portion of Polish Jews before the Holocaust” qualified as immigrants according to the strict criteria set by the British authorities in Palestine. The result, she notes, was a “de facto selective aliyah: only the well-off, the determined, and the courageous and resourceful among Polish Jews could immigrate to Palestine” (p. 219). Cherniavsky estimates that no more than 500,000 (out of 3,000,000) Polish Jews were eligible to immigrate; of these, only about 100,000 managed to come. There were even fewer options for them to immigrate elsewhere.

Although not entirely original, Cherniavsky’s research is well-documented and illuminating. It contributes to our understanding of the complex world of Zionism in the critical decade before the Holocaust, in particular, that of Polish Zionism and the Yishuv.

Rona Yona
Tel Aviv University


Note


1. Aviva Halamish, Bemeirotz kaful neged hazeman: mediniyut ha’aliyah hatziyonit bishnot hesheloshim (Jerusalem: 2006).








Carmel U. Chiswick, Judaism in Transition: How Economic Choices Shape Religious Tradition. Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2014. 234 pp.


Economic choices influence participation in all areas of Jewish life, according to Carmel U. Chiswick, a professor emerita of economics at the University of Illinois at Chicago. In Judaism in Transition, Chiswick uses the principles of cost-benefit analysis to examine the evolving nature of Judaism, primarily in America but also in Israel, focusing on historical and current choices such as Jewish education and synagogue membership. Her intention is not only to pinpoint the role of economics in the time-allocation decisions of Jews, but also to stimulate thinking on these issues for other religious and cultural groups. Nonetheless, this book is likely to appeal most to those concerned with patterns of Jewish identification and involvement.

Chiswick begins with some background, emphasizing the distinction between the “Great Tradition” that defines Judaism and the “Small Traditions” of Jews living in particular cultural contexts. The Great Tradition, rooted in Hebrew Scripture, influences social behavior and ethics as well as religious observances and holidays. In contrast, Small Traditions complement the Great Tradition through local customs and behaviors (for instance, those regarding music and cuisine). Chiswick argues that the “American Small Tradition” is developing in response to the socioeconomic circumstances of Jews in the United States.

Although Jews first immigrated to the United States as early as 1654, the overwhelming majority of American Jews trace their ancestral roots to the great wave of Ashkenazi immigration that occurred during the late 19th and early 20th centuries. These immigrants, mostly Russian, settled in ethnic communities where they took jobs as craftsmen and laborers while working to acquire human capital (for instance, fluency in English) that would be transferable to a rapidly industrializing society. Throughout the 20th century, their efforts paid off, and American Jews achieved remarkable success. For instance, dual professional households — those in which both spouses work as professionals and/or managers — account for approximately half of all American Jewish households in which both spouses work. Chiswick’s evidence is convincing, though her data (mostly from the year 2000) are not current.

Chiswick next focuses on a key question: How has the changing socioeconomic profile of American Jews influenced Jewish identity and continuity? As earnings increase, time (both working time and free time) becomes more valuable in economic terms. Consequently, many Jews have sought forms of Jewish expression that allow them to remain Jewish without the time commitment of traditional rituals and observances. This economic reasoning can help explain the emergence and growth of the American Reform movement, which appealed to Jews who did not want to attend lengthy synagogue services or who lacked the Jewish human capital to participate in traditional Hebrew services. Interestingly, however, these same time constraints have increased involvement in other aspects of Jewish culture. For instance, Jewish day schools become especially attractive when Jewish identity is important and time is valuable relative to money. Economic success has also enabled American Jews to provide strong support to communal organizations such as those connected with Israel. Even so, contemporary evidence suggests that communal forms of Jewish identity are waning as 21st century Jews prioritize private forms of Jewish identity.1

The changing socioeconomic position of American Jews has also influenced their patterns of marriage and reproduction. Rates of intermarriage increased during the course of the 20th century and now exceed 40 percent, according to Chiswick. She attributes this primarily to declining Jewish human capital and an accompanying increase in the number of Jews who are only weakly attached to Jewish religious life. Other important factors include a marked decline in antisemitism and an economic and social environment in which young Jews and non-Jews receive similar education and increasingly perceive one another as suitable marriage partners.

While insightful, Chiswick’s analysis of intermarriage overlooks many of the ways in which mixed marriage can strengthen Jewish identity. Although many new forms of Jewish identity are ethnic and broadly communal rather than religious,2 Chiswick deals with Judaism primarily as a religious identity. Others, however, might argue that mixed marriage brings new Jews into the community — both spouses and children — and it is likely that Jewishness among some intermarried families has increased. With regard to reproduction, declining fertility rates remain worrisome to many in the Jewish community, especially given the number of Jewish couples who marry late or who do not intend to have children. This trend is leading to a shift in the demographic profile of American Jews from a population pyramid to a population cylinder. The average married couple has only two children, Chiswick notes, and the Jewish population includes approximately equal numbers of children, adult singles, and empty nesters (married and formerly married adults whose children do not have children of their own). This changing demographic profile has important implications for Jewish religious institutions and communal organizations.

Chiswick also explores the ways in which the experience of Jews in pre-state Israel was different from that of American Jews. Immigrants to Israel found an underdeveloped economy and hostile Arab neighbors, according to Chiswick. In response, they embraced a Zionist ideology, revived Hebrew as the national language, and promoted collective forms of agriculture. They also sought to modernize the economy with factories, schools, hospitals, and a strong military presence. Israeli Jews experienced rapid socioeconomic mobility, especially following their success in the Six-Day War, and by the late 20th century Israel had emerged as a modern, industrial society. As in the United States, socioeconomic mobility in Israel has increased the relative cost of time-intensive religious traditions. Israel, however, differs from America in its church-state relationship, especially with regard to the central role of the (Orthodox) rabbinate, which retains a near monopoly on matters connected with synagogues, marriage, divorce, and conversion.

Chiswick concludes by considering the future prospects for American Judaism. The Jewish population is shrinking, aging, and losing its socioeconomic distinctiveness as non-Jews experience greater economic mobility. This last trend signifies the loss of a structural factor that may be important for sustaining Jewish cohesion.3 Meanwhile, Orthodox Jews continue to have high fertility rates and are likely to grow as a proportion of the Jewish population. They are threatened by economic hardship, however, as they prioritize religious over secular education and tend to earn lower wages. Within the American Jewish community, perhaps the most promising development is the rising level of Jewish education among younger Jews. There has also been a resurgence in some home-based rituals such as the observance of kashrut and Shabbat. Chiswick anticipates the continued growth of new congregations as well as the incorporation of a greater variety of Jewish experiences into the large synagogues.

By exploring the role of economic choices in shaping patterns of Jewish ritual activity and expression, Judaism in Transition adds to the body of work that examines the changing nature of Judaism in the modern world. This is a well-written, insightful, and important book that is enriched by Chiswick’s personal anecdotes. Some of her findings, particularly those relating to family formation and fertility, support the argument that these demographic changes are evidence of increasing assimilation.4 At the same time, Chiswick remains optimistic. She reminds us that through a long history of crises, Jews have always found ways to preserve Judaism’s Great Tradition. The economic context illustrates the creative ways in which American Jews are establishing a new Small Tradition. In paraphrasing Mark Twain, Chiswick concludes: “We can have confidence that the reports of Judaism’s demise in the United States are ‘greatly exaggerated’” (p. 201).

Esther Isabelle Wilder
Lehman College and The Graduate Center, The City University of New York


Notes


1. Steven M. Cohen and Arnold M. Eisen, The Jew Within: Self, Family and Community in America (Indiana: 2000).


2. Calvin Goldscheider, Studying the Jewish Future (Seattle: 2004).
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Daniella Doron, Jewish Youth and Identity in Postwar France: Rebuilding Family and Nation. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2015. xv + 309 pp.


Ranging roughly from 1945 to 1955, Jewish Youth and Identity in Postwar France explores the French Jewish community’s shift from immediate relief and rehabilitation activities following the Holocaust to longer-term efforts aimed at establishing communal stability and unity. Daniella Doron argues that Jewish youth were central to these efforts, and that they can serve as a lens through which to examine larger concerns such as the future of Jews in France, the reconstruction of families, and ideas about national identity in the reestablished republic. Her book demonstrates that there were competing visions for reconstruction and that hope for the future was often tinged by anxiety and an underlying sense of crisis. Throughout the study, Doron also looks at the unique relationship between Jews and French republican values.

The book is divided into five thematic chapters that chronicle the evolution of initiatives related to the reconstruction both of Jewish children’s lives and that of the postwar Jewish community. Chapter 1 discusses the Jewish community’s attempts to differentiate its experiences from the general French experience of wartime suffering by focusing on the plight of Jewish children. Ironically, Doron argues, non-Jewish organizations also appropriated Jewish children’s suffering, making it a symbol of the universal suffering of the French nation during the Nazi occupation. This myth of universal suffering served as a basis for the postwar reconstruction of a French national identity.

The second chapter elaborates on the contested vision of French national identity as revealed in debates regarding the “best interests of the child.” Doron examines three competing interpretations that developed during postwar custody disputes. Jewish activists argued that Jewish children were best served in a Jewish setting – either familial or institutional. In contrast, many non-Jews (among them, secular republicans) believed that any loving family – either Jewish or Christian – would meet children’s needs. Finally, a third group asserted that only a French Catholic family based on traditional values could best serve the children. These debates, Doron shows, highlighted Jews’ unique experiences, but they also point to republican ideas about assimilation and universalism: the notion that all children in France, regardless of religion, were first and foremost French.

The idea of family forms the central concern of the following chapter. Jewish families that were devastated by the war through the loss of loved ones, homes, and livelihoods often could not provide the ideal environment for surviving children. Therefore, the Jewish community turned to collective solutions. As Doron shows, group homes for children were more than just housing for orphaned or semi-orphaned children; they “represented laboratory-like experiments where professionals all over Europe would draw upon science, pedagogy, and psychology to raise and mold war-damaged youth” (p. 135). There was no agreement, though, on what political, professional, or religious models should be followed. It is in this chapter that we first perceive the pessimism underlying the reconstruction effort.

This pessimism and anxiety for the future is also evident in the following chapter, which deals with ideas concerning trauma and victimhood and, in particular, the experiences of the “Buchenwald boys” (approximately 500 young Holocaust survivors brought to France in June 1945) in children’s group homes. Here, too, the themes of universal suffering, republicanism, and national identity are discussed at length. In focusing on specific wartime experiences of Jewish children – which included living in hiding, deportation, and the murder of family members – the Jewish welfare community questioned the idea of universal victimhood. At the same time, they accepted the idea that both French republican values and immersion in Jewish ethnic settings would facilitate children’s recovery.

Doron’s final chapter examines the cooperation that emerged between various Jewish organizations in the 1950s in order to create programs aimed at instilling a long-term sense of Jewish identity. Doron argues that the French eventually moved toward a more diverse and pluralistic view of Jewish identity. This impetus for change, she shows, came from young people themselves. Over time, urgent postwar relief efforts gave way to long-term cultural programs meant to ensure the continuation of the French Jewish community.

Overall, Jewish Youth and Identity in Postwar France contributes to the growing body of scholarly literature dealing with the immediate postwar period in France – an era marked by the transition from authoritarianism to republicanism. While the focus of Doron’s book is the French Jewish experience, she often tries to place the study into a wider European context, showing the similarities and differences in theories concerning child welfare, families, and identity. Some of the cases she examines, such as the Finaly affair (the kidnapping and baptism of two Jewish orphans by their wartime foster mother to prevent their return to surviving family members in Israel) or the experiences of the Buchenwald boys, will be familiar to scholars of the period. In addition, however, she delves into the work of lesser-known organizations from across the political spectrum in order to show the constantly evolving and contested visions for the future of French Jewry.

While there is much to commend in Doron’s study, a number of questions and further avenues for research remain to be explored. For example, can the idea of “youth” be further unpacked? Were there significant differences between notions concerning children and those regarding adolescents? In addition, the role of gender, which Doron mentions, could be further examined in terms of ideas about children or the postwar debates concerning the family. The continuity between wartime aid to children and postwar initiatives offers yet another potential area for further, in-depth research.

Perhaps the greatest weakness of the book is Doron’s tendency to view the entire period of 1945-1955 as a block rather than carefully examining the changes taking place over time. Examples are often drawn from different years and contexts or are vaguely referred to as occurring during the “mid-century” or from the “first days of the Fourth Republic.” The political contexts of the end of the Vichy regime, the creation of a provisional government, and the official establishment of the Fourth Republic are often conflated and consequently seem disconnected from the evolution of Jewish initiatives. These flaws notwithstanding, Doron’s work provides a valuable contribution to the growing body of scholarly work on postwar relief and reconstruction efforts.

Shannon L. Fogg
Missouri University of Science and Technology




Adam Ferziger, Beyond Sectarianism: The Realignment of American Orthodox Judaism. Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 2015. xii + 352 pp.


Adam Ferziger, a faculty member at Bar-Ilan University, is both a product of the Modern Orthodox Jewish world and one who has chosen to examine it. To this, I would add, he shares Modern Orthodoxy’s commitments to religious observance and high moral character while remaining simultaneously open to mainstream contemporary Western culture and liberal values. This book is his effort to explain what happened to that kind of Orthodoxy. Building on but ultimately diverging from “Orthodoxy in American Jewish Life” (1965), the groundbreaking essay authored by his Bar-Ilan colleague, the late Charles Liebman, Ferziger offers a series of analyses and historical accounts that explore the evolution of American Jewish Orthodoxy, a movement that has gained both in numbers and confidence, as well as in institutional strength and political influence, during the last 75 years – far more than was predicted when, in the aftermath of the demise of European Jewry, it had seemed listless and disoriented.

This rebound is extraordinary, especially considering the fact that Orthodox leaders in wartime Europe had admonished members of their fold not to leave their European heartland, whether for the American land of promise or the Zionist-led promised land (even as they themselves often planned their own escapes). Claiming that, in both places, Jews might survive but Orthodox Judaism would not, these rabbis and leaders effectively contributed to the decimation of Orthodox Jewry, whose followers were easily identified, rounded up, and murdered by Nazis and their minions. In fact, as we now know, America and Zionist Israel turned out to be most fertile territory for Orthodox growth and survival; in both places, there was a triumphal re-rooting that, had it come earlier, would have saved countless lives and suffering.

Ferziger’s study sets out to determine the nature of Orthodoxy that has flourished in the United States in the post-Holocaust era. He begins with the obvious: Orthodox affiliations are today voluntary, emerging out of choices made in the modern world. Although Ferziger necessarily talks about early settlers who brought Orthodoxy to America, the fact remains that the bulk of American Orthodoxy traces its roots to those who came as refugees from persecution – some from the czar but most from the Soviets or the Nazis. Those Orthodox Jews have become divided into two main groups: those who embrace insularity and a mono-culture, distancing themselves from mainstream society, versus those who seek to become integrated, albeit not at the cost of relinquishing their (often contradictory) commitments to Orthodoxy. The well-documented slide of the latter group in the direction of the former has inevitably captured Ferziger’s attention. As he explains, so-called Modern Orthodoxy is now in “crisis” and in what he calls “a survivalist mode.” At the same time, he suggests that, in the United States, at least, the lines between Modern Orthodoxy and the more insular form of Orthodoxy (now known as haredi Orthodoxy) are more fluid than in many other places.

Ferziger’s book seeks to trace the evolution of this fluidity and to point out the signs foreshadowing the current crisis of Modern Orthodoxy. His starting point is a debate that broke out in the 1920s between rabbis Yekutiel Yehudah Greenwald and Hayyim Hershenson with regard to alternative visions of what Orthodoxy should be and what the boundaries of adaptation should be. Thus, even before the bulk of Orthodox Jews arrived in America, the competing claims of insularity versus integration were established. This argument suggests a kind of Procrustean bed of Orthodoxy forced upon the postwar European arrivals. I cannot buy this argument. I am rather more persuaded that the rabbis and lay leadership that emerged in post-Holocaust North America shaped themselves, in some measure reflecting divisions that existed in Europe but also responding to the desire of post-Second World War immigrant Orthodoxy to reinvent itself in its new surroundings. Part of what allowed Modern Orthodoxy briefly to flourish in the mid-20th century was the realization of the grievous mistakes made by the European Orthodox leadership. Rejecting insularity, Modern Orthodoxy suggested that it had a better recipe for survival, namely, embracing modernity and acculturation and freeing the individual to use his or her own mind, while at the same time holding tightly onto Jewish observance.

By the last quarter of the 20th century, however, Modern Orthodoxy was already exhibiting its first signs of crisis, manifested most dramatically in its failure to produce a new generation of religious and lay leadership – this, in contrast to the growing number of rabbis and lay leaders in the haredi camp. The rise of fundamentalist attitudes of “either/or” – either you are with us completely or you are an outsider – eventually trumped the more inclusive outlook of Modern Orthodoxy. The result was what I have called the slide to the right of Orthodoxy. While talented Modern Orthodox Jews embraced careers and lives in the American cultural mainstream, their haredi counterparts stayed in the insular world of the Orthodox, took over the rabbinate, and dominated the movement, setting the path for the future. With a higher birthrate and a focus on Judaism above all else, they quickly overwhelmed the Modern Orthodox. The Modern Orthodox rabbi/doctor was displaced by the traditionalist rabbi/rosh yeshiva; the contrapuntalist Modern Orthodox who could juggle different and often dissonant identities were outnumbered and outflanked by the insular monists who remained in the Orthodox enclave and demanded total allegiance to an unforgiving value system and outlook.

In an illustrative chapter titled “A Modern Orthodox Rabbinical Dynasty,” Ferziger traces the roots of the Margolies-Lookstein family, founders of the Ramaz school affiliated with the Kehilath Jeshurun community on Manhattan’s Upper East Side, one of the leading Modern Orthodox educational institutions in New York. Today, however, the paterfamilias, Haskel Lookstein, is perhaps best known as the rabbi who supervised Ivanka Trump’s conversion to a light version of Orthodox Judaism. This suggests something of the current crisis of Modern Orthodoxy as opposed to its strength during the first postwar decades, when the movement was led by such towering figures as Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik and Leo Jung. In contrast are the flourishing rabbinic institutions of haredi Orthodoxy, with students numbering in the thousands. Even outreach has fallen within the haredi province. While Chabad (Lubavitch), the best-known of its haredi providers, does not really succeed in transforming most of those it serves into hasidim or even Orthodox Jews, Ferziger notes that the Chabad emissary is, worldwide, the most common face of Jewish outreach.

Ferziger’s readers will come away from this book with a sense that, with the possible exception of feminism, the center of activity in today’s Orthodoxy is to be found in the haredi sector. The suggestion that this is an Orthodoxy “beyond sectarianism” is, however, hard to accept. It is telling that Ferziger ends his book with a chapter recounting, among other things, how Herschel Schachter, one of the leading rabbis of Yeshiva University – once an institution that seemed to embody Modern Orthodoxy – has repeatedly attacked Modern Orthodox institutions and leaders. This would seem to demonstrate that, if anything, sectarianism is triumphant in contemporary Orthodoxy.

Samuel Heilman
Queens College, CUNY
The Graduate Center, CUNY




Sylvia Barack Fishman (ed.), Love, Marriage, and Jewish Families: Paradoxes of a Social Revolution. Waltham: Brandeis University Press, 2015. 340 pp.


The introduction and 13 chapters of Love, Marriage, and Jewish Families, edited by Sylvia Barack Fishman, present a great variety of cutting-edge research on topics that intersect Jewishness, religion, nationality, gender and sexual identities, and life course perspectives. In fact, as evidenced in this volume, Jewishness cannot be understood without intersectional analysis of its national and cultural context (here illustrated by the United States and Israel), religious context (ranging from secularism to haredi or ultra-Orthodoxy, to mixed marriages), its temporal context (contemporary struggles with historic religious and legal practices), and its life course context (ranging from mate-seeking, through fertility decisions, to childbearing and childrearing, career-building, and even marital dissolution). Fishman has juxtaposed the chapters in a manner that helps us comprehend the many ways in which the U.S. and Israeli contexts are significantly different with regard to Jewish families and family orientations; how childrearing among gay and lesbian couples entails different challenges than among heterosexual couples — though there are also many of the same challenges; what is the added dimension to combining work and family in the case of religiously observant families; and how the overwhelmingly secular outside society can serve to empower haredi women in a shift toward egalitarianism, even as the women continue to help maintain the “soft patriarchy” of haredi society.

The research in this volume is also innovative in its methodology. Qualitative research predominates in seven of the 13 chapters, as befits contemporary topics that require more in-depth probing before appropriate survey research questions can even be formulated. At the same time, almost all of the chapters feature a triangulation of methods, such that qualitative research is either put in a historical or textual context or incorporated into a survey by means of additional research and content analysis. Daniel Parmer enriches our understanding of how younger American Jews think of marriage — and non-marriage — through interviews with 27 individuals, but he presents this material only after a thorough historical review of survey data from the 1990 and 2000-2001 National Jewish Population Surveys and the 2013 Pew Survey of American Jews. Ari Engelberg offers the results of ethnographic observations at religious singles’ events and interviews with 45 religious Zionist Israeli Jews, but only after analyzing rabbinical writings and orally transmitted teachings on the subject; he shows that gender segregation in schooling and extracurricular activities results in disagreements regarding contemporary gender roles and difficulties in communicating across the gender divide in ways particular to religious Zionist Jews.

Jonathan Krasner interviewed 90 parents in same-sex couples (in almost all cases, both partners were interviewed) about the challenges of raising their children as Jews. All couples raising their children as Jewish will recognize certain familiar challenges and decision-making difficulties, but we also come to appreciate unique pressures on the same-sex parents who were interviewed. Michelle Shain presents 14 in-depth interviews about fertility decisions, following Sergio DellaPergola’s more conventional presentation of demographic surveys about attitudes relating to fertility, family planning policies, and family behaviors among Jewish Israelis. As DellaPergola notes, fertility decisions in pro-natalist Israel seem to be taking place on a completely different planet than similar decisions among American Jews (as reported by Shain).

In a fascinating chapter by Tehilla Blumenthal, 34 single religious Jewish women from the United States and Israel share their experiences of becoming single mothers by choice. These women are among an increasing but still a small number of single religious mothers both in the United States and Israel; their accounts serve to question the centrality of the Jewish family and whether there is a minimum composition or structure that it must present before being accorded full acceptance in the Jewish community. A “third shift” among religious American Jewish women is analyzed by Rachel Bernstein and Sylvia Barack Fishman in a chapter presenting interviews with 15 married Jewish individuals alongside an analysis of an online survey of 59 religious Jewish parents. Their work displays more depth than previous research on the subject as they show how religious Jews “do Jewishness.” In addition to offering their findings on Jewish families, Bernstein and Fishman query the ways in which other religious families “do” their religion – in particular, how religion is integrated into the already precarious balance between work, family, and childrearing.

Three chapters present analysis of contemporary legal issues: Gail Labovitz’s review of legal and ritual approaches to kidushin (marital status, and ceremonies commemorating the same); Lisa Fishbayn Joffe’s discussion of divorce at the intersection of Jewish and civil North American law; and Susan Weiss’ analysis of women, divorce, and children’s status of mamzer (bastard) in Israel. Despite the common parameters of Jewish legalities, these issues are dealt with very differently in the United States and Israel, in consequence of the two countries’ contrasting historical and legal emphases and circumstances.

The concluding two chapters present research pertaining to haredi reactions to some of the issues covered in the earlier chapters, incorporating content analysis (among other approaches). Yoel Finkelman surveys traditional sources, the haredi press, and contemporary popular literature for images of gender roles, showing the “sociological ambivalence” within haredi culture. Lea Taragin-Zeller analyzes the content of pedagogical materials, alongside interviews and observations of teenage girls and their teachers on the subject of modesty and beauty. She shows the dynamic rereading, reinterpreting, and redefining of modesty, beauty, and respectability as the haredi culture struggles to adapt to opposing, external cultural forces.

The volume’s concluding chapters symbolize the way in which the research presented here opens doors of understanding as well as inspiring new avenues of research and methodology on the study of the contemporary Jewish family. The book clearly has not exhausted the topic: What of the aging family? The encounter with chronic illness and mortality? The struggle of dealing with adverse life conditions such as poverty, unemployment, disability, or terrorism? What of the intersection with European or Scandinavian culture, or that of South America, Australia, or South Africa? What of transnational families? Love, Marriage, and Jewish Families does not even include research on the familiar issue of intermarriage, which dominates so much of the discourse about contemporary Jewish families. Nonetheless, it is to the editor’s credit that she has shown us many other faces of family formation and life, and how these reflect and intersect with the familiar themes inherent in the study of Jewish continuity and adaptation, tradition and progressive change.

Harriet Hartman
Rowan University




Theodore H. Friedgut, Stepmother Russia, Foster Mother America: Identity Transitions in the New Odessa Jewish Commune, Odessa, Oregon, New York, 1881–1891, together with Israel Mandelkern, Recollections of a Communist (ed. and annotated Theodore H. Friedgut). Boston: Academic Studies Press, 2014. 199 pp.


At times, the study of history is an exercise in bridging past and present. Stepmother Russia, Foster Mother America is a case in point. In this two-in-one volume, Theodore Friedgut, a professor emeritus at the Hebrew University (and a past teacher of this reviewer), explores an obscure chapter of late 19th-century Jewish history while at the same time connecting much of its content to his own life experience as a son of western Canada’s Jewish farming colonies and, later, as an ideologically driven ḥalutz on an Israeli kibbutz. Friedgut’s life journey has in many ways embodied the ideologies, spirit, and transnational character of Jewish agrarianization during the long 20th century. Stepmother Russia, Foster Mother America joins a number of Friedgut’s other publications during the past decade that examine the history of Jewish agriculturalism in its move from Eastern Europe to North America and from there to Israel.

As indicated, this fascinating and unconventional volume is in fact two related books contained within one cover. The first is a close-quarters retelling of one branch of the mostly forgotten history of the Am Olam agricultural movement, which at the time cut against the grain of urbanizing trends throughout the Ashkenazi world. The second part of the book – presented in the table of contents as a “Supplement” – might well be considered a book unto itself. Here, Friedgut offers an edited and annotated version of a memoir, “Recollections of a Communist,” written by Israel Mandelkern. In a sense, this section of the book constitutes a “doubling-down” on the synthesis offered in the first section, via the reminiscences of a communard (Mandelkern) and his journeys in the United States. Friedgut thereby provides a personalized window onto the history of Am Olam from its roots amid the ideological whirlwinds of late imperial Russia, to the nearly impossible conditions encountered in the utopian Am Olam communes (26 in number) scattered in isolated locations around America, and from there to the urban centers where most of the former communards eventually resettled. In recounting his story, Mandelkern tells of the tumultuous, heady crossroads of ideology, political activism, economics, and fear that touched the lives of Jews in late imperial Russia.

Friedgut reconstructs the triggering events, ideological roots, and mechanisms that created a millennial movement from among the youth of Odessa and that, within a short time, brought a few dozen of them to establish an agricultural commune, “New Odessa,” in rural Oregon. Like all the Am Olam communes, New Odessa was as utopian as it was short-lived (although it survived longer than all the others). As told by Mandelkern, the communards arrived in New York in early 1882 and made the westward trek to establish New Odessa in the ensuing months. Attrition of its members commenced quickly. The last remaining communards returned to New York from the Pacific Northwest at the close of 1887, thereafter opening a cooperative business that lasted another four years (p. 73). Comprised of idealists from Odessa and other cities in the Russian Empire, the New Odessa commune established itself while still in transit in Brody (then part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire). Through his memoir, Israel Mandelkern (a founding member of New Odessa) provides a ground-up view of Am Olam and informs Friedgut’s description of the group’s odyssey (pp. 83-84).

Stepmother Russia, Foster Mother America explores the environmental and personal stories behind this extraordinary movement, contextualized within the workings of the Jewish world at the time. In so doing, Friedgut reminds us of the complexities faced by those on the way to their “Promised Land” in America, as they navigated borders, state bureaucracies, and the agendas of wealthy supporters. Existing histories of the Am Olam movement have usually declared it a failure for one reason or another. This book tries to transcend binary judgments, seeking to place the stories of these young communards within the ideological currents of their times as well as within the global trends of migration and remigration that swept up Jews from, and within, Eastern Europe. In this sense, Friedgut’s volume humanizes a volatile period in Jewish history, freeing the experiences of real people from what too often have been Israel-centric national or nearly hagiographic narratives about land settlement formulated after 1945. It nudges us toward accepting the fact that the longevity of farming communities anywhere is only partially dictated by the strength of one’s ideological convictions, which at times can prove more an impediment than an asset (p. 66). Just as often, as was the case in New Odessa, the realities of neighborly relations, weather, the proximity to markets, natural disasters, and the availability of outside support determined the lifespan of a colony.

Intentionally or not, this book will provoke some readers to come to terms with a challenging thought: the ideological roots, values, and membership of Am Olam were nearly identical to those that characterized the Zionist Bilu initiatives and subsequent pioneering efforts in Palestine until at least the end of the Third Aliyah. In Friedgut’s words, “only the geographical venue was different” inasmuch as the Israeli kibbutzim and the Am Olam communes sprang from a devotion of the individual to the common interest of the group as a fundamental social value (p. 5). This volume, particularly Mandelkern’s memoir, are therefore valuable additions to more scholarly comparisons of these movements.1 The descriptions of the lives of the communards also bring forth the interconnectedness of Jewish experiences from the late 19th century into the 20th, when ideas and people circulated freely and frequently among what would today be considered oppositional groups. Moreover, the volume illustrates the high degree to which trends in the Jewish world, particularly among members of the Left, intersected with non-Jews. In terms of its possible classroom applications, one can imagine this readable volume in use in a university-level course as a micro-history or as a primary source on topics including late 19th-century ideological currents (particularly among socialist circles), gender studies, migration, East European or American Jewish history.

Overall, Stepmother Russia, Foster Mother America brings a new layer into the discussion of global Jewish agrarianism that suggests a more balanced picture of modern diaspora communities in comparison to developments in the land of Israel before and after 1948. Understanding the longevity of daring social experiments such as New Odessa or the kibbutzim must therefore, as suggested by this volume, go beyond simplistic rationalizations about the ideological fervor of their participants or the inevitability of success in one or another Promised Land.

Jonathan Dekel-Chen
The Hebrew University


Note


1. See, for example, Israel Bartal, “Farming the Land on Three Continents: Bilu, Am Oylam and Yafe-Nahar,” Jewish History 21, no. 3 (September 2007), 254–256.









Norman J.W. Goda, Barbara McDonald Stewart, Severin Hochberg, and Richard Breitman (eds.), To the Gates of Jerusalem: The Diaries and Papers of James G. McDonald, 1945–1947. Bloomington and Washington, D.C.: Indiana University Press, in association with the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, 2015. 297 pp.


To the Gates of Jerusalem, the third volume of diaries authored by U.S. diplomat James G. McDonald, focuses on the Anglo-American Committee of Inquiry Regarding the Problems of European Jewry and Palestine – its origins, deliberations, and final report. The committee, of which McDonald was a member, was set up in November 1945 by the British Labour government and the Truman administration with the aim of addressing the acute humanitarian problem of Jewish Holocaust survivors in post-Second World War Europe. The diary deals solely with this humanitarian plight, and only British and American policies are discussed.

From the Zionist perspective, the results of the Anglo-American Committee’s report were mixed. To be sure, President Harry Truman’s desire to allow 100,000 Jewish displaced persons to immigrate to Palestine – which had prompted the committee’s creation – was unanimously recommended, as was facilitating future “Jewish immigration under suitable conditions.” The committee also undermined another pillar of the 1939 White Paper restrictions by recommending the rescindment of the 1940 Land Transfers Regulations, which prohibited or limited land purchase by Jews in Palestine, and in this way foiled the British hope of dismantling the Jewish Agency and breaking the Haganah underground movement. At the same time, in its attempt to resolve the urgent humanitarian crisis of hundreds of thousands of stranded Holocaust survivors, the committee was obliged to formulate a political solution to the Arab-Jewish conflict. Its recommendations did not go beyond a vague plan suggesting that “the [British] Government of Palestine be continued as at present under mandate[,] pending the execution of a trusteeship agreement under the United Nations.” This unspecific formula was generally perceived by the Zionist leadership as a wolf in sheep’s clothing that would neither ameliorate the Jewish refugee plight nor resolve the Arab-Jewish conflict. Although none of the committee’s ten recommendations were ultimately implemented, the committee served as a platform for contesting views on Palestine, and its report became a significant landmark in the political struggle for the future of Palestine. Moreover, the impassioned arguments of 1946 continue until this day.

The diaries clearly reflect McDonald’s staunch support for the cause of the Holocaust survivors. His empathy for the Jewish survivors comes out in his descriptions of visits he made to displaced persons centers in the French zones of Germany and Austria, where survivors voiced their fervent desire to open a new chapter in their lives in Palestine. McDonald was instrumental in creating a consensus among the six American and six British members of the committee, which resulted, as noted, in the unanimous recommendation to have 100,000 Jewish refugees admitted “immediately” into Palestine. Unlike other members of the committee, McDonald continued to play a behind-the-scenes role in countering British attempts to nullify the committee’s recommendations. In an attempt to quash the recommendations, the British suggested appointing a joint group of experts to examine the matter of implementation. The Morrison-Grady committee, as it was known, suggested dissecting Palestine into four cantons and empowering the Arabs to limit Jewish immigration.

At this point, McDonald confronted President Truman himself. At a stormy Oval Office meeting on July 27, 1946 that was also attended by the two Democratic senators from New York, James M. Mead and Robert F. Wagner, McDonald berated Truman for his administration’s initial acceptance of the Morrison-Grady report. “I had nothing to lose save honor,” McDonald reminisced, “so I let him have it straight” (p. 249). After three days of haggling, Truman decided to follow McDonald’s advice to reject the Morrison-Grady plan, and he subsequently sent McDonald a personal note of appreciation.

As the first joint effort of Great Britain and the United States to address both the humanitarian crisis with regard to Jewish displaced persons and the Arab-Jewish conflict in Palestine, the Anglo-American Committee of Inquiry drew wide public attention. Both Richard Crossman, a British member of the committee, and an American member, Bartley Crum, published oft-cited detailed accounts shortly after the committee completed its mission. However, these accounts do not capture the perspective provided by McDonald. Skillfully recording and analyzing the internal discussions and arguments, his diary entries depict the give-and-take among the dozen committee members that ultimately led to a unanimous report. McDonald’s valuable insights make his diaries a significant and meaningful addition to a well-studied chapter in the history of the creation of the state of Israel.

This volume of McDonald’s diaries actually combines two manuscripts. The first consists of diaries and papers McDonald kept between December 1945 and November 1947. The second portion, no less important, is a detailed annotation provided by the four eminent historians who edited the volume (one of them, Barbara McDonald Stewart, is McDonald’s youngest daughter), who decipher every name, explain every place, and discuss every issue mentioned in the diaries. The layout, featuring each paragraph of the diaries followed by meticulous explanation and annotation, makes the material accessible and easy to understand. This excellent method, so different from the usual text and turgid footnotes, results in a definitive “case study” of the history of the Anglo-American Committee of Inquiry. After learning of McDonald’s role in the political struggle for the creation of a Jewish state in Palestine, students of history might well look forward with great anticipation to the fourth and last volume of McDonald’s diaries, which covers his tenure as the first U.S. ambassador to Israel.

Moshe Fox
Israel State Archives




Zvi Jonathan Kaplan and Nadia Malinovitch (eds.), The Jews of Modern France: Images and Identities. Leiden: Brill, 2016. 355 pp.


In 1985, following a symposium held at Brandeis University, Frances Malino and Bernard Wasserstein edited a collective volume titled The Jews in Modern France. The book became a major work in the field; among its many merits, it demonstrated that, despite a strong assimilation process stemming from republican ideology, French Jews insisted on maintaining their specific connections and untrammeled values. Three decades later, Zvi Jonathan Kaplan and Nadia Malinovitch have published a collection titled The Jews of Modern France: Images and Identities. What meaning ought to be given to the replacement of “in” by “of” in the title? Does it imply that French Jews have distanced themselves from France – that they are less “in” the nation and that they have forged an identity that belongs to them alone? As Kaplan and Malinovitch explain, their approach is to situate French Jewish history “within a comparative, transnational and post-colonial context” (p. 4).

Apart from a few essays on traditional subjects close to those of the 1985 volume, such as the construction of synagogues and the central role of the French government in Jewish affairs or the allotment of cemeteries; the distribution of “patriotism” prizes for girls learning in Jewish schools; the status of religious and civil divorce; or even the “Jewish Marshall Plan” aimed at strengthening local Jewish communities, most of the contributions are informed by a postcolonial perspective that is almost entirely absent in the earlier collection edited by Malino and Wasserman. This significant shift in focus is easily discerned in Daniella Doron’s fine opening essay, where she writes that “the most recent development in French and French Jewish historiography constitutes the embrace of the colonial experience. … [T]he history of North African Jews in France must be first situated in the context of colonialism and decolonization” (p. 26). Thus, this new collective work fits more naturally into the field of “cultural history”; many essays are inspired by the “linguistic turn” and, above all, apply these new theoretical perspectives within the framework of the “imperial turn,” plunging French Jews into the heart of the colonial history of the French empire and linking their history to that of the colonies, and especially to that of Arab Jews. All of this, of course, runs against the republican logic of “assimilation.” While such a shift in perspective seems to be exaggerated at times, given that the concerns and commitments of the Jews of metropolitan France are largely unconnected to those of Algerian Jewry, the “imperial turn” affords fresh inspiration for future research.

The chief merit of this book is its showcasing of recent high-quality scholarship tackling the relationship between the Jews of metropolitan France and those of the colonies, and its coupling of the history of French Jewry with that of Jews of the colonies. In the main, it is English-speaking historians who are sensitive to the zeitgeist that prevails in American universities – which are more attuned than French universities to neocolonialism, orientalism, and cross-culturalism – who undertake to reveal this shift of issues. Thus, Lisa Leff portrays the difficult position of mid-19th-century French Jewry in the face of the Damascus affair of 1840, in which a distinctly negative role was played by the French consul in Syria with respect to Jews who had been accused of ritual murder. Leff extends the scope to a broader region, describing the extent to which French Jews – following their communal efforts on behalf of the Jews in Damascus – were enthused by the effort to “regenerate” the Jews of Turkey, hoping to “civilize” them in the same way that they hoped to civilize Algeria, and in particular, Algerian Jewry.

Ethan Katz and Maud Mandel discuss the conflicting opinions of the Jews of metropolitan France concerning the decolonization of Algeria: some were in favor, while others were made anxious by the prospect of Algeria’s independence. In the wake of independence, Algerian Jews (who, as a result of the Crémieux decree of 1870, enjoyed the status of being French citizens) chose to head en masse to France rather than Israel. Their arrival in metropolitan France transformed French Judaism, upending the traditional, Franco-Jewish universalist stance that opposed identity politics within the public space. “In less than a generation,” Katz and Mandel conclude, “French Jews had not only ‘come out’ politically as Jews, but they had begun using the public square as a place in which to debate the contours of that Jewishness” (p. 216).

As Kimberley Arkin points out in an essay titled “Defining France and Defending Israel: Romantic Nationalism and the Paradoxes of French Jewish Belonging,” to some extent we are witnessing the appearance of a distinctive Jewish collective identity that holds itself almost completely apart from the rest of the nation, displaying concern for the defense of Israel and voicing fears of Muslim antisemitism as manifested in the form of frequent violence against Jews, both in urban suburbs and in provincial towns.1 In contrast is the strongly optimistic essay by Alyssa Goldstein Sepinwall that offers us a probing study of the relationship between Muslims and Jews in French cinema. She analyzes numerous films in which Jews and Muslims, far from hating each other, manage, despite their political and cultural differences, to forge fragile but enduring relationships, whether between spouses or friends.

At the end, will the “imperial turn” eventually lead to happier outcomes in the France of tomorrow? Sepinwall’s essay provides a fine nuance to the “imperial turn” that often makes Jews the active instruments of colonialism. Above all, and to return to the dominant perspective of the 1985 volume, it offers hope that France will continue, in traditionally logical fashion, to maintain its longstanding values of universalism and civic engagement. Sepinwall’s essay suggests that the logic of integration entails merging the memories of past confrontations with the rejection of laws imposed by colonization. In this sense, the claim noted by Arkin in her essay, that “anti-Semitism no longer comes from the French nationalist far right, it comes from ‘Muslim immigrants’” (p. 326) is difficult to uphold. This oft-repeated, simplistic notion minimizes both the phenomenon of recurrent antisemitism – a product of colonialism – and the fact that, as numerous sociological studies have shown, the antisemitism of French Muslims and their opposition to Israel declines rapidly in accordance with their social and professional advancement, and their integration into the public space of the nation.

Pierre Birnbaum
University Paris 1


Note


1. Arkin was one of the first to promote the “imperial turn” in research; see her book Rhinestones, Religion and the Republic: Fashioning Jewishness in France (Stanford: 2014).








Ethan B. Katz, The Burdens of Brotherhood: Jews and Muslims from North Africa to France. Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 2015. 480 pp.


Ethan B. Katz’s The Burdens of Brotherhood offers a meticulously researched analysis of Jewish-Muslim relations in 20th-century France that challenges conceptions of these relations as fixed and necessarily hostile. The book traces the development of sociocultural spaces that were shared by North African Jews and Muslims in urban France from the Great War until the end of the 20th century. It questions the seemingly evident notion that the two groups necessarily comprehended their interactions as those between “Jews” and “Muslims,” arguing that, in certain situations, Jews and Muslims perceived each other as members of a shared North African community. Katz contends that, up until the 1960s, when Jewish-Muslim antagonism ostensibly grew, it was only during ephemeral political conjunctures that Jews and Muslims viewed each other through more fixed ethno-religious lenses. Katz also emphasizes the crucial role of the French state in shaping their relations, demonstrating that both communities often conceived of each other through their respective relationship to the Republic.

Katz chooses to investigate the interactions between Jews and Muslims within a shared analytical framework. He does so by exploring urban quarters in Paris, Marseille, and Strasbourg in which North African migrants were grouped, and by drawing on a wealth of sources that includes novels, memoirs, films, communal archives, and oral interviews. This breadth of sources produces a multifocal landscape of interactions between Muslims and Jews, ranging from hostility through indifference to solidarity and affection. Katz’s depiction of the myriad possibilities of Jewish-Muslim interaction does not preclude his investigation of specific historical conjunctures in which hostility prevailed over camaraderie. Thus, Katz demonstrates how North African venues of sociability such as restaurants, cafes, and music concerts allowed Jews and Muslims to continue interacting with each other even in times of increased intercommunal conflict.

The book consists of seven chapters that evolve chronologically from the Great War to the late 20th century. The overall narrative recounts the history of Jewish-Muslim relations as a story of expansion and contraction. The first four chapters investigate the growth of North African Jewish and Muslim shared sociocultural spaces in France. The first chapter examines the arrival, during the Great War, of Jewish and Muslim soldiers and labor migrants in the French metropole, showing how military service and the disparity of rights between Jews and Muslims created instances both of solidarity and of resentment. The second chapter describes the large migration of North Africans to France during the interwar period and the transplanting of North African sociocultural spaces into French cities. Here Katz depicts the daily encounters between Jews and Muslims and the intermittent moments of political solidarity between them, while also indicating how contentions over Muslim rights in Algeria and, notably, the anti-Jewish riots in Constantine in 1934, brought about intercommunal tension. The third chapter focuses on the Vichy era, a period in which Muslims came to be defined as “racially superior” to Jews, as the latter were stripped of all their rights. This reversal of power led many Muslims to support Vichy and even to seek an alliance with the German authorities. Other Muslims, however, attempted to save Jews from persecution and joined the Resistance. The fourth chapter looks at the Algerian War (1954-1962). Katz’s argument is that the war did not create a dichotomous division between Jews and Muslims. On the contrary, Jewish-Muslim sociocultural encounters persisted, and various Jewish and Muslim elites conceptualized competing visions of the postcolonial future, wherein Jews were either cast as “organic” members of North African territories and history or else disavowed as “foreigners.”

The following three chapters analyze the gradual waning of Jewish-Muslim shared sociocultural spaces. Chapter 5 describes how, during the last years of the Algerian War, the leaders of the National Liberation Front (FLN) denied the place of Jews within the Algerian nation; in consequence (though this was not the only precipitating factor), virtually all of Algeria’s Jews, together with the vast majority of European settlers, left Algeria for metropolitan France in 1962. Chapters 6 and 7 examine how the intersection between postcolonial migration to France, the legacies of the colonial period, and the resonance of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict led to the breakdown of Jewish-Muslim shared sociocultural spaces. The aftermath of the Six-Day War of 1967 and the Jewish-Muslim riots in the Belleville neighborhood of Paris in the following year are marked as the decisive shifting points – after these two events, most Jews and Muslims conceived of their respective communities as inherently different and antagonistic ethno-religious groups. One less explored aspect of this story of breakdown is that of class. Katz maintains, for example, that Jewish-Muslim tensions “were among the reasons cited for many Jews moving to more middle-class and spacious neighborhoods in Paris” (p. 295). It is possible, however, that upward class mobility among North African Jews, accompanied by processes of acculturation, was in and of itself an important factor contributing to the undoing of Jewish-Muslim spaces of encounter.

Katz argues in the conclusion that “hostility cannot be considered the norm in the long history of Jewish-Muslim encounters in France” (p. 318). Indeed, the rich variety of stories, trajectories, and possibilities of Jewish-Muslim encounters uncovered in this book makes it extremely difficult to point to any single factor holding the key to understanding Jewish-Muslim relations in France. There is room to ask, nevertheless, whether the myriad cultural encounters depicted in the book are necessarily incongruent with more fixed notions of intercommunal difference. It seems plausible that the frequent, simultaneous occurrences of sociopolitical Jewish-Muslim conflict alongside instances of cultural affinity and cooperation are more indicative of a change in register of interaction than a sign of unstable ethno-religious identities. In other words, it is possible that even during congenial or mundane encounters between them – an almost inevitable outcome of the fact that they shared a space – Jews and Muslims never lost sight of the ethno-religious distinction, not to say tension, that existed between them. They were always conscious of the possibility that, at any given moment, such encounters could come to an abrupt end.

This remains open for debate. What this book convincingly demonstrates is that, throughout the 20th-century, Jewish-Muslim relations in France were multifaceted, ambivalent and, perhaps most importantly, highly contingent – as they continue to be.

Yuval Tal
Johns Hopkins University




Rebecca Kobrin and Adam Teller (eds.), Purchasing Power: The Economics of Modern Jewish History. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2015. 351 pp.


A rich collection of essays, Purchasing Power offers a wide range of innovative methodological and historiographical perspectives on Jewish economic life from the early to late modern period. The audacity of the collection is apparent in the time span it covers – from early modern Rome to the Soviet Jewry movement in 1960s-1980s America – alongside its engagement with crucial questions that “re-position economics in our understanding of the modern Jewish experience” (p. 2). Furthermore, by combining studies focused on both the creation and the deployment of Jewish economic power, it acknowledges philanthropy as a powerful and integral force in Jewish societies. In looking at Jews as agents (in national, transnational, and global perspectives) and at how they “amassed, contested and deployed power through economic means” (p. 3), the authors depart from an essentialist explanation of Jewish economic history and the capitalism debate. They also courageously overcome taboos in the analysis of the connection between capitalism and the Jews, as the last chapter by Adam Sutcliffe on “Sombart and the Politics of Jewish Economic History” eloquently shows. This last chapter, as well as the historiographical section forming part of the authors’ introduction (“Visions of Jewish Economic History and Europe”), constitutes especially valuable resource material for both scholars and teachers.

The chapters in the first section span from early modern Rome to post-Second World War America and Britain, passing through the 17th-century French Pyrenees, 18th-century Central Europe, and the 19th-century British Empire. They offer fresh perspectives on Jewish agency through economic choices, and how such choices challenge a number of assumptions concerning Jewish modernization (Bernard Cooperman); on the use and limits of trust based on kinship and ethnicity (Carsten L. Wilke); on strategies of adaptability to restrictions (Glenn Dynner); on new opportunities of transnational colonial trade (Adam D. Mendelsohn); and on the Jews’ historical role as brokers in the rock “n” roll industry in both America and Britain between the 1940s and 1960s (Jonathan Karp).

The second section of the book is even more innovative in its inclusion of philanthropy as an integral part of Jewish economic and social history and as a valuable prism through which to explore and connect different, changing realities. Abigail Green’s contribution on 19th-century Jewish philanthropy and globalization is one of the volume’s most original essays, as it offers new interpretations not only of Jewish politics and power but also of the evolving relations between East and West. Green presents a sophisticated argument concerning the rise of the “Jewish international,” which she characterizes as “clusters of philanthropic, political and journalistic activity” (p. 157). Questioning diachronic and synchronic assumptions of 19th-century Jewish history, she shows how the “Jewish international” was different from the institutional, commercial, and familial networks of the past. At the same time, in shedding new light on the relations between “donor” and “recipient” communities, Green demonstrates how “the birth of a global civil society (…) provided a space in which Jews of the East and West could connect in new and fundamentally transformative ways” (p. 167).

In a different but no less innovative manner, Derek Penslar’s “Rebels without a Patron State” enlarges our understanding of the birth of the state of Israel in 1948 by considering it in a global perspective. On the one hand, Penslar situates “the Zionist struggle for statehood” as “part of the era of postwar decolonization” (p. 172), comparing it with other anti-regime activities such as the Algerian guerrilla struggle against France (1954-1962) or Kenya’s Mau-Mau rebellion (1952-1956). On the other, he outlines the crucial role of Jewish diaspora philanthropy – both in the form of giving money and as volunteering – in the establishment of the state of Israel. Penslar’s contribution is particularly interesting for its attention to the Jewish diaspora in a relatively broad sense, as he focuses not only on the United States but also on South Africa and Canada. This is an original approach, given the centrality of the United States in most studies of 20th-century Jewish philanthropy. Emphasizing the comparisons and connections within the Jewish diaspora as a multifocal and multidirectional space, Penslar’s essay (as well as several others in the volume, to varying extents) successfully brings Jewish economic history in line with global historical scholarship.

As a far-reaching collection of essays, Purchasing Power should serve to broaden the discussion and encourage further research. Hopefully, future research will target various actors and sectors that did not receive sufficient attention in the present volume: for instance, professionals such as doctors and lawyers, and – most notably – women. Although the role of women is mentioned, for example, in the chapter on the Soviet Jewry movement in the 1960s-1980s, a greater focus on their role as actors in family businesses and philanthropic endeavors; in Jewish and non-Jewish settings; and in local and transnational networks, could further enrich this literature. In the meantime, Purchasing Power, both in its entirety and in each individual chapter, is of great interest for researchers and teachers in Jewish history, as well as for a wider audience.

Luisa Levi D’Ancona Modena
University of Oxford




Eli Lederhendler and Uzi Rebhun (eds.), Research in Jewish Demography and Identity. Boston: Academic Press, 2015. 410 pp.


This collection of original social scientific essays pays tribute to the distinguished demographer Sergio DellaPergola, of the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, on the occasion of his retirement from teaching. Assembled by two of his colleagues, Eli Lederhendler and Uzi Rebhun (the latter is also his former student), the anthology works very well on several levels in honoring DellaPergola’s extraordinary record of scholarly and pedagogic achievement.

First, the essays touch upon many of the areas of inquiry to which DellaPergola has contributed over the last half century: historical demography, migration both international and internal, culture and politics, socio-demographic variations and mobility, and, of course, Jewish identity and culture. Moreover, also reflecting his work, the contributions to this volume exhibit a strong globalist dimension. Several deal with transnational migration, encompassing countries and regions as varied as Israel, the United States, Mexico, Latin America, Greece, the former Soviet Union (FSU), Italy, and France.

Second, fittingly, most or maybe all of the writers are personal colleagues, former students, and friends – and sometimes all three. Their presence, a sampling of many, testifies to the informal college of Jewish demography that has grown up around Sergio (as he is invariably referred to) over the years. And third, almost all the essays make frequent reference to DellaPergola’s scholarship – a testimony not only to his specific contribution, but also to the growing recognition accorded to the field of Jewish demography and related areas.

Following an engaging appreciation by Sidney Goldstein, referred to by many as the “dean of American Jewish demography,” the collection opens with Gur Alroey’s comparative essay on Jewish migration to Palestine and the United States in the early 20th century. Creatively drawing upon the available data, Alroey makes the case that immigration to Palestine during this era was driven not so much by ideology and idealism, as is generally thought, but was rather “an integral part of Jewish (and non-Jewish) migration out of Europe” (p. 41). Alroey then makes a further intriguing (and, to me, convincing) claim that his analysis “questions the accepted Zionist narrative which sees immigration to Palestine as a special and exceptional phenomenon” (p. 42).

Orly C. Meron’s contribution focuses on the Jews of Greece between the World Wars, although her data and text also take us well back to the early 19th century. Presenting a variety of detailed data on several individual areas of Jewish settlement, as well as drawing upon “the rare Greek census data for 1920,” her central conclusion is that “the Jewish population of Old Greece presents a basic Kuznetsian pattern, as it is small, mainly migrant-generated, and subject to overt and latent discrimination” (p. 74).

An engaging piece by David Miron deals with successful efforts to rewrite America’s immigration law in the 1960s and demonstrates the interplay of American, liberal, and Jewish identities in the mid-20th-century United States. He concludes that, at the time, “Jews tended to see immigration policy as yet another plank in the overall liberal agenda. The right of a person to choose where to live and the chance to be free of discrimination represented positive values to many in the Jewish community” (pp. 92-93). In the wake of Jews’ active role in protests against President Donald Trump’s initial efforts to restrict immigration, Miron’s insights hold special significance more than a half century after the period he surveys.

In a very apt juxtaposition, Manuela Consonni presents an intriguing analysis of Italian Jewry’s diverse and complex interaction with Israel, Zionism, and the Italian Left in the 1960s, arguing that there was a “differentiation between anti-Zionism and antisemitism” (p. 119). Following a discussion of the distinctive political and cultural context of Italian society, she concludes: “To prove that left-wing anti-Zionism was not anti-semitism, the deportation and extermination [of the Shoah] … especially the Jewish particularism of it, had to be not only preserved but privileged in the Italian … discourse” (p. 119). Here, too, parallels can be drawn with more current events, as illustrated by the denunciations of Trump’s failure to mention the special place of Jews in his January 2017 statement on Holocaust Remembrance Day.

In an essay dealing with immigration and migrant adaptation, the late (and greatly missed) Eric Cohen details distinctions between the intention to make aliyah versus actual behavior among three groups of French Jewish professionals: physicians, dentists, and lawyers. Using a compact and highly communicative data analysis, Cohen offers a compelling rationale to explain the reasoning and motivations among these three professions – with obvious applicability to other diaspora communities.

Mark Tolts, arguably the world’s leading demographer of former Soviet Jewry, presents a data-rich article on FSU Jewry during the period of 1990-2005, offering readers a comprehensive compilation of a wide range of socio-demographic characteristics. As Tolts shows, numerous features of pre-migration Soviet Jewry – particularly marriage, fertility, and mortality -- were reshaped in the course of years of adaptation to their new home in Israel.

A complementary and supportive story is provided by Viacheslav Kostastinov, who analyzes profession mobility of FSU immigrants to Israel in the period of 1990-2010. Dealing with questions that fall under the general rubric of “Who shall succeed? Who shall fail?” Kostastinov unravels the numerous influences on status attainment of this large, and highly adaptive, immigrant population.

Judit Bokser Liwerant, the highly renowned scholar of Latin American Jewry, provides a panoramic overview of Latin American Jewish life as conditioned by the migration experience. She portrays how destination interacts with human resources and culture to produce differentiation after migration, be it to the United States or elsewhere. As she writes: “Through migration waves and beyond, by crossing symbolic and material borders, Latin American Jewish life transcends the region’s frames of reference, encounters the culture(s) of the United States, and, through diversified interactions and exchanges, widens the experience of being Jewish in the twenty-first century” (p. 232).

Lilach Lev Ari performs the very valuable service of reminding researchers of the sometimes surprising influence of gender in social dynamics. Analyzing return migration of Israelis to Israel, she elegantly demonstrates how men and women make varying decisions, with different reasons underlying their migration choices. I was particularly struck by this observation: “The main asset that enables Israeli women to better re-assimilate in Israel is their ability to draw upon communal and social networks” (p. 257). Her work, as many others, moves deftly between larger theory and the specific case of Jews, implicitly demonstrating how the social scientific study of Jews contributes to the study of larger questions and other populations.

In the category for most alluring title of an academic essay in a recently published anthology, the prize goes to … Israel Pupko, for “‘3.04 Times to the Moon and Back’: Transnational Jewish Migrants in Israel.” This piece sheds light on the experiences, feelings, behaviors, and relationships among the thousands of ’olim from North America and Western Europe who regularly conduct major portions of their lives abroad, generally on business and generally in their countries of origin. The title derives from one respondent’s estimate of the distance he has traveled thus far in commuting between Israel and the United States. Pupko details how the transnational commuters structure their lives and family circumstances. For instance, they “travel light,” returning with fuller suitcases than when they left, and they maximize the time spent in Israel on Shabbatot.

Shlomit Levy, whose numerous publications over the decades have contributed enormously to the scientific study of the Jewish identity of Israelis and others, contrasts Jewish identity patterns among Israel youth and adults. Her use of Smallest Space Analysis (an approach pioneered by the late and highly influential Louis Guttman, with whom she worked) maps the structure of Jewish values and observances among her respondents. She concludes with this observation: “Despite a few intergenerational differences … Israeli youth and adults share similar patterns of value preferences as well as a similar conceptual structure of Jewish identity values” (p. 301). Her essay is followed by that of Paulette Kershenovich Schuster, who offers a very readable and engaging examination of household life among affluent Mexico City Jews of Syrian ancestry. Specifically, she focuses on the relationships between patronas and muchachas (Jewish female heads of household and non-Jewish cooks and chambermaids). Schuster situates her investigation in larger theoretical contexts, consistent with her scholarly publications on women in Jewish families and gender issues more generally.

Uzi Rebhun’s article examines determinants of internal migration patterns in Israel. In considering a broad range of socio-demographic and geographic characteristics, he begins to untangle the question of who moves from where to where, and why. Rebhun masterfully handles a broad range of determinants as he distinguishes major types of internal migration. This essay provides a pioneering platform upon which further studies of movement within Israel may be undertaken.

The final contribution is from Ilana Ziegler, who focuses on the “critical child” among Israeli Jewish families – that is, the one additional child beyond what might commonly be anticipated for Jews of varying religious backgrounds. The most prevalent reasons for having additional children, she finds, are to provide siblings, to assure the continuity of the family, and to avoid the “empty house” syndrome.

As should be eminently clear, this is a rich and varied collection of essays, many of which complement one another. Each of them succeeds in advancing the field to which Sergio DellaPergola has contributed so much and influenced so extensively.

Steven M. Cohen
Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion




Rebeca Raijman, South African Jews in Israel: Assimilation in Multigenerational Perspective. Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2015. xviii + 271 pp.


This innovative and well-focused volume, issued by the University of Nebraska as part of its Studies of Jews in Society series, profiles the composition of Jewish immigration from South Africa to Israel and post-migration adaptation and mobility within the latter country. Although both South Africa and Israel offer significant paradigms in the realm of migration, the two countries have often been singled out as exceptional cases that defy comparison and therefore are of limited broader relevance. Such a claim is obviously inaccurate and unfair; as shown by Rebeca Raijman, a good deal of useful general knowledge can be obtained through an analysis of the interaction generated by migration between these two countries.

Despite the fact that migration from South Africa to Israel never assumed massive proportions, it is an inherently interesting phenomenon. This was a case in which the unique political and economic conditions in both the sending and the receiving countries, and the peculiar cultural characteristics of the migrant group, interacted in creating a social process. South African Jews in Israel provides a solid, balanced discussion of social theory and lends itself to conceptualization, international comparison, and in-depth analysis, while also dispelling some of the myths and legends that continue to dominate the popular perception of aliyah.

Indeed, Raijman’s study offers a much-needed contribution to objective and data-based sociological and demographic analysis of aliyah from a variety of countries of origin – in particular, Western countries. To be sure, South Africa is not a typical Western country in that Jews were never merely a minority but rather a minority within a (white) minority. At the same time, as in other Western countries, the Jews of South Africa are an urban-based, well-educated, and socioeconomically advanced group. Compared with other Jewish communities worldwide, South African Jewry at its peak (during the 1970s, when the country was still under apartheid rule) enjoyed a nearly unparalleled level of communal organization, Jewish education, philanthropy, ideological commitment, and personal ties to Israel. It was considered a strongly Zionist community, and there was some expectation, based in part on surveys undertaken during the early 1970s, that if mass emigration ever occurred, the bulk of South African Jews would head for Israel. However, when emigration among South African Jews significantly increased in the late 1970s, the preferred countries of destination proved to be the United States, Britain, and (primarily) Australia.

The chronology of migration clearly reflected South Africa’s key political and economic events rather than changing conditions and opportunities in Israel. After a significant increase in South African aliyah just a few years after the Six-Day War, an all-time high was reached in 1977-1979, following the Soweto riots, and there were further significant (albeit brief) waves of aliyah following the 1985 state of emergency and Nelson Mandela’s election in 1994. Subsequently, the relatively peaceful political transition from apartheid to African majority rule was followed by a marked decline in migration.

One fundamental aspect of migration is the interplay between “push” and “pull” factors. In the case of aliyah, there is a widespread tendency to regard ideology – that is, the romantic pull of Israel – as a major component in the decision to emigrate. However, as noted, both real-time and retrospective migration data clearly show the predominance of more pragmatic factors related to fears concerning personal security and economic status – that is, factors of push in the country of origin. Moreover, the choice of a specific country of destination often reflects a decision to grant highest priority to economic and social integration in the new country. Maintenance of one’s professional and/or socioeconomic status in the new country, versus the prospect of at least temporary downward mobility in the process of absorption and adaptation, emerges as a more crucial determinant of migration than declared ideological commitment. In addition, linguistic and cultural continuity play an important role in South African Jews’ decision regarding the preferred destination country, which explains their preference for English-speaking countries rather than Israel.

South African Jews in Israel relies on the best available sources covering previous surveys of the Jewish community in South Africa, alongside copious data obtained from Israel’s Central Bureau of Statistics. Moreover, new data were especially collected for this book both through a representative sample survey of South Africans in Israel in 2008 and from in-depth interviews with South African immigrants that were conducted with the aid of Telfed, the central representative organization of South Africans in Israel. South Africans are one of the most skilled groups in the Israeli labor market. About 70 percent of them hold a bachelor’s or more advanced academic degree – the highest rate for men and the second-highest rate for women (following that of North American women). A majority of first-generation ’olim acquired their credentials in South Africa, but most of those who arrived as children or were born in Israel did so in the new country, which is an indication of uninterrupted momentum in spite of the difficulties inherent in immigrant absorption.

As befits Raijman’s expertise in the sociology of international migration, South African Jews in Israel provides a thorough review of the theoretical background to immigration and absorption processes. More specifically, it offers systematic comparisons between South African and other immigrant groups to Israel, among them North and Latin Americans and West Europeans, not to mention the much larger groups from the former Soviet Union, North Africa, and the Middle East. The emphasis is on linguistic, economic, and identificational assimilation; while Raijman employs a mainly quantitative approach, she also incorporates qualitative insights derived from the personal experiences of immigrants. Utilizing an intergenerational perspective on Israelis of South African origin, she outlines the cultural transformation along the three main identification axes (predominantly Jewish/South African/Israeli), showing how, as acculturation in Israel deepens with time, the shift is invariably in the direction of becoming more Israeli. In South Africa, Judaism and Zionism were integral aspects of Jewish communal life, particularly as manifested in the celebration of Jewish holidays at home and at school, in the central role played by the synagogue, in Jewish and Zionist youth movements, and in a great enthusiasm for all things Israel. Following aliyah, however, there was an overall significant decline in the frequency of synagogue attendance and religiosity, and Israeli identity tended to become more dominant than Jewish identity, though the latter remained high. These features are not unique to South Africans but were noted as well among other Western immigrants in Israel.

To date, there have been relatively few monographs dealing with migration from a single country to Israel. Most previous works in the field have focused on aliyah from major regions of origin (such as Islamic countries or the former Soviet Union) in which Jewish communities were either economically deprived and/or were subject to persecution or legal discrimination. Given the shrinking or near disappearance of Jewish communities in these regions, the future of aliyah appears to be dependent on migration from the more developed, Western societies. Hence the value of this work for scholars dealing with migration to Israel. Beyond this, South African Jews in Israel is likely to be welcomed by specialists in the fields of international migration, immigrant absorption, ethnic studies, population and immigration policies, Israel studies, and South African studies.

Sergio DellaPergola
The Hebrew University




Dov Waxman, Trouble in the Tribe: The American Jewish Conflict over Israel. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2016. x + 316 pp.


In “The Failure of the American Jewish Establishment,” his hugely controversial essay in the New York Review of Books (2010), Peter Beinart attributed the defection of growing numbers of American Jewish youth from the pro-Israel camp primarily to their disillusionment with a Jewish state that had betrayed their liberal principles. Many of Beinart’s critics acknowledged that young Jews had indeed grown more distant from Israel, but attributed this less to political disillusionment than to a weakening of their Jewish identity. In Trouble in the Tribe, Dov Waxman leans more toward this assessment of the situation. Beinart’s critics were correct, he says, when they maintained that he had “overstated the extent of young American Jewish alienation from Israel and, at the very least, exaggerated the role that Israeli policies play in this” (p. 179). Waxman himself suggests that “perhaps the biggest reason why young American Jews tend to be more dovish and critical of Israel is they are much more likely than older Jews to be the offspring of intermarried couples” (p. 137). Most non-Orthodox millennials, he notes, have parents who are intermarried, and it is among these people with a dwindling sense of Jewish peoplehood that a disproportionate amount of the “trouble in the tribe” has taken place.

Waxman differs from Beinart, too, insofar as he seeks in the main to analyze this trouble, not to foment it. But even as he aims to be as objective as possible, he admits that his own personal opinions and biases inevitably shape his argument. And, indeed, while the bulk of Trouble in the Tribe consists of reliable historical and sociological research, Waxman’s unmistakable support for one side in the debate infuses and colors his narrative. He lets his readers hear the voices of a large number of critics of Israel, both mild and stern, including critical Zionists such as Jeremy Ben-Ami and ferocious anti-Zionists such as Judith Butler (whose exclusion from Jewish “public space” he appears to lament). But important right-wing figures, among them Norman Podhoretz and Ruth Wisse, remain mere shadows in his book, branded as nothing more than participants in the “backlash” against the Left.

Waxman’s animus toward the Right also leads him to be rather indiscriminate in his treatment of it. He does, to be sure, distinguish carefully between the American Jewish center-Right, which “endorses in principle the creation of a Palestinian state” but is “much more preoccupied with ensuring Israel’s security than seeking an elusive and potentially dangerous peace agreement with the Palestinians” (p. 96), and the Right, which flatly insists that “Israel should never relinquish its control over territory” and “has always stridently opposed the peace process as both futile and dangerous” (p. 98). But you can’t trust his scorecard when it comes to locating specific individuals and publications on the Right side of the spectrum. To be specific, with regard to the case that matters most to me, he identifies the Jewish Review of Books (of which I am the senior contributing editor) as part of this intransigent Right, even though this publication, from its inception, has opened its pages to a broad spectrum of opinion, including the pro-Zionist center-Left (as can be determined by a perusal of its online archive).

It seems to be Waxman’s leftist orientation that leads him, throughout much of the book, to devote inordinate attention to both the Zionist center-Left and the anti-Zionist Left, emphasizing their increasing strength. The center-Left J Street has “obtained increasing legitimacy” by moderating its critique of Israel, whereas the left-wing Jewish Voice for Peace, “despite or perhaps because of its radical image,” has been “attracting increasing Jewish support, especially from young Jews” (p. 88). But Waxman’s desire to magnify the significance of oppositional voices does not prevent him from sticking to the facts. “Only a minority of American Jews,” he writes, “is really critical of the American Jewish establishment’s politics regarding Israel” (p. 182), which Waxman himself describes as being, for the most part, those of “automatic and unconditional” support.

And so it seems that the (rather welcome) trouble in the tribe is mostly being contained – for now. This will probably remain the case in the long run as well, according to Waxman, more on account of demography than anything else. As secularization and the massive rate of intermarriage chip away at non-Orthodox Jews’ sense of peoplehood and identification with Israel, there is a growing chance that they will split off completely from the more Orthodox and pro-Israel Jews. What Waxman considers more likely, however, is that the non-Orthodox Jewish population will sharply decline and that the Orthodox, with their far higher birth and retention rates, will ultimately become the dominant force in the American Jewish community.

This analysis does not lead Waxman, as one might expect, to dismiss the turmoil described in his book as a mere epiphenomenon, one that will soon be forgotten, or to plunge into despair. In his book’s conclusion he says that, in the immediate future, “one should expect growing American Jewish pressure to change Israel’s policies, especially toward Palestinians in the Occupied Territories” (p. 214). Israel’s government should respond to this pressure, he maintains, or “American Jewish support for Israel, at least among the non-Orthodox, is bound to erode” (p. 214). American politicians should take heed of it, too. “For too long they have shown too much deference to the preferences of a highly mobilized minority of American Jews” who support Israel unconditionally, thus ignoring “the wishes of the quieter majority who favor a more evenhanded U.S. role in brokering an end to the conflict” (p. 215). But where did this relatively silent majority come from? The assertion of its existence seems to be in contradiction to what Waxman asserts earlier in the book, and it is supported by only one footnoted reference, in the volume’s conclusion, to a single J Street-funded survey. This sounds like wishful thinking to me.

Allan Arkush
Binghamton University
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Orit Abuhav, In the Company of Others: The Development of Anthropology in Israel. Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 2015. 272 pp.


Orit Abuhav’s book elucidates the twists and turns in the development of a discipline in Israel. Many of its outstanding practitioners were born and educated abroad and, for reasons that were both intellectual and personal, were drawn to Israel. According to Abuhav, there are about 130 anthropologists in Israel, of whom 30 hold university positions and 10 are employed in colleges (p. 184). Forty years ago, women made up about 25 percent of Israeli anthropologists, but by the 1990s the disproportion had been largely corrected, at least at the junior level. However, with regard to Mizrahim and Palestinians, an imbalance remains. An unusual feature of Israeli anthropology is that its “field” is largely within the borders of the state.

In the Company of Others is a valuable study based on archival sources and interviews with local anthropologists. Its narrative strength lies in its anecdotes – and there are some amusing ones. My favorite has to do with the longstanding reluctance of the Hebrew University to develop a program of studies in anthropology, due to the objection of the chair of sociology, S.N. Eisenstadt, who is reported to have said that the university would have an anthropology department “when Claude Levi-Strauss immigrates to Israel” (p. 33). The comment speaks to the impact of foreign scholars on Israeli anthropology, most notably the very prominent British social anthropologist of that time, Max Gluckman, who at one point had been considering a position at the Hebrew University. Eisenstadt’s interdiction notwithstanding, anthropological research continued under a non-university rubric, the Center for Anthropological Research, in the years 1956-1964.

One effort to promote government funding in applied research was spearheaded in the 1950s by a student of Margaret Mead, who arranged for her mentor to spend time in Israel and to meet with government ministers, including Golda Meir, then serving as minister of labor. Mead’s recommendations were not followed, however. During the following decade, kibbutzim became a popular subject of study on the part of Hebrew University researchers. But what really moved the field forward was what has come to be known as “the Bernstein project.” Sidney Bernstein was a wealthy British Jew, sympathetic both to Zionism and to anthropology, who believed the discipline could be very useful for the young state. He turned to Gluckman, who was one of the founders of the Manchester School of anthropology, to spearhead the effort; Gluckman, in turn, appointed Emanuel Marx of Tel Aviv University. Participants, both from Israel and the United States, trained at Manchester and then did fieldwork in Israel. Gluckman encouraged them to focus on social change both among immigrant communities and veteran Israeli residents, a move that was regarded as a major shift from the Parsonian functionalist sociology that predominated at the Hebrew University. These newer localized studies were to be a portrait of social life “as close as possible to existential reality” (p. 43). The Bernstein project contributed a great deal toward bringing Israeli anthropology to international attention, and in addition generated a literary corpus that documented Israeli society at the end of the 1960s. Participants in the project, along with others influenced by Gluckman, went on to establish anthropology programs in Israeli universities. In the words of anthropologist Moshe Shokeid: “For all practical reasons Israeli anthropology was founded through Max” (p. 43).

Abuhav’s narrative is fact-driven. This is both the study’s strength, since it provides an encyclopedic overview of the history of a field, and, here and there, its weakness. Relying so much on an objective narrative, the author forgoes a number of opportunities to engage in thick description. For example, on p. 52, Abuhav mentions two crises that occurred within the department at the Hebrew University, but she is quick to move on, concluding the paragraph with a reference to the department’s reputation for academic excellence, as demonstrated by Yoram Bilu’s receiving the Israel Prize in 2013. (In contrast, she later reports at length on the controversy surrounding the Dutch anthropologist Toine Van Teeffelen, who produced a critical, mostly content-based, analysis of Israeli anthropological publications.) So much of how anthropology works – from the research of Max Gluckman through Victor Turner and others – focuses on crises, their initial ignition, further expansion, and either resolution through mediation or group dissolution. The approach constitutes a methodological royal route into understanding the social life of small communities. Perhaps because the author personally knows the central figures in the two Hebrew University crises (unlike the Van Teeffelen case), she was unwilling to explore them with the kind of nuance we have come to expect from ethnography. If that is so, it speaks to the limitations of a study of “one’s own tribe.”

The latter part of In the Company of Others is based on interviews with 50 Israeli anthropologists. From these, Abuhav has identified three dominant themes: the immigrant (nomad or marginal), identification with Others, and curiosity toward the Other. To some degree, these images or metaphors dovetail with the life story of many Israeli anthropologists who themselves were immigrants to Israel, or who migrated between different countries and whose life experiences as children or young people anticipated the anthropological experience of having to master a strange culture and language. Identification with others includes a strong sense of commitment either toward social causes or toward the national ideology. Regarding the identification with other Jews, Abuhav cites the experience of her mentor, Harvey Goldberg, during a year of study in Israel in the late 1950s. During this time, Goldberg spotted a Bedouin woman in Beersheba – an image he connected with the matriarch Sarah. Later, he had an encounter with Samaritans, whom he described as “utterly Other Jews”; toward the end of the year, he met up with immigrants from Libya who would later become the subject of his fieldwork in Israel. With regard to the last, both anthropologist and chief informant spoke to one another in a language they had had to learn. Indeed, as Abuhav notes, Israeli anthropology in its formative years “was one of immigrants studying immigrants” (p. 212). In recent decades, however, Israelis of Mizrahi background are increasingly doing studies of their own communities. Clearly, this is a field that has come a long way.

Jack Kugelmass
University of Florida




Gur Alroey, Zionism without Zion: The Jewish Territorial Organization and Its Conflict with the Zionist Organization. Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 2016. viii + 359 pp.


Among the various movements that originated in the attempt to solve the “Jewish question,” Zionism is surely the best known and most thoroughly researched. In contrast, Territorialism – which, like Zionism, sought a refuge for the Jewish people while not stipulating the land of Israel as the only possible site – is the scholarly equivalent of the dark side of the moon. In Zionism without Zion, Gur Alroey (whose previous two books dealt with Jewish migration from tsarist Russia) sheds light on the movement that became Zionism’s closest competitor, but which ultimately lost the ideological contest concerning the location of the future Jewish state.

Zionism and Territorialism shared the same precursors, and their proponents held a similar worldview with regard to the urgency of providing a refuge for Jews. In contrast were those who called for integration of the Jews into the various countries in which they already lived; this second group, in turn, was divided into those who thought that the historical process of progress and enlightenment would quickly lead to the disappearance of prejudices and thus enable Jewish integration, and those who awaited a revolution that would change the prevailing order and install a kingdom of justice on earth. The latter group included Communists and Bundists, whereas the former were represented by people such as historian Simon Dubnow, who rejected the notion of a Jewish state while promoting the goal of Jewish cultural autonomy.

There was also a “cultural” stream in the Zionist Organization, whose high priest was Ahad Ha’am. Alroey deals at length with Ahad Ha’am in his book, contending that Ahad Ha’am sought to resolve the problem of Jewish religion in Palestine. In fact, Ahad Ha’am was not a religious man in the accepted sense of the term: what he sought was the preservation of Jewish culture as manifested in a deep connection to tradition and the Hebrew language and culture. It is thus more accurate to say that, for Ahad Ha’am, Palestine offered a solution to the problem of assimilation. In his view, Palestine would be a “spiritual center” inhabited by a chosen minority of the Jewish people, a cultural focal point to enlighten the diaspora and thereby halt assimilation. At the same time, he believed, the mass of Jews seeking a livelihood and security would find their future not in Palestine, but in the United States.

Many of the members of Hibbat Zion, the East European movement that predated Herzl’s political Zionist movement, were Ahad Ha’am’s disciples. Ahad Ha’am was the leading figure in the Odessa Committee, an influential center of Hibbat Zion, and from the 1890s, cultural Zionism represented the dominant trend within that group. The great turning point for Zionism came with the publication of Theodor Herzl’s Der Judenstaat in 1896. Herzl had no interest in either religion or Hebrew culture but rather in finding a radical solution to antisemitism, specifically by means of leaving Europe and establishing a separate state. He was not fixated on the idea of Palestine; instead, as with Judah Leib Pinsker before him, he deliberated between Palestine and Argentina. On the one hand, Herzl envisioned a mass movement of millions that would flock to the Promised Land. On the other hand, he was continually frustrated in his efforts to obtain some sort of charter for Palestine or its environs (such as the Sinai Peninsula or Cyprus, or even Mesopotamia) whereas, all the while, the situation of Jews in Eastern Europe continued to worsen – as manifested, for instance, in the atrocities of the Kishinev pogrom of 1903. For this reason, he expressed enthusiasm for the proposal put forth by British Secretary of State for the Colonies Joseph Chamberlain, which would grant Jews a territory in East Africa (this territory entered the Zionist lexicon as “Uganda,” even though the territory in question was in Kenya). According to Alroey, Herzl was less sensitive to the storm such a proposal would arouse than was his loyal ally Max Nordau, who swiftly characterized “Uganda” as a “night shelter” in order to avoid its being perceived as an alternative to Palestine.

Alroey stresses the enthusiasm for the proposal on the part of the Jewish masses in Eastern Europe who saw it as a gateway to salvation. Herzl’s charismatic personality and the great hope he inspired also convinced people from the Religious Zionist camp headed by Rabbi Yitzhak Yaakov Reines to endorse the Uganda proposal at the Sixth Zionist Congress held in 1903. “The weepers,” as Ahad Ha’am sneeringly called the opponents of the proposal, left the hall in tears and threatened to split the Zionist movement after the majority voted in favor of sending a survey team to Uganda; in the end, they did not carry out their threat.

In one of the book’s best chapters, Alroey recounts how the energetic opposition organized by Menachem Ussishkin (a leading figure in Hovevei Zion in Odessa) and his lieutenant, Dov Ber Borochov, resulted in defeat of the Uganda proposal at the Seventh Zionist Congress of 1905, which was held in Basel a year after Herzl’s death. A three-man team had been picked to tour the area defined as Uganda, but there had been a long delay before the men set out, as the Zionist Organization was not willing to fund the trip. When they finally reached their destination, the team set about its work in a hasty and sloppy manner; only one of the men actually surveyed the area while the other two essentially frittered away their time. The main target of Alroey’s criticism is Nachum Wilbushevitz, or Wilbush as he was known, who at the time was a young, inexperienced engineer who became a member of the team only by chance (his sister, Manya Shochat, later became one of the most riveting figures in Jewish Palestine). Wilbush felt that the Uganda project was thoroughly unrealistic and accordingly submitted a negative report, with which one of his colleagues concurred. The third member of the team – the one who had actually done the surveying – wrote a much more positive assessment, but Ussishkin cunningly managed to keep this information from being presented to the delegates at the Congress. Thus, the Uganda proposal was voted down without there being any real discussion as to the contents of the report.1 This, in turn, led to a split in the post-Herzl Zionist movement and the formation of the Jewish Territorial Organization (known as the ITO, its initials in Yiddish).

As Alroey shows, the ITO endorsed two basic components of Zionism: self-government and territory. Among its founding members were Max Mandelstam, a Jewish doctor from Kiev; Nachman Syrkin, a Jewish socialist; and the British author Israel Zangwill, all of whom were loyal Zionists who sought an immediate refuge for the Jewish people. In addition, for a certain period of time, Berl Katznelson and Yosef Haim Brenner – both of whom later became leading figures in the labor Zionist movement – were captivated by Territorialism; according to Katznelson, the movement collapsed because it did not find a foothold. In the days of despair and decline that beset the Zionist movement following Herzl’s death, many Zionists turned to Territorialism as the alternative closest to Zionism, though for most this was only a temporary move.

It is impossible to understand the Territorialist movement’s untiring search for territory all over the world up to 1918 without taking European imperialism into account. Up to the end of the First World War, the arbitrary partitioning of countries was accepted in international politics as legitimate; this is what allowed both for the Balfour Declaration and the creation of the British Mandate. One of the interesting points raised by Alroey relates to Zangwill’s perception of the problems posed by the Arab population in Palestine. Zangwill sought to locate an “empty” country for Jewish settlement (though it transpires that the adage attributed to him, “a land without a people for a people without a land” was actually coined by Lord Shaftesbury). He had no particular empathy for the Arabs – in fact, he would have preferred them to migrate from Palestine, or even be expelled – but he recognized that there would be unending clashes between them and Jewish settlers. However, when it came to Africa, he displayed no sensitivity whatsoever to the rights of the native peoples. At the time, this was an acceptable attitude.

Another of the book’s enthralling and innovative chapters is that devoted to Territorialism (and, in particular, Ugandism) in Palestine. With regard to the Second Aliyah period (1904-1914), Alroey offers some particularly interesting sources derived from archives, correspondence, and private collections, which indicate that Territorialism was no less widespread (and perhaps even more so) in Palestine than it was in other places at the time. For instance, Eliezer Ben-Yehuda, the reviver of the Hebrew language and one of the central figures in Yishuv society prior to the First World War, was a keen Ugandist, along with many other respected Zionists. This phenomenon was short-lived; as in other places, support for Territorialism essentially disappeared following issuance of the Balfour Declaration.

The 1930s, however, saw a resurgence of the Territorialist idea. The rise of Nazism in Europe and Britain reneging on its undertakings to the Jews in the second half of that decade, coupled with dire economic straits and increased antisemitism in Eastern Europe and the closure of the gates into the United States, all led Jews to seek refuge in any country that would accept them. According to Alroey, the new movement, which included an organization known as the Freeland League, was not an offshoot of the Zionist movement but was in fact hostile toward it. Among its numbers were Bundists, Yiddishists, and Communists. The Freeland League engaged with the Jews but it was not a national movement: it sought only cultural autonomy, not a state. Unlike Dubnow, who believed that cultural autonomy was a loftier level of nationalism than a state, the new Territorialists were not opposed to a state; they simply did not believe it was attainable. The Freeland League was still in existence after the establishment of the state of Israel, and only in 1957, after the death of the man who kept it alive, Isaac Nachman Steinberg, did it disintegrate.

Alroey focuses on western Territorialism, particularly the British variety. He devotes no more than a few lines to the Soviet Territorialist plan for Birobidzhan and leaves out any mention of the attempt to settle Jews in the Crimea in the 1920s. These two plans appealed to Jews the world over: Jews went to the Crimea from Palestine, whereas good Communists from the United States went to Birobidzhan. The involvement of the Joint Distribution Committee in these plans is no less interesting than Jewish Colonization Association involvement in previous projects. The notion of combining Jewish nationalism and saving the world was enormously attractive to Jews. The Soviet brand of Territorialism was different from all previous attempts in that it contained elements of recognition of the Jews as a nation. However, as with other Territorialist attempts, it failed, in part because the Jewish masses in the Soviet Union preferred to flock to the big cities and seize the opportunities for higher education offered by the regime. The appeal of Palestine was ultimately an uncontestable attraction. However, in the end, it was not the myth of Palestine but rather the failure to integrate into surrounding societies, together with latent antisemitism, that convinced Jews of the need for a country of their own.

Gur Alroey has written an important book. I do not agree with everything he writes – for instance, his analysis of the concept of “negation of the diaspora” as expressed in both the Territorialist and Zionist movements – and the book also contains a number of typographical and other minor errors, which can be corrected in an updated edition (I would suggest in addition that Hebrew quotations be translated idiomatically rather than literally). Notwithstanding, Zion without Zionism is eminently worthy of a place on the bookshelf of 20th-century Jewish history.

Anita Shapira
Tel Aviv University


Note


1. As it happened, the territory under question enjoyed a moderate climate, was very sparsely populated, and had water and farmland in abundance. However, the few British settlers living in its borders protested against the possibility of mass Jewish settlement. Thus, even without Ussishkin and his machinations, the Uganda proposal would probably not have come to fruition, as the British government would have been unlikely to go against the wishes of its citizens.








Hezi Amiur, Meshek beit haikar: hameshek hame’urav bamaḥshevet hatziyonit (Mixed Farm and Smallholding in Zionist Settlement Thought). Jerusalem: Zalman Shazar Center, 2016. 410 pp.


Although many works have dealt with the historical, ideological, political, social, spatial, and cultural aspects of Zionism, little has been written on the ideological and socioeconomic concepts that shaped the Zionist settlement project from the early 1880s onwards, beginning with the first Jewish colonies established in Ottoman-ruled Palestine. Hezi Amiur concentrates on the history and development of what appears to be the most important of the Zionist farmstead models: the mixed farm. Designated mainly for smallholders, the mixed farm formed the basis for the cooperative agricultural Zionist settlement known as the moshav. Although the moshav developed in the shadow of another form of collective settlement that became a dominant national symbol – the kibbutz – it gradually became the major type of agricultural settlement in Israel.

Meshek beit haikar consists of eight chapters arranged in three sections. The first section, which I found to be the most compelling part of the book, deals with the national, social, and cultural background of the Zionist settlement venture. Although Amiur does not state it explicitly, he clearly wishes to differ from critical scholars who classify Zionism as a movement inspired by colonialism and thus part and parcel of West European overseas imperialism. Amiur points to a different set of ideas and practices that developed in Eastern and Central Europe, providing a well-articulated historical analysis of both Jewish agricultural practices in 19th-century Eastern Europe and the notion of agricultural mass settlement as a remedy for the maladies of the persecuted and marginalized Jewish communities of the Russian Empire. The main incentive for modern West European colonialist settlement initiatives was political and economic; in contrast, he argues, the social reformers, philanthropists, social scientists, and even government officials in tsarist Russia and imperial Germany sought the social improvement of the masses by means of their transformation into agricultural and urban proletariats, as well as through the consolidation of control of the national territory, especially in areas dominated by minority groups.

Zionism, the Jewish national movement, took shape in the last quarter of the 19th century in East and Central Europe and was deeply inspired by national and social ideologies that developed in these areas. The formation of a Jewish political entity in the land of Israel was to be accompanied by a social revolution leading to a productive society based on a large-scale rural class. Yet when initial efforts to establish modern Jewish villages in Ottoman-ruled Palestine failed, settlers turned to the French Jewish philanthropist, Baron Edmond de Rothschild, for aid. Rothschild re-established the settlements, but on social and economic foundations patterned after French colonial settlements in Algeria.

With the founding of the World Zionist Organization in 1897, a number of Zionist settlement institutions and companies came into being, charged with the purchasing of land and the founding of rural settlements. The Jaffa-based Palestine Office, established in 1907, adhered to a policy inspired by the imperial German purchase of Polish-owned land in the eastern part of Prussia and its settlement by Germans. Zionist leaders regarded the Rothschild settlements as a failure, since the Jewish farmers there were landlords, with Arab employees doing the actual cultivation of the land. In contrast to Rothschild, Zionists sought to create a form of agricultural settlement that would promote both national and social revival of the Jewish people in its ancient homeland.

In the second section of his book, Amiur introduces three leading figures in the agricultural settlement enterprise: Akiva Ettinger, Isaac Wilkansky, and Eliezer Yoffe. Ettinger, born in Russia, was inspired by reforms initiated by the tsarist government during the 1860s to improve the economic and political situation of the peasants; before coming to Palestine, he was involved in a plan promoted by Baron Maurice de Hirsch to settle Russian Jews on land purchased in Argentina. Wilkansky studied agronomy in German universities and was influenced by the achievements of German science; Yoffe, educated in the United States, had been employed on a number of mixed farms in the Midwest. Amiur offers a detailed account of their training abroad, focusing on the ways in which each of them made use of their skills and experience in Palestine. Although each agreed on the importance of developing a mixed farm model for Jewish agriculture, Ettinger, Wilkansky, and Yoffe held different conceptions with regard to methods and means. Amiur recounts the conflicts between them while also showing the significant contributions each of them made.

In the concluding section of the book, Amiur shows how theory turned into facts on the ground. By the early 1950s, the newly independent state of Israel had hundreds of cooperative settlements and thousands of individual farm units. These allowed for the absorption of a multitude of new immigrants, many of whom had never lived in an agricultural community. Amiur provides a thorough historical grounding for this achievement. At times, the amount of detail impedes the flow of the text. Notwithstanding, this is an obligatory work for anyone studying the history of the Zionist settlement enterprise.

Arnon Golan
University of Haifa




Naomi Brenner, Lingering Bilingualism: Modern Hebrew and Yiddish Literatures in Contact. Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 2016. 292 pp.


In an essay titled “From Traditional Bilingualism to National Monolingualism,” Israel Bartal describes the transformation Jewish society underwent from medieval times, when bilingualism or even multilingualism was not only a plausible option but the actual norm, to the era of the modern nation-state, when monolingualism became the more common (and much preferred) mode.1 Notwithstanding, throughout the 19th century, agents of modernization in the Russian, Austro-Hungarian, and Ottoman empires did not champion an implausible monolingual model. Instead, maskilim used a combination of Hebrew and Russian (or Hebrew and German) in their writings, while other Jewish writers and intellectuals wrote in the two “Jewish” languages, Yiddish and Hebrew. In addition, a minority of ideologists continued advocating for a multilingual model even after the First World War. In Lingering Bilingualism, Naomi Brenner explores their story, claiming that although most writers opted to choose either Hebrew or Yiddish, “there was a third choice available to interwar writers […] to continue writing in Hebrew and Yiddish. Despite the radical transformations of the Eastern European world in which traditional Jewish bilingualism had thrived, individual bilingualism remained a viable option for a small group of writers” (p. 11).

How should we regard this lingering bilingualism? Was it a manifestation of conservative ideology that reflected the desire to preserve a lost world, a radical stand of boldly refusing to accept the “straitjacket” of the nation-state, or an expression of how difficult it was to convert a multilingual culture into a monolingual national culture? Or perhaps it was not an ideological stand but rather a pragmatic acceptance of bilingualism as a necessary stage in the forging of a “proper” monolingual nation? It seems that all of these options are traceable in the complicated Jewish linguistic arena, and each of the case studies Brenner presents in the four chapters of her book may be placed in a different position on this spectrum. “If Hebrew and Yiddish were […] joined by a marriage made in heaven,” she writes, “their union did not survive the interwar period. But its dissolution was not so much a stormy divorce as a complex and a fitful negotiation of a new relationship between long-intimate companions” (p. 30).

One of the key events explored by Brenner is the visit of Sholem Asch and Perets Hirshbeyn to Palestine in 1927. At a gathering in their honor on May 3, 1927, Hayim Nahman Bialik spoke of Yiddish and Hebrew as “a marriage made in heaven,” and a minor storm among the intellectual elite in the Yishuv ensued. Brenner argues that rather than seeing the event as the end of the bilingual option, it should be perceived as a complicated example of lingering bilingualism. She notes that Eliezer Shteinnman, who zealously argued against the use of Yiddish in the Yishuv and who attacked Bialik’s speech in an article published in Ketuvim, the literary journal established by Bialik in 1926, was also a regular contributor to Yiddish newspapers in Poland. Similarly, Avraham Shlonsky objected to bilingualism in an article published in the same journal, yet his Hebrew poetry exhibits ample evidence of Yiddish influence in its choice of words and idioms.

“Lingering bilingualism” is a term coined by Brenner, and the many examples she offers makes a good case for the phenomenon she describes. Indeed, Brenner’s research should be regarded as a starting point for further investigation and evaluation of different kinds of bilingualism. For example, while Shteinnman wrote in Yiddish for newspapers in Poland, he made a clear distinction between such journalistic work and his literary work, which was written exclusively in Hebrew. One could thus characterize his bilingualism as a matter of practicality (Yiddish being the dominant language of Jews in Poland) rather than ideology. The case of Bialik is somewhat more complex. In a speech titled “Sheelat haleshonot beyisrael” (The Question of Language in Israel), given in Kovno in 1930, he presented a fascinating historiosophical account of the bilingual history of Ashkenaz and sought to justify his move to Hebrew monolingualism, in spite of his obvious affection for Yiddish.2 Hirshbeyn, for his part, dedicated a long paragraph in the travelogue he wrote to the issue of language. Despite his love of Hebrew, he explained, he chose Yiddish as his language because of his desire to “connect with the people.”

As with a number of scholars before her, Brenner employs the term “translingualism” to signify the survival of a language and culture by means of translation to another language. Such is the case with Shlonsky’s borrowing from Yiddish in his poetry, though the phenomenon is evident in many aspects of Hebrew culture. As she shows, the rejection of Yiddish did not always go hand-in-hand with rejection of Yiddish culture, at least not in a simplistic way, and Israeli culture as a whole may be regarded as a case of translinguality.3

Brenner discusses the journals Rimon and Milgroym (a joint publishing project produced in Berlin in the early 1920s) and shows how the editors saw both languages as legitimate vehicles for the elevation and spreading of Jewish culture. She also explores Rachel Feygenberg’s series of translations from Yiddish to Hebrew in Palestine and Sh. Niger’s anthology Aḥisefer in the United States. According to Brenner, Feygenberg wanted to save Yiddish literature by means of translating it to Hebrew, whereas Niger can be seen as a truly bilingual ideologist who regarded both languages as inextricable elements of Ashkenazi culture. A similar ideological commitment to bilingualism can be traced in the works of Shneour Zalman and Y.D. Berkovitz, two other writers discussed by Brenner. Regarding the latter, she notes that Berkovitz rejected “the Romantic equation of one language = one land = one people, [maintaining] that the two Jewish languages would continue to transcend linguistic and political divisions” (p. 122).

Brenner addresses “lingering bilingualism” in a refreshing manner, demonstrating the complexity of language politics and ideology. Her study calls for further investigations in the field and a sharper evaluation of the differences between various forms of bilingualism. Future research might deal, for example, with Poale Zionist Left ideologists or with the Yiddish writers club of Mandate-era Palestine, most of whose members identified themselves as socialist Zionists while refusing to accept the inevitable demise of Yiddish.

Yaad Biran
The Hebrew University


Notes


1. Israel Bartal, “From Traditional Bilingualism to National Monolingualism,” in Hebrew in Ashkenaz: A Language in Exile, ed. Lewis Glinert (New York: 1993), 141-150.


2. The text of the speech may be found online at http://benyehuda.org/bialik/dvarim:shebeal_peh64.html (accessed 21 May 2017).

3. See also Ghil’ad Zuckermann, Yisreelit safah yafah: az eizeh safah hayisreelim medaberim? (Tel Aviv: 2008).









Yakir Englander and Avi Sagi, Sexuality and the Body in New Religious Zionist Discourse, trans. Batya Stein. Boston: Academic Press, 2015. 298 pp.


One of the engaging puzzles of American Jewry in the age of Trump is the fissure between the American Jewish Left, with its focus on alt-Right ethno-nationalism in the United States, and the American Jewish Right, with its focus on American foreign policy concerning the state of Israel. This replay of the old center-periphery debate (that is, what is the center that defines the periphery?) seems evident, sitting as I do in Atlanta. But what is also clear to me is that this is a false dichotomy that lumps heterogeneous positions, creating a “Right” and “Left” instead of what might be merely a Venn diagram of competing interests and positions.

Yakir Englander and Avi Sagi’s monograph, competently translated from the Hebrew by Batya Stein, illustrates the Venn diagram within one aspect of a Venn diagram of the dichotomy. Their putative object is the positions and debates about “sexuality” in one slice of the Jewish public sphere in Israel – religious Jewry – and specifically that of the Israeli religious Zionists who, following the notion of “Torah ’im Derech Eretz” first formulated by Samson Raphael Hirsch as an answer to the Enlightenment, are now struggling in a Jewish state to combine halakhic commitment with the values of modernity. The actual slice of the topic addressed here concerns questions of sexuality as defined by rabbinic notions of gender attraction and bodily integrity/autonomy: those dealing with homosexuality, lesbianism, masturbation, and the relationships between the sexes. The sources are for the most part halakhic responsa by rabbis based in Israel who spend a good deal of their time exploring the pragmatic adaption of such views in the day-to-day reality of pastoral counseling; posted online, these responsa are now accessed throughout the world. Little interest is expressed in reproductive technology, notwithstanding the scandals surrounding the work by Susan Martha Kahn and Meira Weiss, and no interest is expressed in the problems of intersex raised by Alice Dreger, even though this could have been an interesting litmus test for the underlying questions of gender identity raised in the book.1 With regard to the book’s argument that the power in the relationship between authority and supplicant has shifted to the supplicants (as they seem to set the parameters of the questions), it remains to be seen whether such a gap is the result of the authors’ or the supplicants’ interests.

What Yakir Englander and Avi Sagi do well is to document the inherent confusion concerning questions raised about female masturbation and same-sex attraction in religious Zionism, at least within the public debates about these complicated categories. In light of the centrality of religious Zionist parties in recent governing coalitions, any move to translate these debates into public policy would be one step too far. (At least for the moment: the global reaction to granting the LGBTQ community political visibility, never mind rights, has not yet been adequately addressed in the religious communities in Israel, despite repeated criticism of the Israeli Left for its alleged “pinkwashing.”) The questions raised by the volume are important, but the focus on Israel as a denominator for the discussion is what interests me, given the global access to such discussions.

Taking into account the recent work of Samuel Heilman, one might ask: What is happening to notions of an imagined, global Jewish space defined by the claims of religious politics, even Zionist politics? Are these debates, stemming from Israeli religious Zionist discussions, different in kind in Stamford Hill than in Meah Shearim? Does political context define the identical question in radically different ways? Indeed, do these responsa, which are accessed across the Modern Orthodox world and beyond, mean the same thing in different contexts? The rabbis would say they do; but then they make inchoate claims about female sexuality that are read in radically different ways in different cultural contexts. The argument about diasporic ultra-Orthodox Jewry is that these cultures are isolated and self-contained. But the reality is that they absorb and reflect the world around them, even if they do so in a negative manner. They are just as absorbent of contexts as the Jewish women now wearing full burkas in Israel, reflecting the cultural context of radical Islam in the Israeli public sphere (a force that, at the moment, is missing in Borough Park).

Yakir Englander and Avi Sagi have made a substantive contribution to what is now unabashedly called “Israel studies,” an area of study bounded not only by geography but also by mindset. This volume might also have been a contribution to Jewish studies had it been conceived of as the first volume studying the religious construction of female sexuality in the Israeli religious-Zionist public sphere. As such its limited goals are successfully met, but one is still anxious about what it means to fragment these questions in terms of national political ideology for the integrity of a supposed uniform Jewish Modern Orthodoxy. If the chaos within the Israeli religious-Zionist community is any indicator, these debates may well begin to collapse the fantasy of a Jewish umah (nation) in terms of religious practice and belief. That such chaos may be productive of any positive change is doubtful; but its existence shows the reality of coalition-building in the context of modern Israel and the difficult of maintaining such coalitions beyond the borders of a national state in the modern world.

Sander L. Gilman
Emory University


Note


1. Susan Martha Kahn, Reproducing Jews: A Cultural Account of Assisted Conception in Israel (Durham: 2000); Meira Weiss, The Chosen Body: The Politics of the Body in Israeli Society (Palo Alto: 2002); Alice Dreger, Hermaphrodites and the Medical Invention of Sex (Cambridge, Mass.: 1998).









Liora R. Halperin, Babel in Zion: Jews, Nationalism, and Language Diversity in Palestine, 1920–1948. New Haven: Yale University Press, 2015. 313 pp.


This fascinating book, based on a detailed examination of archival and published material, studies the multilingual scene in the Jewish settlement in Palestine (the Yishuv) during the Mandate period. Whereas the story of Hebrew and its transformation into a modern national language has attracted much scholarly attention, the place of linguistic others in pre-state Jewish society, their presence in daily life, and the complex set of interactions with them and stances toward them have been largely overlooked. The aim of Liora Halperin’s book is to study “the dynamics of linguistic diversity in a society officially committed to the promotion of a single tongue” (p. 25), taking into consideration the fact that Hebrew, despite the proclaimed pro-Hebrew consensus, actually functioned within a complex setting of relationships – not only with a variety of immigrant languages among the Jewish population but also with Arabic and English.

As opposed to previous studies, Babel in Zion does not assume a dichotomy between ideology and practice and does not deal with the attempts to eradicate other languages in order to promote Hebrew, but instead focuses on the social reality of multilingualism. “The figures and communities in the Yishuv that tolerated or promoted other languages were by and large interested not in undermining Hebrew or promoting an alternative project but rather in promoting the Hebrew project by way of and in reference to the other languages they remembered, knew, or encountered,” Halperin notes (p. 18). Hence, she aims at examining the persistent situation of language contact within a society committed in principle to a monolingual rhetoric and language ideology, while at the same time acknowledging not only the need for other languages, but also their possible contribution to the nation-building project. Multilingualism was not only an inevitable facet of a society consisting of only a small percentage of inhabitants native to Palestine (around 35 percent of the Jewish population in 1948), but was also an outcome of education, social mobility, and geo-political factors. Speakers’ previous languages as well as certain European languages could not entirely be kept out, whereas the schism between Jews and Arabs impeded the full integration of Hebrew within the Middle Eastern linguistic context. In this complex setting, the rejection of other languages was more complex and more incomplete than rhetoric would allow.

Five thematic topics describe this interesting linguistic scene. Chapter 1 is dedicated to leisure, discussing its association with non-Hebrew usage both at home and outside. Since “linguistic sacrifice” was considered to be a symbol of national commitment, the practice of linguistic license in circumstances of leisure was often regarded as a sign of laziness and insufficient devotion to Hebrew. Whereas in official circumstances (such as the workplace) the hegemony of Hebrew was relatively easy to preserve, in private conversations other languages often prevailed, and cultural activities such as film-going and book-reading relied to a great extent on Western cultures. Interestingly, whereas Shabbat in traditional Jewish society was often marked by an increased presence of Hebrew, in the Yishuv it was associated with a larger portion of foreign language use as compared to regular working days, despite attempts to limit this phenomenon. Alongside a discussion of the battle against immigrant languages, primarily Yiddish, Halperin highlights alternative attitudes – for instance, those voices advocating the screening of well-regarded Yiddish films as a means of displaying Jewish cultural activity outside of Palestine. Likewise, German film production, it was claimed, made it possible to expose the local audience to “excellent films” (p. 60). Despite the stated rhetoric, the resort to leisure activity in other languages did not necessarily reflect disregard for the Zionist project, but rather allowed for space within it.

The following chapter focuses on the commercial sphere, which served as a space of language contact both in its low-level manifestations (namely, street-peddling, associated with Yiddish and Arabic) and higher-level activities (namely, international trade, associated with the employment of European languages). Although commerce was viewed as a direct continuation of diasporic habits, its presence was nonetheless essential – and as Hebrew was not a language of economic power, commerce required the acquisition of multilingual skills. Thus, “tolerance of commerce could itself be a Zionist position, since the growth of the market could promote nationalist priorities” (p. 64).

Chapter 3 deals with knowledge and use of English by local employees of the British administrative organs and the Zionist institutions. Knowledge of English was viewed as beneficial in advancing Zionist aims within a British-ruled territory, and seeking employment in the British bureaucracy was often presented as a national mission: “Hebrew labor” included working in positions that might otherwise have gone to the Arab population. Knowledge of English began to be a mark of sophistication among the professional elites, and its importance increased over time both in administrative organs and in the law courts.

Halperin next turns to a discussion of the place of Arabic among the Jewish population in Mandatory Palestine. Although community Arabic courses were promoted as a means of establishing personal contact with the local Arab population, which constituted a majority of those living in Palestine, their success was limited. Gradually, further functions started to be recognized for Arabic – in particular, its possible use in propaganda publications intended to shape Arab public opinion, and its role as an essential tool for military intelligence. But although the instruction of Arabic outside the school system was exempt from the general climate of opposition to foreign language study, its main impact was within the military frameworks, whereas the phenomenon of popular Arabic courses intended for the general public remained marginal.

Finally, Halperin turns to the instruction of foreign languages within the school system. As schools were intended to focus on the promotion and dissemination of Hebrew, languages other than English and Arabic were excluded from the school curriculum during the Mandate era. Their instruction involved certain difficulties (for instance, pupils” resistance and problems of curriculum). According to Halperin, although the basic approach toward teaching English and Arabic was utilitarian, the two languages were also regarded as conduits for the promotion of anti-diasporic values. A knowledge of Arabic, it was claimed, would contribute to the “Semitic authenticity” of the Jews, in addition to providing a better understanding of the linguistic structure of Hebrew. English, in contrast, was regarded as a tool to advance modernity by means of enabling Jews to establish a functioning European society in Palestine.

Although Babel in Zion presents a wide focus of discussion and attention to complexities, there is one significant aspect of language diversity in the Yishuv that is not accorded a detailed treatment: the continued use of a variety of previous languages by members of different Jewish communities. As noted, Halperin provides an extensive discussion of English and Arabic – the languages of the ruling power and of the local population – and also repeatedly makes reference to Yiddish. Other languages, however, are dealt with more briefly, or only in passing. In her chapter on leisure activities, Halperin looks at the continued use of Polish and German among the Ashkenazi population of Tel Aviv, and also notes that conversations in Ladino, Greek, and Bulgarian could be heard in coffee houses frequented by Sephardi Jews. With regard to the multilingual sphere of commerce, Halperin offers only a passing remark about Arabic-speaking Jewish street peddlers, in contrast to her extensive discussion on the use of Yiddish among Jewish and Arab peddlers alike. Some reference is made to the role of Arabic-speaking Middle Eastern Jews in the formation of the intelligence service. But as none of these languages is dedicated its own detailed discussion, the story of their place in the Yishuv is still waiting to be told.

Yael Reshef
The Hebrew University




Anat Helman, Israeli National Ideals and Everyday Life in the 1950s. Waltham: Brandeis University Press, 2014. 312 pp.


Anat Helman’s Becoming Israeli: National Ideals and Everyday Life in the 1950s regards anecdotes, appropriately, as useful historical sources – so I’ll take the liberty of sharing a couple of my own (albeit from decades later). I was introduced, in Jerusalem in the 1990s, to a man named Albert. He mentioned that he grew up in the neighborhood where I had rented a flat in the mid-1980s, and there was a chance I might have known his mother, who ran a kiosk off Gaza Road. I did, indeed, recall her. I used to buy my newspaper from her. One of the reasons why Albert’s mother was etched in my memory is because she was sweet, gentle, and friendly. Imperfect French or Hebrew didn’t bother her. She always had a warm smile.

Helman’s fine study provides the grounds for understanding why Albert’s mother was so special. Among Israelis (with the notable exception of yekkes, the German Jews, who have now nearly vanished), rudeness and generally boorish behavior, rather than civility, respect, and a notion of customer service, became entrenched as components of the national public culture. Many Israelis and devotees of the country maintain that coarseness and aggression in daily life are part of Israel’s charm, or dismiss it as a result of Israel’s “tough neighborhood.” Yet such cultural mainstays, along with security concerns and economic motivations, prompt thousands of Israelis to seek the friendlier climes of Germany, Britain, and America.

Becoming Israeli is a refreshingly brisk and readable interpretation of how the society emerged, mainly on its own terms, as distinctly Israeli. Along with anecdotes Helman embraces a rich variety of sources including photographs, cartoons, clothing styles, and gestures. In a sense, Helman tackles the fundamental question of “what does it mean to be Israeli,” and the extent to which the characteristics comprising Israeliness emerged in the early years of statehood. One of her stiffest challenges, though, is to determine what is uniquely Israeli versus what might be considered generically Jewish, or more specifically, “Ashkenazi.” Nevertheless, this is one of the few books written by an academic historian that has a chance of being appreciated by an educated public beyond academe. It should be recommended for any first-time visitor to the country. It addresses why Israeli Jews act as they do, more through cultural history than social psychology or conventional frames of analysis such as political and religious struggles and the Ashkenazi/Sephardi divide.

Among the book’s strengths is Helman’s choice of foci. Given its broad canvas, the power of the study derives from its locating spheres and behavioral acts that are extremely important but frequently overlooked: kibbutz dining halls, for one, but also the militarized, acronym-laden Hebrew of everyday conversation, or the way Israelis confront severe weather, watch movies, spit sunflower and pumpkin seeds at soccer matches, or ride the bus. Many who have lived in a number of countries, including Israel, would likely agree that in these realms Israelis seem to be, well, unusual. (In the 1980s I was at a screening of The Terminator at Jerusalem’s Cinemateque. When the robot-Schwartzenegger went into a gun store and added two “Uzi’s” to his copious order, several in the crowd started clapping and cheering).

Perhaps the weakest component of Helman’s survey is its discussion of the notoriously tricky subject of humor. Considering David Grossman’s recent, award-winning novel, A Horse Walks into a Bar, one is reminded how difficult it is to excavate and disentangle the origins of, and influences on, Israeli humor from that which might be called either “Jewish” or even “Russian” or “Polish” or “Berlin” or “American.” The work of Alice Nakhimovsky, for instance, would have assisted in drawing connections between Soviet humor (often centered on scarcity and waiting in lines) and what Helman depicts as largely Israeli. Helman also has not availed herself of any of the writing on or about New York – which seems to share many of the same characteristics with the “Israeli” – in terms of brusque behavior and humor. Aren’t New Yorkers rude? Blunt to a fault? Sardonic? Certainly, even before Israelis started escaping in droves to the Big Apple, it was on their mental map as the world’s thriving Jewish metropolis.

As much as Becoming Israeli is well argued, there are a few areas where insights of fellow scholars would have enhanced Helman’s study. The theoretical reflections in The Past in Ruins (1992) by David Gross would have been especially instructive. Gross shows that contemporary societies are suffused with often archaic holdovers from earlier periods. In that spirit, Arieh Saposnik’s book on print culture, Becoming Hebrew (2008), would help to contextualize matters that, arising in the 1950s, were actually rooted in earlier decades. Hizky Shoham’s research on Israeli consumer culture in Mandate Palestine – much of it directed against the Arab enemy – also had resonance in the 1950s.1 And perhaps most important: the recent scholarship of Lior Libman, historicizing the culture of the kibbutz, starkly shows that the movement underwent traumatic adjustments amid and after Israel’s War of Independence, something that certainly resonated in kibbutz dining halls of the 1950s.2 The latter work is especially significant for its unpacking of Israeli callousness and defensive aggressiveness even beyond the confines of the kibbutz, a phenomenon that became so apparent in the 1950s among those who had earlier prided themselves on exemplifying universal, humanitarian ideals.

Despite these reservations, Helman’s work is a perceptive and welcome contribution to the historiography explaining Israeli society and culture, which in so many respects separates Israel from other countries. While politics per se will never be displaced, the kind of cultural history she has delivered brings us closer to understanding how Israel, in the middle and later decades of the 20th century, assumed the shape it did – for better and or for worse, depending on the beholder. Helman is one of the first to locate and seriously explore key elements of what held the young country together. Becoming Israeli also reveals how far academic thinking has advanced. One can only imagine the rolling eyes of an Israeli professor in the 1950s through the 1970s if a student or colleague had floated the possibility of writing a history of Israel expressly through the ways in which the nation dressed, rode the bus, littered, and watched movies. Jewish scholarship, overall, would be well served to heed Helman’s subtle admonition to investigate the persistent bases of Jewish national cohesiveness, which she has accomplished in a highly commendable, original, and creative fashion.

Michael Berkowitz
University College London



Notes


1. See Hizky Shoham, “ ‘Buy Local’ or ‘Buy Jewish’? Separatist Consumption in Interwar Palestine,” International Journal of Middle East Studies 45, no. 3 (2013), 469-489.


2. Lior Libman, “ ‘Helem hamedinah shel hakibutz hameuḥad, 1948-1954: maba’im textualiyim,” ’Iyunim bitkumat yisrael 22 (2012), 25-63.









Orit Rozin, A Home for All Jews: Citizenship, Rights, and National Identity in the New Israeli State, trans. Haim Watzman. Waltham: Brandeis University Press, 2016. 231 pp.


In January 1949, the SS Galila entered the port of Haifa with some 1,500 Jewish immigrants onboard. This was one of several journeys undertaken that month by the Galila, together with the SS Atzmaut, which brought to Israel the last Jews being held in British detention camps in Cyprus. Upon their arrival, the immigrants once again found themselves living in camps, this time as citizens in the immigrant camps serving as the entrance to the Israeli melting pot. Orit Rozin’s important book, A Home for All Jews: Citizenship, Rights, and National Identity in the New Israeli State, presents the complex story of an emerging society that absorbed hundreds of thousands of Jews during the first decade following independence. As she shows, the immigrants came in search not merely of a home, but also an identity. Their hopeful anticipation of a new beginning is illustrated by the cover photograph of the book, which depicts a couple and their little daughter looking out of a porthole on the Galila. This image expresses the central place of the individual in Rozin’s social and cultural historical analysis.

In a previous work, The Rise of the Individual in 1950s Israel: A Challenge to Collectivism (2011), Rozin – who is a professor in the department of Jewish history at Tel Aviv University – analyzed the relationship between the individualist ethos and voluntary collectivism. In the current volume, she turns to the mutual affinities between the struggle for civil rights and the shaping of national identity. To this end, she devotes three chapters to the campaign on behalf of a minimum age for marriage (as part of the struggle for the right to childhood); a campaign headed by political representatives of the Israeli middle class to remove restrictions on travel abroad; and the demands by new immigrants to receive recognition from the veteran establishment. Emphasizing the connection between state and society and between nation-building and the formation of a state, Rozin exposes the ways in which these campaigns for rights reflected the different tensions characterizing Israeli society at the time. To this end, she makes dexterous use of interdisciplinary research methods and sources, including press cuttings, letters from citizens, government reports, legal appeals, and Knesset debates – thus positioning her discussion in its manifold social, cultural, and ideological contexts.

The first section of the book examines the phenomenon of the marriage of girls at a tender age, and the struggle that led to the adoption of the Age of Marriage Law (1950). Rozin positions this issue in the context of discourse on gender and on the relations between religion and state. One of the book’s strengths is the manner in which Rozin relates the struggle for rights in Israel to that of other societies, including countries in the Communist bloc and in Western Europe. Her descriptions of political and social processes that had their origins in the British Mandate period not only add historical depth to her analysis, but also offer case studies on the influence of colonial heritage on the processes of nation-building. Rozin’s choice of issues also enables her to examine points of conflict and of contact between the different social groups that comprised early Israeli society. In the case of early marriage of girls, the two main communities in which the phenomenon was commonplace in the 1950s were those of Yemenite Jews and Arabs. The replication in Israel of cultural and social patterns that were prevalent in the Arab world met with opposition on the part of the government, and this in turn was regarded by at least some Sephardi and Oriental Jewish leaders as reflecting the government’s concern with regard to the growing demographic and cultural weight of Oriental Jewish communities in Israel. Rozin, however, argues that the Age of Marriage Law was initiated not by the Israeli government but by women’s organizations, and that the attempt to enforce the law reflected an effort to integrate the Oriental Jews in the process of nation-building, thereby moderating Orientalist attitudes toward these communities. Her analysis of this issue focuses on public discourse on the right to childhood – which related mainly to the children of Jewish immigrants from the Arab countries, even though the phenomenon of early marriage was far more prevalent among the Muslim population. Rozin’s focus on the Jewish population impairs her ability to present a more comprehensive and complete picture of the struggle for rights. She explains, however, that the subject of her book is the development of full (rather than partial) citizenship in the context of a process of nation-building, from which the Arab minority was excluded.

The influence of ideological and cultural values on the shaping of the Israeli legal code and civil identity was evident as well in the campaign against the restrictions on travel abroad – in particular, the need to obtain exit permits. This policy remained in force until 1961. Public protests on the issue were voiced both in the press and in the Knesset, on the part of political forces representing the middle class. In addition, as Rozin shows, individual citizens sent petitions and letters to government ministries, particularly the Ministry of Immigration. As is apparent from the justifications quoted by the state in rejecting applications for exit permits, the issue had a socioeconomic dimension. Public discourse against the travel restrictions not only challenged the government’s economic policy and the centralizing power of the state, but was also perceived by some decision-makers as undermining the values of Zionist ideology and social solidarity – a perspective that highlighted the distinction between a Jew rooted in the homeland and the wandering Jew of the diaspora. As in the case of the marriage law, the ideological and practical aspects of this issue also illustrate the importance of contrasting the government’s attitude toward the Jewish public with its approach vis-à-vis the Arab population.

The shaping of national identity and the perception of citizenship were influenced, among other factors, by the involvement of nongovernmental organizations in the struggle for rights, including organizations representing women, the middle class, and immigrants. While Rozin discusses the decision-making echelon and the veteran establishment, her analysis centers on the individual. During the years following the 1948 war, various communities struggled for their rights in the process of postwar reconstruction. Among them were new immigrants, some of whom were demobilized soldiers. Rozin quotes from letters and applications for assistance that were sent to the government ministries responsible for housing and employment. As she points out, such correspondence was an expression of the immigrants’ desire to have their feelings, as well as material needs, taken into account. Here and elsewhere, Rozin offers a sensitive and insightful description of the civil struggle by new immigrants, which was commonly accompanied by negative emotions such as alienation and frustration. She illuminates the political, legal, and civil discourse that took place not only between the establishment and its citizens, but also between immigrants and veterans, including volunteers she describes as a “network of listeners.” This approach presents a new and important perspective for understanding the development of Israeli citizenship and national identity.

As noted above, and as indicated by its title, A Home for All Jews concentrates on the Jewish majority, devoting less attention to the place of a national minority in citizens’ struggles or to an examination of the affinity between ethnic identity and civil and national identity. However, this does not detract from the quality of Rozin’s analysis, nor from the important contribution her book makes to the study of Israeli society and culture during the state’s first decade. Beginning with a war that influenced the decade in diverse fields, this period ended with the outbreak of social unrest in the Haifa neighborhood of Wadi Salib in 1959. Rozin shows the manifestations of social and public protest in Israel prior to the riots. She presents a profound and comprehensive historical analysis of the struggle for rights, and skillfully connects this theme to the creation of Israeli civil and national identity. The debate surrounding the essence of this identity, and Israel’s definition as “a home for all Jews” versus “a home for all its citizens,” continues to reverberate in Israeli public discourse.

Moshe Naor
University of Haifa
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Fig. 8.1. Robert Scott Lauder, David Roberts, 1796–1864: Artist (in Arab dress), (1840); oil on canvas, 133 × 101.3 cm., Scottish National Portrait Gallery.
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Fig. 8.2. Maurycy Gottlieb, Self-Portrait in Arab Dress, copy by Marcin Gottlieb (1887); oil on canvas, 110 × 70 cm., E. Ringelblum Jewish Historical Institute in Warsaw, MŻIH A-439.
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Fig. 8.11. Henri Regnault, Salomé (1870); oil on canvas, 160 × 102.9 cm., gift of George F. Baker (1916), Metropolitan Museum of Art, accession no. 16.95.
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Fig. 8.12. Henryk Siemiradzki, Christ and Sinner: The First Meeting of Christ and Mary Magdalene (1873); oil on canvas, 350 × 550 cm., The State Russian Museum, St. Petersburg.
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Fig. 8.13. Jan Matejko, Stephen Báthory at Pskov (1872); oil on canvas, 322 × 545 cm., Royal Castle, Warsaw.
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Fig. 8.15. Emil Ranzenhofer, The Interior of the Templegasse Synagogue (Vienna) (1902); watercolor, 43.5 × 30.5 cm., © ÖNB/Wien, Pk 3020, 13.
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Fig. 8.17. Hans Makart, An Egyptian Princess (1875–1876); oil on canvas, 129 × 84 cm., private collection.
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Fig. 8.18. Rembrandt van Rijn, Portrait of a Man in Oriental Garment (1633); oil on panel, 86 × 64 cm., Alte Pinakothek, Munich.
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Fig. 8.19. Franz von Lenbach, Alhambra in Granada (1868); oil on canvas, 72.1 × 91.5 cm., Schackgalerie, Munich.
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Fig. 8.20. Franz von Lenbach, Portrait of an Arab (1876); oil on paper, 95 × 68 cm., private collection.
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Fig. 8.21. Maurycy Gottlieb, Odalisque (Gypsy or Shulamite) (1877); oil on wood, 26.5 × 16.5 cm., Raydon Gallery, New York.
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Fig. 8.22. Maurycy Gottlieb, Expulsion of the Moors from Granada (ca. 1877); oil on paper, 36 × 26.5 cm., Museum of Art, Lodz, photograph courtesy Herbst Palace Museum, Lodz.
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Fig. 8.24. Maurycy Gottlieb, Jews Praying in the Synagogue on the Day of Atonement (1878); oil on canvas, 245 × 192 cm., Tel Aviv Museum of Art, gift of Sidney Lamon (New York, 1955).
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Fig. 8.25. Maurycy Gottlieb, Christ Preaching at Capernaum (1878–1879); oil on canvas, 271.5 × 209 cm., National Museum, Warsaw.
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