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‘A radical and beautifully written new account’ Jackie Wullschlager, Financial Times

‘A cluster of vivid biographical sketches strung with great art on a thread of historical narrative … The impact of this heart-rending story is the more powerful for the exemplary dispassion with which Amos Elon tells it’ Ian McIntyre, The Times

‘An excellent, well-rounded and unprejudiced account of a fascinating and heart-rending subject’ Eva Figes, Guardian

The Germans and the Jews: it is of course impossible for that verbal combination not to evoke the mid-twentieth century catastrophe that overcame both peoples … That vision of things is certainly not wrong, but a perhaps unappreciated aspect of the relationship to do with the way the Jews and the Germans have eerily and perversely mirrored each other since the eighteenth century. That at least is one of the themes that emerges from Amos Elon’s brilliant, far-reaching, passionate and yet measured history’ Richard Bernstein, The New York Times

‘If there is one book we should all read this winter, it is Amos Elon’s The Pity of It All – a meticulous and wrenching history of a people and a place at a moment in time that bears urgently on our own’ Joan Didion

‘Amos Elon’s impressive new book is the story of Jews who worshipped at the shrine of German culture … Their enterprise ended badly, but Elon does not believe this had to be so; nor does he agree with those writers who see an inexorable pattern in human history … Elon’s account of the final act of this tortured drama could hardly be improved upon’ Gordon Craig, New York Review of Books





It is not what they built. It is what they knocked down.

It is not the houses. It is the spaces between the houses.

It is not the streets that exist. It is the streets that no longer exist.

It is not the memories which haunt you.

It is not what you have written down.

It is what you have forgotten, what you must forget.

What you must go on forgetting all your life.

And with any luck oblivion should discover ritual.

You will find out that you are not alone in the enterprise.

Yesterday the very furniture seemed to reproach you.

Today you take your place at the Widow’s Shuttle.

JAMES FENTON, “A German Requiem”






Introduction

In the fall of 1743, a fourteen-year-old boy entered Berlin at the Rosenthaler Tor, the only gate in the city wall through which Jews (and cattle) were allowed to pass. The boy had arrived from his hometown of Dessau, some one hundred miles away in the small independent principality of Dessau-Anhalt. For five or six days he had walked through the hilly countryside to reach the Prussian capital.

We do not know whether he was wearing shoes; it is more likely that he was barefoot. The boy, later famous throughout Europe as the philosopher Moses Mendelssohn, was frail and sickly, small for his age. Early years of poverty had left him with thin arms and legs, an awkward stutter, and a badly humped back. The hump may have been the result of a genetic disorder (the most severe type, according to modern medical textbooks, is thought to affect mostly Jews of Central European origin and is often accompanied by a stutter), or it may have been caused by rickets, a common childhood disease at the time. The boy’s overall appearance “would have moved the cruelest heart to pity,” claimed one contemporary, and yet his face was remarkably attractive.1 Under the finely arched forehead, his eyes were deep and sparkling, his nose, cheeks, lips, and chin delicate and well-formed.

The boy was all but penniless and traveled alone, carrying his few possessions in a satchel on his hunched back. In 1743, the movements of Jews—many of whom were wandering peddlers—were tightly regulated and controlled. Only a limited number of rich Jews (and, occasionally, a scholar) were allowed to settle in Berlin, but peddlers were barred. Jews requesting admission to Berlin, even for only a few days, were sternly interrogated as to their background and purpose. If temporarily admitted, they were verzollt, that is, subject to a “commodity tax,” as though they were merchandise, at the same rate as imported Polish oxen. The gatekeeper’s task, according to one report, was “to stop and register all incoming Jews, keep an eye on them during their stay, and expel the foreign ones” as soon as possible.2

Prussia, under the enlightened despot Frederick II (later known as “the Great”), was, relatively speaking, more tolerant than most other German states; the official disposition was to regard most Jews (and all serfs) as less than human. The gatekeeper’s surviving log for 1743, the year Mendelssohn trudged through the Rosenthal Gate, includes this notation: “Today there passed six oxen, seven swine, and a Jew.”3 Several versions of what transpired during Mendelssohn’s interrogation have been passed down. According to one, the gatekeeper teased the young hunchback, suspecting him of being another peddler. “Jew, what are you selling? I may want to buy something from you.” Mendelssohn is said to have responded, “You’ll never want to buy anything from me.” “Out with it! Tell me what you deal in,” the gatekeeper insisted. “In r … r … reason!” the boy stuttered. According to another account, Mendelssohn was asked what he wanted in Berlin. His answer: “To learn.”

Both versions are apocryphal, yet they sum up, as such stories often do, the main facts of the case. At fourteen, Mendelssohn was a promising young Talmudic scholar. His former teacher was now a rabbi in Berlin and had given his consent for Mendelssohn to attend his religious seminary. The boy’s passage from Dessau to Berlin was as through a time machine, a journey across centuries, from the hermetic insularity of the medieval ghetto into which he was born to the relative enlightenment of eighteenth-century Berlin. Here, Frederick II, upon his coronation as king of Prussia only three years earlier, had proclaimed the reign of reason and invited Voltaire to stay with him as chamberlain. In Frederick’s eyes all religions were equally false and equally useful politically. “All religions must be tolerated,” Frederick declared (the first European ruler to do so formally). “Every man may seek spiritual salvation in his own manner.” With regard to the role of authority, he decreed that “the exchequer must only see to it that none would injure the others.”4 There was, of course, no freedom of speech in Prussia, not even on the subject of religion, but disrespect toward religious practice was punished only mildly. In France, more than twenty years later, the nineteen-year-old Chevalier de la Barre would still be tortured by inquisitors and executed for failing to doff his hat at a passing religious procession.

At the time of his arrival, Mendelssohn knew only Hebrew and Judendeutsch, a raw medieval German dialect mixed with Hebrew. German suffixes attached to Hebrew verbs produced the infinitives; the limited, rudimentary vocabulary of Judendeutsch permitted only the simplest exchanges. On the rare occasions when it was written, Judendeutsch was spelled in Hebrew letters read from right to left. Non-Jews derided it as a mongrel and barbaric dialect, a form of mauscheln, whining, the “accents of an unpleasant tongue” (Goethe). Mendelssohn’s education had been exclusively religious. He was still unable to speak German or read a German book. Less than two decades later, almost entirely self-taught, he had become a renowned German philosopher, philologist, stylist, literary critic, and man of letters, one of the first to bridge the social and cultural barrier between Jews and other Germans.

His life suggests a saga not only intellectual but human and dramatic. No fabulist would have cast this stuttering ghetto hunchback as the central character in a unique drama of language and Kultur. Mendelssohn’s great ambition was to end the age-old social and intellectual isolation of Judaism, some of which had become self-imposed. In some ways he fully succeeded. His impact on his time was considerable. A recent guidebook to the city of Berlin goes so far as to claim that, apart from the modest attempts of a few forgotten writers and the founding of the Prussian Academy of Sciences by Leibniz in 1695, “the history of literature in Berlin begins on an autumn day in 1743 when a fourteen-year-old Talmudic student named Mendelssohn entered the city through the gate reserved for Jews and cattle.”5

As a religious thinker he preached a doctrine of “reason” that, as first expounded by the great Maimonides in the twelfth century, had long been suppressed by German rabbis as heretical. In Mendelssohn’s view, God was not a hypothesis, a logical postulation, as later Jewish theologians would claim; rather, reason itself was a gift from God. Mendelssohn became the father, albeit inadvertently, of modern Reform Judaism—he himself remained traditionally devout and observant throughout his life. He was as passionate about language (becoming fluent also in French, English, Hebrew, Greek, and Latin) as about German literature, and for a man of his time and place, passionate about social justice as well: he wished he could turn “Jewish boys into craftsmen and … serfs into free peasants.”6

One of the first practicing Jews to be fully assimilated into high German culture, Mendelssohn became the first German Jew to achieve European prominence as a philosopher and a man of letters, admired by Kant and Herder and by beaux esprits everywhere, a close friend and collaborator of the leading German playwright Gotthold Ephraim Lessing (one of the foremost liberals of his age) and other prominent figures of the German Enlightenment. His contemporaries hailed him extravagantly. The poet Christian Martin Wieland saluted Mendelssohn “in the sacred name of friendship.” For his achievements as a philosopher and religious reformer, he was acclaimed as the “German Socrates” and the “Jewish Luther.” For his advocacy of an enlightened secular state, the French philosophe Mirabeau placed him on the same pedestal as the authors of the United States Constitution.

Throughout the nineteenth century, German Jews celebrated, idealized, and drew hope from Mendelssohn’s famous interreligious friendships. Their pride in these friendships was indicative of, and perhaps eased, their own difficulties in winning a similar degree of acceptance. Mendelssohn became their patron saint, a model for all who sought to preserve their ethnic or religious identity but share in the general culture. He was the first of a long line of assimilated German Jews who worshiped German culture and civilization and whose enterprise, two centuries later, would come to such a horrendous and abrupt end. Some were more gifted than others, some not gifted at all; most were unswerving in their attachment to the country of their birth.

Their story, from the days of Mendelssohn until the rise of Nazism—a story of such promise but also so vexed, so tangled, and ultimately so terrible—is the subject of this book. To tell that story, it uses Sartre’s definition: Jews are those considered by others as Jews, irrespective of their religious or ethnic allegiance. It is a history, not a work of sociology; the historian, unlike the sociologist, can live with the unique. It traces the fates and ideas of a number of interesting, mostly secular, and often very appealing people; though perhaps not representative, they were emblematic. Many were fully assimilated or acculturated, but neither term reflects the complexity of a predicament that eventually became a kind of identity. The history of assimilation has long been a subversive subject for which Zionists have offered only self-interested interpretations and assimilationists have avoided because they did not want to draw attention to themselves. No one foresaw the end. The duality of German and Jew—two souls within a single body—would preoccupy and torment German Jews throughout the nineteenth century and the first decades of the twentieth. Nowhere in Western Europe was this duality as deeply felt and finally as tragic.

There are no reliable early population statistics. In the eighteenth century, there can hardly have been more than sixty thousand Jews in the German states, less than half of 1 percent of the total German population. This exceedingly small, widely dispersed community was soon considerably augmented by the Jews of Silesia, Poznan, and other largely Slavic territories in the East conquered by Prussia in three successive wars. When, in 1870, more than thirty independent German states consolidated to establish a united Reich, Jews were still an insignificant minority of slightly more than 1 percent. Sixty years later, on the eve of the Nazi takeover, when the total German population had risen to sixty-five million, the relative number of Jews had dropped to 0.8 percent. One wonders how so small a presence could have triggered, even indirectly, such vast enmity. Other ethnic groups were far more numerously represented in the German-speaking territories. Yet in economic and cultural terms there has rarely been an ethnic or religious minority so visible—and, for better or worse, so magnified and often overrated in the public mind. In a relatively brief period, this small community produced a staggering array of entrepreneurs, artists, writers, wits, scholars, and radical political activists. The high visibility of Jewish success elicited intense feelings of envy, resentment, and a sick, almost pornographic, curiosity. In the distorted mirrors of popular imagination, Jews loomed ominously larger than their number, a presumed threat to national integrity, identity, culture, “health,” and the general well-being.

The brief legal emancipation of Jews during the Napoleonic wars released unparalleled economic, professional, and cultural energies. It was as though a high dam had suddenly been breached. In Jewish history, something similar had happened once before, in Moslem Spain, albeit on a smaller scale. Shortly before the onset of the Inquisition, a Spanish Jew boasted that the kings and lords of Castile had the advantage over their many adversaries in that their Jewish subjects “were amongst the most learned, the most distinguished in lineage, in wealth, in virtues, and in science.”7 During the Weimar Republic—the high point of their integration and assimilation into German life—German Jews might have claimed the same.

There has rarely been a confluence of two cultural, ethnic, or religious traditions that proved so richly creative at its peak. Frederic Grunfeld writes that had the end not been so awful we would now hail the decades before the Nazi rise to power as “a golden age second only to the Italian Renaissance.”8 In literature alone, German Jews accounted for such luminaries as Heine, Börne, Kafka, Werfel, Zweig, Wolfskehl, Broch, and Kraus; in the sciences, Willstäter, Haber, Ehrlich, Einstein, and Freud; in music, Mahler, Weill, Schoenberg, and Mendelssohn’s grandson Felix Mendelssohn-Bartholdy. Given the Jews’ late entry into European civilization, the wealth and variety of their contribution to the arts and sciences was startling.

In politics, they were the midwives or founders of most of Germany’s parties. As political activists, they were prominent mainly on the liberal and radical left. As voters, they mirrored the most enlightened sections of the rising German bourgeoisie, tending to support the liberal center and the moderate left. Herder anticipated their liberalizing influence early on. Long before Jews were emancipated and given the vote he predicted they would have fewer or none of the prejudices that other Germans cast off only with great difficulty. As social and political critics, a few were sometimes impertinent, unmindful that stepchildren must always be on their best behavior. In general, they were, of course, as conformist as most other Germans and, occasionally, even more so. Yet their constantly precarious situation induced many to cultivate a skepticism and a sense of irony that became, almost, their hallmark. Many retained an outsider’s sharpened sensibility and wakefulness. The ironist Heine’s memorable lines come to mind:


I think of Germany at night

The thought keeps me awake till light.



and


I had, long since,

a lovely fatherland.

The oaks would gleam

And touch the skies;

the violets would nod

It was a dream.


These qualities of skepticism, irony, and wakefulness produced some great polemicists, satirists, literary critics, and pioneers and connoisseurs of avant-garde art. Thomas Mann, who in many ways was ambivalent about Jews (though he was married to one), hailed them as Germany’s finest judges of literature and the arts. Among all things “German” in the arts, he claimed, only those that also passed the acid test of approval by Jewish critics were truly valuable.8a

As involuntary outsiders, they occupied extraordinary vantage points from which to observe and, if need be, castigate the majority. They remained at the very heart of the German culture and their own, scathing in their criticism of German authoritarianism but also of the foibles and failings and dogmatism of their own ethnic and religious community. The major revolutions in European and American Jewish life during the nineteenth century, from religious reform to political Zionism, originated in Germany or Austria among Jews passionately devoted to German culture. As their own tribal idols crumbled, they did not simply borrow those of the Christian majority but invented new ones—communism, psychoanalysis, and other systems based on the utopian conviction that the world could be rationally reordered and vastly improved on a “scientific” basis. The best among them tended to be indifferent to all religion and to view both their Jewish and their German heritage with detached irony. Heine does just that in his parody of Schiller’s celebrated “Ode to Joy,” a hymn to … cholent, the traditional Jewish Sabbath meal:


Holy cholent, dish celestial,

Daughter of Elysium:

If he’d only tasted cholent,

Schiller would have changed his hymn.

God devised and God delivered

Unto Moses from on high,

And commanded us to savor

Cholent for eternity.


Heine, after his reluctant conversion, remained loyal to his Jewish heritage only, as he put it, out of a deep antipathy to Christianity. (The Jewish heritage, he insisted, was love of freedom and of good cooking.)

For all their irony and skepticism, the Jews of Germany never ceased in their effort to merge German and Jewish identity. The heartstrings of their affection were tied early; their overriding desire was to be complete Germans. Many succeeded. If their success appears in retrospect an illusion, it was often a highly creative one and with a grandeur of its own. Accepted or rejected, German Jews continued to potter with their identity, inventing, suppressing, rediscovering, or professing it. The vast majority never hid the fact that they were Jews. There were long intervals when this forthright approach was no impediment, especially in smaller communities. A great many intermarried. Tens of thousands converted and disappeared within the majority. Those who converted often seemed no less remarkable or creative than those who, spurred by the force of a divided allegiance, found themselves in the vanguard of modern art and inquiry.

Their true home, we now know, was not “Germany” but German culture and language. Their true religion was the bourgeois, Goethean ideal of Bildung (high culture). With few exceptions, the main thrust of their intellectual and political efforts—and of their reckless magnanimity—was a desperate but vain attempt to civilize German patriotism: to base citizenship not on blood but on law, to separate church and state, and to establish what would today be called an open, multicultural society. Ironically, the only time German Jewish intellectuals abandoned this effort and joined in the jingoism of most other Europeans was during the First World War—“the seminal catastrophe of the twentieth century,” as George Kennan calls it—without which the Nazis might never have risen to power.

The prominence of German Jews and the contributions they made became fully apparent only after they were gone. In 1933, in a last-minute attempt to counter the Nazi threat, the traumatized leaders of the Centralverein (Central Union of German Citizens of the Jewish Faith), the most representative organization of assimilated German Jews, commissioned the compilation of a list of Jewish “achievers” and “achievements” in all fields. The project, pathetic only in retrospect, included Jewish luminaries in literature and the arts, in Jewish as well as Christian theology, in politics, warfare, industry, and the natural sciences. The result, entitled Jews in the Realm of German Culture, was a vast, meticulously detailed encyclopedia of Jewish contributions to German life and culture during the past two centuries. The task was executed with overwhelming thoroughness by a committee of experts headed by Siegmund Kaznelson, well known during the Weimar period as an editor and publisher. The oversized book ran to 1,060 pages and comprised thousands of entries and names. Richard Willstätter, a Nobel Prize winner in chemistry, wrote the introduction. To avoid possible misunderstandings, the book even included an appendix on “non-Jews widely regarded as Jews,” from Lou Andreas-Salomé and Johann Strauss to Charlie Chaplin, Igor Stravinsky, and Albert Schweitzer. The Gestapo outlawed the book and ordered the entire edition destroyed. The manuscript survived, however, and was reprinted after the war. An enormous body of literature on the subject has since grown up, mostly in Germany. It continues to bemoan the incalculable loss Germans inflicted, as it were, on themselves after 1933.

Before Hitler rose to power, other Europeans often feared, admired, envied, and ridiculed the Germans; only Jews seemed actually to have loved them. The links—and the tensions—between Jews and Germans were sometimes described as stemming from an alleged family resemblance. Heine was one of the first to emphasize the similarities. He hailed Jews and Germans as Europe’s two “ethical peoples”; together they would yet give birth to a new messianic age. Heine went so far as to claim that the ancient Hebrews had been “the Germans of the Orient”! Goethe expressed a wish that Germans be dispersed throughout the world as the Jews had been and strive like them for the improvement of mankind. The poet Stefan George hailed Jews and Germans for living “in God’s image, blond or black, sprung from the same bosom: estranged brothers.”9 Ludwig Bamberger, the Jewish patriotic hero of the 1848 uprisings, boasted that Jews were “Germanized” not only within the confines of German lands but far beyond: in Eastern Europe, Jews more than any other people were rooted in the German language, he claimed, and “language means Geist [spirit].”10 Walter Benjamin said in 1917: “The German and the Jew are like two related extremes that confront each other.”11 Kafka maintained that Jews and Germans “have a lot in common. They are ambitious, able, diligent, and thoroughly hated by others. Both are pariahs.”12

More recently, Gordon A. Craig, the prominent American historian of Germany, has alleged a “striking resemblance” between nineteenth-century Germans and Jews, evidenced by their industry, thrift, and common proclivity for abstract speculation. A shared respect for the written word, he writes, “has made Jews the People of the Book and Germans das Volk der Dichter und Denker (the people of poets and thinkers).”13 Less positively, Jews and Germans stand accused of a similar combination of arrogance and self-loathing, tactlessness and hypersensitivity. Even when such generalizations contain a grain of truth, they do not explain the one-sided love or the one-sided hatred or what happened in the end.

At various times there has also been speculation—much of it rather tedious—as to whether there ever was a real “dialogue” between the two peoples or even, as some put it, a “symbiosis.” But dialogue is possible only between individuals; peoples normally only scream or shoot at one another. The term symbiosis—borrowed from, of all things, biology—is even more dubious. In a symbiosis, one life-form is unable to exist without the other! Not surprisingly, symbiosis between humans was first preached by the Romantics as part of their organic notions of friendship, “race,” biohistory, and civilization. Before the Holocaust, it was mostly Jews who spoke, hopefully, of symbiosis. Martin Buber rhapsodized about a German-Jewish symbiosis as late as 1939: it had been abruptly interrupted by the Nazis, he claimed, but it might be resumed again in the future. After the Holocaust, only penitent Germans evoked it, guilt-stricken and rueful over “their” loss. Altogether, the idea of symbiosis was always suspect. Why does nobody ever speak of an American-Jewish, French-Jewish, or Dutch-Jewish symbiosis?

Some claim to have discerned an inexorable pattern in German history preordained from Luther’s days to culminate in the Nazi Holocaust. According to this theory, German Jews were doomed from the outset, their fate as immutable as a law of nature. Such absolute certainties have eluded me. I have found only a series of ups and downs and a succession of unforeseeable contingencies, none of which seem to have been inevitable. Alongside the Germany of anti-Semitism there was a Germany of enlightened liberalism, humane concern, civilized rule of law, good government, social security, and thriving social democracy. Even Hitler’s rise to power in January 1933 was not the result of electoral success (the Nazis’ share of the vote had seriously declined in the fall of 1932). Rather, Hitler’s triumph was the product of backstage machinations by conservative politicians and industrialists who overcame the hesitations of a senile president by convincing him (and themselves) that they were “hiring” Hitler to restore order and curb the trade unions. Installing Hitler as chancellor was not the only alternative at the time.

Hindsight is not necessarily the best guide to understanding what really happened. The past is often as distorted by hindsight as it is clarified by it. Jean-François Lyotard, a wise Frenchman, has said that the Holocaust was an earthquake that destroyed not only the topography but the seismographs as well, leaving us to wander dumbfounded in the ruins.14 Circular, self-fulfilling arguments are of little help in recovering the topography. Such arguments tend to deflect backward from the Holocaust to the Middle Ages or to the eighteenth century, when Jews were beginning to trade their “nationhood” for the pottage of an illusory emancipation. From here they plunge ahead to a seemingly preordained end. Accusations of “self-hatred,” so frequently flung at assimilated German Jews, usually with scarce justification, are also of little use. In most cases, it was eminently possible to assimilate without hating oneself or despising one’s roots. The history of Jewish assimilation, not only in Germany, has long been a subversive subject, which the assimilated have suppressed so as not to draw attention to themselves, and the Zionists, for equally self-interested reasons, have distorted. Fritz Stern, perhaps the foremost expert on this subject, has argued that the history of the assimilated Jews of Germany was much more than the history of a tragedy; it was also, for a long time, the story of an extraordinary success: “We must understand the triumphs in order to understand the tragedy.”15 We must see the German Jews in the context of their time and, at the very least, appreciate their authenticity, the way they saw themselves and others, often with reason. For long periods, they had cause to believe in their ultimate integration, as did most Jews elsewhere in Western Europe, in the United States, and even in czarist Russia. It was touch and go almost to the end.

As we contemplate the story of the German Jews we are seized with a sense of the transience and precariousness of human achievement. We are moved by the losers, by their struggle and pain. A line by Cato the Elder that Hannah Arendt, a quintessential assimilated German Jew, often cited approvingly, comes to mind: “The victorious cause pleases the gods but the defeated one pleases Cato.”
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1

Ancient Renown

Berlin, as the young Mendelssohn first saw it in 1743, was little more than a garrison town. The capital of Prussia, a kingdom named after an extinct pagan tribe, Berlin was the seat of the Hohenzollern dynasty. Prussia was inhabited by nearly as many Slavs as Germans—as late as 1815, at the Congress of Vienna, it registered as a “Slav kingdom.”1 Berlin was a walled city, neat and orderly, surrounded by lakes and forests. The streets were laid out in straight military lines, paved even in the suburbs. Madame de Staël in On Germany complained that as a city Berlin was altogether too new, as new as the excessive military power of Prussia. There was “too little past” in Berlin, she complained, nothing Gothic! “One sees no evidence of former times.”

The recently built royal palace was a severe block of dark stone, relatively modest, built along the river Spree. By enabling barges to reach the Baltic and North Sea ports, the river facilitated the growth of commerce and industry. Berlin’s population totaled about 100,000, including 25,000 Prussian soldiers and some 2,000 Jews. Tolerated in the city only for their economic usefulness, the Jews were granted right of residence that was revocable at any time. To renew it they were obliged to pay the king an annual poll tax, in addition to a long list of other discriminatory dues. But unlike most other German cities, Berlin did not confine them to a ghetto. They lived anywhere they pleased.

Their presence in the city was fairly recent. Until 1669, Jews had been banned from settling in Berlin or anywhere in the adjacent region. When, in that year, the Austrian emperor Leopold I, under the influence of a fanatic cleric, ordered all Jews expelled from the city of Vienna and from all of Lower Austria, they pleaded with the Prussian Kurfürst Frederick I (his descendants would call themselves kings) to show mercy. Would he allow some of them to move to his lands? “The earth and the entire world, which, after all, God created for all humans, appears to be shutting us out,” they wrote.2 The Kurfürst was not moved by their plight but was interested in stimulating the stagnant economy. He agreed to accept fifty of the richest Viennese Jews, whom he welcomed for their money and their presumed readiness to help finance his wars. To become his Schutzjuden (protected Jews), each had to pay him two thousand thaler (roughly equivalent to ninety thousand dollars today), promise to set up certain industries, and agree “not to establish a synagogue.”

Prussia was in dire need of commercial and industrial development. As a result of the Thirty Years War much of it lay in ruins. The population was badly diminished. Berlin alone had lost more than half its population. French Huguenots, another persecuted refugee community, were also allowed to settle in Berlin and for the same mercantilist reasons, but without having to pay. The Huguenots were given “citizenship” and were not prevented from establishing their own church, schools, and judiciary. Nor were their personal and professional rights restricted in any way or proscribed down to the most minute details. Jews were expressly forbidden to farm, own houses, trade in wool, wood, tobacco, leather, and wine, or—with the exception of medicine—practice a learned or guilded profession or craft. The guilds would not have admitted them in any case. Their charters excluded Jews and murderers, punishable manslaughterers, blasphemers, thieves, and adulterers.

The newly arrived Jews were collectively held responsible for one another’s misdemeanors, debts, and other obligations. They were specially taxed on every possible occasion—when they traveled, married, or gave birth. Upon the death of a Jew, only his eldest son inherited his “protected” status. Other sons had to prove they possessed an independent capital of at least ten thousand thaler, or leave the city.

Jews were required by law to be recognizable from a distance. In 1710, Frederick William I, the Prussian “soldier king,” agreed to abolish the Jews’ mandatory yellow patch in return for a payment of eight thousand thaler each. The richest were now allowed to own houses following payment of a special tax. Like most other kings, Frederick William was in constant need of cash. In 1715, he sold his Jews the right to build a synagogue. It had to be of inconspicuous height, however, and thus the floor was laid several feet below street level. In 1722, the king decreed that before a Jew could marry, in addition to first settling “with the military paymaster,” he had to purchase a set number of wild boars from the royal preserve.

In their original charter, privileged Jews had been allowed to import their household personnel and a number of teachers, rabbis, gravediggers, ritual slaughterers, and other dependents. By such means the community grew over the years. In 1737, the king became alarmed by their proliferation, which he likened to that of “locusts” bringing ruin to Christians. He decreed that only 120 of “the richest and best” Jewish families could remain in Berlin; all others (some 140 families) were to be expelled within four weeks. “Thank God they are gone,” the king noted upon being informed that his order had been carried out. He further issued strict instructions that the dispossessed not be allowed to settle elsewhere in his realm and expressed a pious hope that those still in Berlin would soon die out. Until his death in 1740, Frederick William continued to speak of Jews with utter disdain. His malevolence did not extend to the few he found especially useful. They were mostly minters and entrepreneurs. His official “court Jew,” Levin Gumpertz, ran a silk and cotton plant employing Dutch-trained craftsmen. His banker and jeweler, Jeremiah Herz, had inter-European connections and credit lines that Frederick William considered valuable. Both men were exempt from the odious task of paying duty like cattle every time they entered the Rosenthal Gate.

[image: image]

Frederick the Great. Mirabeau said that the king’s decrees regulating the lives of his Jews were “fit for cannibals.” Courtesy Leo Baeck Institute, Jerusalem

Frederick II, the so-called philosopher on the throne, shared his father’s contempt for “useless Jews,” those not fit to serve as creditors, entrepreneurs, or, in extremis, cannon fodder.3 The king’s aversion to Jews was said to be almost physical. He reproached his sister Ulrike, the queen mother of Sweden, for attending a wedding in the house of one of his court Jews: “Their Hebrew music must have torn your ears!” She did not share his prejudice and told him how impressed she had been by her hosts and by the thorough education they were giving their children: “I felt I was among people of rank and birth.”4

The king’s well-known adage that in his realm every man was entitled to seek salvation “in his own manner” was soon satirized as meaning that in his realm every man might seek salvation “in His manner.” Frederick’s military and administrative reforms made Prussia the model of a modern militarist state. Strict notions of “duty” and “obedience” were nowhere so savagely or successfully imposed as among his subjects. The harsh discipline was jarring to more refined Germans and foreign visitors. Goethe regarded Prussians as barbarians. James Boswell, a young Scotsman passing through Berlin on his grand tour, was sickened by the way Prussian soldiers were whipped “like dogs” for the slightest misdemeanor. “My ideas of the value of men are altered since I came to this country. I see such numbers of fine fellows bred to be slaughtered that human beings seem like herrings in a plentiful season. One thinks nothing of a barrel of herrings, nor can I think much of a few regiments of men.”5 The Italian poet Vittorio Alfieri, on a visit to Berlin in 1770, thanked heaven for not being born one of Frederick’s slaves. Prussia seemed to him one gigantic, loathsome jailhouse.

The Jews who lived in this domain—by now they numbered a few thousand—remained an economic resource to be tapped when needed and evicted when not. The king induced Jews (and Huguenots) to develop new trades, ironworks, and silk factories, increase exports, and compete with those of France and England. Of the forty-six industrial enterprises (mostly silk factories) established in Prussia during Frederick’s reign, thirty-seven are said to have been initiated by Jews.6

Above all else, Frederick sought to consolidate his many conquests. His wars began with the “rape of Silesia,” soon after he took the throne. They continued for the rest of his reign, exhausting his resources and bringing the state close to economic ruin. In response, he ordered several of his Jewish bankers to buy up Austrian, Russian, and other German coins and remint them with greatly reduced silver or gold content. The national wealth of several German and foreign states was thus purloined to finance the king’s wars. The king’s main instrument in this operation was the Jewish minting and banking firm of Veitel Ephraim & Sons. A popular couplet ran


Outside silver, inside grime

Outside Frederick, inside Ephraim.



Ephraim’s rococo town house around the corner from Unter den Linden (it survives to this day) was said to have been a gift from the grateful king. It was the first in Berlin, apparently, with a private bathroom. For services rendered, Ephraim and another Jewish minter, named Itzig, were granted new liberties almost on a par with those of Christian merchants. The lives of the less privileged only grew more difficult during Frederick’s reign. In 1750, he issued a “Revised Reglement” for Jews that, according to Mirabeau, was “fit for cannibals.” The new list of professional and personal restrictions was even longer than the old. Several categories of “protected” occupations were added but many more were declared out of bounds, including the making of cheese. Those who served in the households of the privileged, at their pleasure, were the
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Veitel Ephraim’s town house in Berlin. Ephraim helped Frederick II finance his wars by minting coins with reduced silver or gold content. Like most other court Jews, he was exempted from most of the king’s repressive regulations. Courtesy Leo Baeck Institute, Jerusalem

most vulnerable. When these employees were discharged or died, their widows and offspring were to be stripped of all rights and deported. Although the reglement pertained mostly to poorer Jews and the growing lower middle class, which, in Frederick’s eyes, was of little “use,” it was so harsh in its formulations, so full of oblique references to reprehensive Jewish morals and other shortcomings, that the rich Jews of Berlin submitted a “most humble and submissive” but ultimately unsuccessful request that the new decree not be made public, even as it was put into effect.

The reglement would remain in force until 1812 and, with minor modifications, in some areas of Posen (Poznan) and Silesia until 1840. When the Royal Porcelain Manufacture, in unsuccessful competition with that of Meissen, fell on hard times, the king decreed that his Jews had to buy five hundred thalers’ worth of his porcelain on marrying, three hundred thalers’ worth on the birth of a first child, five hundred on the birth of a second, and three hundred on the purchase of a house—this obligation being over and above other duties payable on such occasions. They could not choose the plates or cups they liked or needed but had to take the factory’s pick. The factory, of course, used the opportunity to rid itself of unsold merchandise. Moreover, such forced purchases could be resold only outside Prussia. The forced sales continued until Frederick’s death and were rescinded by his successor only after payment of forty thousand thaler to compensate him for the lost income.fn1

Despite Frederick’s attempts to rid Prussia of “useless” Jews, the Jewish population under his rule continued to grow as Prussia annexed more and more Jews in the conquered territories. Tens of thousands came under Prussian rule during the two Silesian campaigns (1740–42, 1744–45) and the Seven Years War (1756–63) and later as a result of the final partition of Poland. In Berlin alone the number of Jews grew by 60 percent during this period. In Prussia as a whole, the Jewish population more than tripled. The limited freedoms certain Jews enjoyed in the core of Prussia—Brandenburg, Pomerania, and East Prussia—were not extended to the annexed Jews of Silesia, West Prussia, and Posen. Following the annexation of Breslau in 1742, for example, only twelve privileged Jewish families were allowed to remain in the city. The rest (some ninety families) were forced to roam the countryside in search of a place to live.

Mirabeau said that other states had an army but in Prussia the army had a state. Frederick’s calling was war although he also cultivated the muses, French literature, and the company of learned Frenchmen and of dogs. An atheist king “by the grace of God,” he was cynical and morose; Rousseau regarded him as a man without principles. Although he was worshiped after his death in absurdly exaggerated ways—in one allegorical engraving Plato, Alexander the Great, and Julius Caesar welcome him into heaven—under his forty-six-year rule Prussia remained outside the mainstream of Western culture and politics. Elsewhere, political parties were born, the idea of a social contract was making headway, in England there had long been a parliament, and prime ministers were appointed. The divine right of kings was challenged. Against this background Prussia seemed backward, provincial, awkward, even a little comical.

As did the rest of the German states. The German-speaking lands were a cluster of more than one hundred independent states and ministates ruled by an assortment of absolute and minor potentates: kings, dukes, counts, bishops, marquis, margraves, lords, and others. In theory, most were subservient to a “Holy Roman Emperor of the German Nation,” who resided in Vienna and also headed the vast Austrian empire. In practice, they were often at war with him and with one another. A few reigning potentates were fabulously wealthy. The landgrave of Hesse was said to be the richest man in Europe, having made his fortune selling or renting excess serfs as cannon fodder to other European rulers. Austria, Saxony, Bavaria, and Prussia were European powers; others, like Hamburg and Frankfurt, were free cities. Most German states were medium-sized or even miniature feudal principalities controlling a few cozy little market towns and a county or two; some were lone castles surrounded by a few hamlets.

Germany was neither a geographic nor even a clear-cut linguistic entity. There were large, cohesive German-speaking communities in distant Russia, on the banks of the Volga and on the shores of the Black Sea in what are today Ukraine, Moldavia, and Romania. There was as yet no hint of a national consciousness anywhere to unite the speakers of more than a dozen local dialects. Nearly every small principality minted its own money. Travelers on the main routes were liable to encounter several roadblocks every day and required to pay customs and other charges.

Jews were by no means newcomers to these regions. No one knows exactly when they first arrived. They seem to have reached the Rhineland and the Danube valley in the wake of Roman legions, long before the establishment of Christianity. In some parts they may have settled earlier than the (later Germanized) Celts, Baits, and Slavs. Long before there were Saxons, Bavarians, or Prussians, Jews lived in what was later known as the German lands. A literate community of ancient renown, in the early Middle Ages they constituted an early urban middle class of traders, surgeons, apothecaries, and craftsmen in gold, silver, and precious stones. The earliest written record testifying to their presence in the Rhineland is the text of a decree of A.D. 321 by the emperor Constantine (preserved in the Vatican Library). It instructs the Roman magistrate of Cologne on relations with the local rabbi.

During the Christianization of Western Europe, they were the only people who retained their religious faith, sometimes at a high price. The first centuries of Christian rule were, by and large, relatively tolerant. For long periods Jews and Germans coexisted peacefully. Prior to the Crusades, Jews were free to own property and practice all trades and professions. Later, their lives were made miserable by the brutality and superstition of the mob, the greed of princes, and the growing intolerance of the Church. By the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries they had become mostly rag dealers, pawnbrokers, money changers, peddlers, and vagrants. The remarkable thing about them was that the poorest men (and some of the women) were often literate, though in Hebrew only.
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Jews originally settled along the Rhine in Cologne and elsewhere in the wake of the Roman legions. Until the great massacres during the Crusades, they constituted a middle class of merchants, physicians, and other professionals. Courtesy Leo Baeck Institute, Jerusalem

In seventeenth-century Prussia, Jews were permitted to live only in the larger cities; elsewhere, these were often closed to them. As petty pawnbrokers, cattle dealers, and peddlers, they were herded into remote outskirts or lived in smaller market towns and villages. Many were on the road all week, carrying their wares on their backs from one hamlet to the next, buying and selling household utensils or used clothes. The daily life of the wandering Jewish peddler made its way into Romantic German poetry, as in Nikolaus Lenau’s


Wretched Jew, forced thus to wander,

Peddling wares through village and dale,

Poorly fed and shivering cold

Forever hawking: “Goods for sale.”7



As a group, the Jews were held together by strict, self-enforced ritual and rigid rules of endogamy. The disdain between Christians and Jews was often mutual but proved in the end more harmful to the Jews
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The Judensau (Jews’ sow) was a common subject of Christian religious art and propaganda, often depicted with bearded rabbis sucking its excrement. Goethe remembered being traumatized as a child by the image of a Judensau prominently displayed on the main bridge leading into Frankfurt. Courtesy Leo Baeck Institute, Jerusalem

since they had no power. Christians accused them of lacking moral sensibility and cursed them for having denied Christ. Jews, in turn, decried Christianity as a form of pagan image worship. (This contempt predated the Middle Ages. According to the first-century Jewish historian Josephus Flavius, the Roman emperor Claudius saw fit at one point to urge Jews throughout his empire “to use this my kindness to them with moderation and not to show contempt for the gods of others.”) 8

In Prussian and other German records Jews were often referred to as a nation, a term that had as yet no political connotation. Derived from the Latin natio, it was originally a genealogical-historical term loosely used by Saint Jerome in his Latin translation of the New Testament to denote non-Christians—that is, “others.” Its politicization (as in the French “la nation”) came only during the French Revolution. In Berlin “nation” and “colony” were used interchangeably in speaking of the local Jewish or Huguenot community.

There was never a total expulsion of the Jewish “nation” from Germany, as there was from England and Spain, perhaps because there was no unified state and no central power or perhaps because German Jews were so few and impecunious. Local expulsions and massacres occurred every now and again. Jews were occasionally accused of poisoning wells, using Christian blood for sacramental purposes, and stealing Christian babies to circumcise them. The notorious Judensau (Jews’ sow) was a common subject of Christian religious art and propaganda. Bas-reliefs and cartoons of the Judensau—always shown with bearded rabbis who suck and lick its excrement, the scene watched over approvingly by Satan—were displayed in the great cathedrals and domes of Magdeburg, Regensburg, Freising, outside the Schlosskirche in Wittenberg (where Luther posted his ninety-five theses), and in churches and public places elsewhere. Renditions of the Judensau legitimized atavistic fears and deadly superstitions and helped perpetuate them from generation to generation. A famous Judensau was displayed on the main bridge leading into the city of Frankfurt, affixed there not by some bigoted individual but by “the city government.” The city was still paying for its upkeep when Goethe was a child, and he remembered being traumatized by it.

In the early Middle Ages, Jews had been free to live wherever they pleased in Frankfurt and many of the other trading cities. Whatever protected status they enjoyed, however, deteriorated into a form of urban servitude. By 1314, the Jews of Frankfurt were reduced to the status of Kammerknechte, “serfs of the Imperial Chamber.” Such “protection” as this status implied was worth little but was nevertheless rather costly. At the age of twelve the Kammerknecht was obliged to begin paying a sizable poll tax to the emperor’s privy purse. As his personal serf, the Jew was stripped of rights and reduced to a commodity, like hay or cattle, which his owner (the Holy Roman Emperor of the German Nation) or his proxy could sell, mortgage, massacre, or give away as a gift. Ludwig I of Bavaria defined the status of his Jews thus: “You are Ours in body and possession. We may make, do, and deal with you as it pleases Us.”9

Ludwig’s successor, Charles IV, used this right in 1349 to mortgage some two thousand Jews (he owned many others) to the free city of Frankfurt in exchange for 15,200 pound heller, roughly equivalent to several million dollars today. Only the wretched and illiterate peasantry—pressed into forced labor or sold as soldier’s to fight the wars of local or foreign potentates—were worse off than the Jews. The patience of the oppressed has always been the most inexplicable, as well as probably the most important, fact in all history.

Of the great urban Jewish communities of the Middle Ages, only those of Hamburg, Worms, Frankfurt, and Prague (a German-speaking city) survived into the eighteenth century. Most other German cities had expelled their Jews for allegedly poisoning wells or spreading pestilence and the Black Death: Cologne (where Jews had lived since Roman days) in 1424,fn2 Munich in 1442, Nürnberg in 1499, after which Jews could visit the city only during the day and in the company of a local militiaman. In Bavaria Jews were banned nearly everywhere. Only a handful of protected Jews lived in Leipzig; others were forbidden to enter the city except during the annual fair, when they paid the usual duty imposed on imported animals. Ephraim Moses Kuh, a Jewish poet in Berlin, described a common scene during the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries:



	Collector:
	Three thalers, Jew, is what you must dole out.


	Jew:
	Three thalers gold? Please, what’s this all about?


	Collector:
	You are a Jew! And that’s the only reason:


	
	If you were atheist, or even heathen


	
	We wouldn’t take from you a single sou; But you pay through the nose, since you’re a Jew!


	Jew:
	Here, take your gold! Are these your Savior’s teachings?10





Outside Nürnberg, as late as 1800, the scene at the city customs barrier was essentially the same. An anonymous writer described it at the time: “Poor, wretched Israelite, a man like me … and yet … Forced to stand at customs and be counted, taxed on the head like livestock. A relic from the days of Christ himself.”11

In the eighteenth century, the independent Hanseatic port city of Hamburg had the largest number of Jews—eight thousand, or 6 percent of the population as a whole. The ghetto had been abolished in 1671. Jews were free to live everywhere in the city. West of Hamburg, Bremen, the nearest self-governing Hanseatic port city, was completely off-limits to Jews, as was Lübeck in the north. Hanover belonged to the English Crown and allowed a handful of rich Jews with princely clients to live there. The university, said to be the most liberal in
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1: ANCIENT RENOWN


fn1 More than half a century later and with the rising antiques market in mind, Heine wrote hopefully that, for the porcelain Jews were forced to buy, their descendants (if they kept it) would recoup a hundredfold. “In the end Israel will be compensated for its sacrifices by the recognition of the world.”


fn2 As Freud pointed out, Jews had lived in Cologne, a city with the most Germanic of all Gothic cathedrals, long before the Germans.

2: THE AGE OF MENDELSSOHN


fn1 In 1978, the West Berlin Senate nostalgically decided to stage an extravagant exhibition called Preussen—Eine Bilanz (Prussia—Taking Stock). One member of the advisory board, Walter Grab, suggested that in addition to the usual knickknacks (Frederick the Great’s gloves, riding boots, pistols, snuffboxes, cuff links, portraits, and statues) the exhibition include also one of Mendelssohn’s porcelain monkeys. Grab had tracked one down in the Hamburg Museum of Arts and Crafts. It would illustrate, he said, the discrimination and lack of freedom in Frederick’s reign. Grab’s proposal was rejected on grounds of the monkey’s ugliness. Grab argued that the repulsive monkey was a symbol, the embodiment of the Jews’ humiliation under Frederick. The curators preferred displaying a far prettier porcelain monkey, which they had found on the shelves of the Hohenzollern Museum. That particular monkey was altogether too attractive and missed the point entirely, but Grab was overruled. The attractive monkey went on display, appearing also in the exhibition catalog (see W. Grab, in Jüdischer Almanach, Leo Baeck Institute, Jerusalem, 1994, PP. 49–54).


fn2 In Heine’s parody of a medieval disputation a famous rabbi and a renowned friar meet to dispute each other’s religion. They arrive in the arena with trains of enthusiastic disciples equally sure of their champion’s victory and the imminent conversion of his rival. The Jews are hopefully sharpening circumcision knives; the Christians are readying the baptismal font. After hours of mutual condemnation, the king turns to his queen: “Who is right and who is wrong?” She answers:


fn3 Schubert set Mendelssohn’s translation of Psalm 23 to music. Mendelssohn’s grandson Felix preferred to intone Luther’s version.

3: MINIATURE UTOPIAS


fn1 The theater was the main platform for progressive social ideas in eighteenth-century Germany.


fn2 Teller:       You believe in God the Father—

                          Add His Son and let it rest:

                          You advance your own sons’ credit

                          Long before their fathers’ deaths.

Mendelssohn: But how would he pay back the loan

                         Unless he comes into his own?

                         And how can he inherit from

                         God immortal, God the One?



fn3 Some converts found themselves rejected by both Jews and Christians; their descendants married other converts or the descendants of converts, in a pattern that sometimes continued over two or even three generations.


fn4 Delmar (or del mare, meaning “out of the sea”) seems to be a translation of the name Moses, which the Hebrew Bible suggests means “drawn out” of the water (Ex. 2:10).


fn5 In German the same word, Gläubiger, is used for “believer” and “creditor.”


4: HEINE AND BöRNE


fn1 The German verb verrecken is generally used for animals only.


fn2 An arrogant Prussian nobleman had offended the family of a young Jew named Hitzig, who challenged him to a duel. The nobleman refused: to give satisfaction to a Jew was beneath his dignity. Thereupon, Hitzig publicly thrashed him with his walking stick. Tried for assault, Hitzig was let off lightly by a sympathetic judge. “Public” opinion was said to be on Hitzig’s side. It increased considerably after Hitzig fell in battle against Napoleon while the nobleman remained closeted at his country estate.


fn3 The allusion is to “Paris is well worth a mass,” a remark attributed to Henry IV, who converted to Catholicism in order to become king of France.


fn4 For this composition Wagner was made a chevalier of the French Legion of Honor and awarded an annual pension of twenty thousand francs out of Louis-Philippe’s private purse.


fn5 It has been suggested that Heine wrote A Winter’s Tale under the influence of a young exile he had just met, Karl Marx, but the evidence is not convincing and Heine’s comments on Communism make it unlikely. His reaction to Communism conveys only fear and foreboding. The ideal world he postulates in A Winter’s Tale is a poetic, decidedly un-Marxist one, free of political, social, and religious prejudice.


fn6 After a long struggle, Mendelssohn-Bartholdy had successfully revived Bach’s nearly forgotten Passion of St. Matthew. He could not help exclaiming that it took a Jew to revive this most sacred Christian music.



5: SPRING OF NATIONS


fn1 The spreading acculturation even of rabbis and the resultant mix of Jewish and German figures of speech can be seen in a message of congratulations and encouragement sent in July 1845 to a rabbinical conference in Frankfurt by the board and sixteen members of the Jewish congregation of Edenkoben in the Palatinate: “German men in Israel who are gathered in the name of the Lord! Permit a small group of loyal believers to approach you reverently and welcome you with a handshake of true German rectitude and a ringing cry of Barukh Haba from a true Israelite heart” (quoted in J. J. Petu-chowski, “On the Validity of German-Jewish Self Definitions,” Leo Baeck Memorial Lecture 29, New York, 1985, p. 3).


fn2 March 18, 1848, was the Sabbath of Remembrance, the day that Deuteronomy 25:17 is read with its solemn commandment to “remember what Amalek did unto thee.”


fn3 A full century later, in 1949, guilt-ridden and contrite, West German parliamentarians incorporated key sections of this draft, including its bill of rights, in the new federal constitution.


6: HOPES AND ANXIETIES


fn1 The reaction of Philippson’s son Martin was more in line with the common consensus. In a letter to his parents from Berlin he wrote: “Who would not be overjoyed at this moment knowing of the incomparable virtue that our gallant Volk has just proven on the battlefield …. Tears of joy and emotion fill my eyes (Toury, Die politischen Orientierungen, pp. 333–34).


fn2 August Bebel and Wilhelm Liebknecht (also a socialist) were less lucky. They were arrested under martial law and transported to East Prussia, where they were to stand trial for high treason. The civilian courts, however, were unwilling to try them and they were eventually released. They sued the general who had arrested them and won, although the general was compensated by the kaiser from the privy purse.


fn3 In England, it would take thirteen more years before Queen Victoria, in 1885, would confer a similar hereditary honor on an unconverted Jew.



fn4 There’s merely a river to divide

         My brother on the Alsatian side

         from me, who lives so very near.

         And yet it floods my heart with tears

         when I think that my very own brother

         has forgotten we have a single mother.

         (Bettelheim, Berthold Auerbach, p. 330)





fn5 Thousands of other Jews of Alsace and Lorraine felt the same reluctance. The German-language Strassburger Tageblatt compared their flight from the annexed provinces to the exodus from Egypt. Opting for French citizenship after the annexation, 12.7 percent of them moved their domiciles to France. Two of the three chief rabbis turned down Prussian offers to remain at their posts at double salary.


fn6 His appointment had to be confirmed by the emperor, Franz Joseph, who is said to have inquired of his adjutant: “Are you sure he is baptized?”


fn7 It was difficult for a Jew to be converted, the joke went, for how could he bring himself to believe in the divinity of … another Jew?


fn8 It was under Bismarck, according to Volker Ullrich, that “the thunderbolt of excommunication first hit Catholics, later Social Democrats, and, increasingly, minorities and citizens of Jewish extraction or faith, who were denied membership in the German Volksnation” (Die nervöse Grossmacht, p. 90).


fn9 Cohen’s idea of religion was Platonic. Asked how one could possibly love an “idea,” he answered: “One always loves an idea and nothing but an idea. Even in sensual love one loves only the ‘idea’ of a person.”


7: YEARS OF PROGRESS


fn1 A few years earlier, as though anticipating “Hear, O Israel!,” the assimilationist project had been savagely caricatured by Oskar Panizza in a nightmarish satire, “The Operated Jew” (1893). It is the story of one Itzig Faitel, a morally corrupt, physically deformed Jew who submits to painful surgery in the hope of becoming thoroughly German in appearance and character. The intervention fails. Faitel’s straight blond hair curls and turns black, his artificially lengthened limbs crumble, his flesh rots, exuding a terrible stench.


fn2 Max Liebermann was told by an admirer that there were only two great painters, he and Velázquez. “Why Velázquez?” Liebermann retorted.


fn3 Heine’s poem on the legendary Lorelei was so much part of the German canon that even the Nazis were unable to eradicate it. Books published under the Nazis described it as a “folk song” by an “unknown author.”


fn4 Its original subtitle was A History of the German Psyche under William II.


8: ASSIMILATION AND ITS DISCONTENTS


fn1 The opposite was also true. The Jewish press tycoon Rudolf Mosse commissioned the kaiser’s favorite kitsch painter of grand “historical” subjects to portray him and his family as seventeenth-century Dutch burghers.


fn2 In 1979, the French and American historians Raymond Aron and Fritz Stern were in Berlin to commemorate the centenary of the birth of Albert Einstein. Aron had been a student in Berlin before the rise of Nazism, and Stern, German-born, had been chased out by the Nazis. Both had seen German promise turn to nemesis. Walking past some World War II ruins in the once-proud imperial capital (now divided by the Berlin Wall), Aron stopped at the sight of a bombed-out square and some decrepit mansions. Musing on what “might have been,” he turned to his companion: “It could have been Germany’s century!” he said. Stern never forgot the moment. In the history of modern Europe, Stern wrote, one great country has often dominated the culture of its age—first Spain, then France, Holland, and Great Britain. During the first decade of the twentieth century, there was good reason to believe that it was now Germany’s turn.


fn3 The vast majority of German Jews were, of course, perfectly ordinary businessmen, shopkeepers, professionals—hardworking, but no more so than others. Peter Gay, in Freud, Jews, and Other Germans, eloquently pleads for a historical and sociological study of the “stupid Jew”: “The material would be in abundance. The results would correct the widespread and untenable notion that Jews are by endowment more intelligent than other people.”


fn4 The story, with its allusions to Jacob and Esau, suggests that the two boys were more familiar with the Old Testament than assimilated young German Jews were generally thought to have been.


fn5 English in the original.


9: WAR FEVER


fn1 In the original manuscript Kraus used the term Börsenspekulant, meaning a speculator on the stock exchange, or, in common usage, a Jew. In the published version he amended this.


fn2 Holz fell in battle in 1918. Twenty-four years later, on the eve of her deportation to an extermination camp, his eighty-one-year-old mother wrote the authorities asking to be spared in view of her son’s death in action, as attested by attached documents. She received a one-line reply: “Your application to be released from ‘labor service’ is refused.”


fn3 Blau-Weiss was modeled on the German youth movement Wandervogel, which combined patriotism with love of nature.


fn4 The memory of this first German occupation survived until 1941. In some of the more remote villages of Byelorussia and the Ukraine, Jews reportedly welcomed troops of the Nazi Waffen SS as liberators only to be forced, a few days later, to dig their own graves.


fn5 Haber also experimented with pesticides and developed the deadly gas Zyklon B. “The horror of Haber’s involvement with the gas that later murdered millions, including friends and distant relatives, beggars description,” writes Fritz Stern (Einstein’s German World, p. 135).


fn6 Bab’s was the leading anthology, but during the first year of the war there were an estimated four or five hundred such collections.


fn7 There were chauvinists as well in England and France, where authors, artists, and professors signed similar manifestos. But unlike in Germany, there were notable antiwar voices, including those of Bertrand Russell, George Bernard Shaw, Henri Bergson, and Henri Barbusse.


fn8 Half a century later, in his Australian exile, Reinhard held to his nationalist creed. He told his brother, “I will not let Hitler dictate my political views.”


fn9 This was not entirely true. In August 1914, Eisner had also believed in Germany’s innocence; he had hailed the “kaiser of peace” and supported the Social Democrats’ vote in the Reichstag in favor of war. But he soon realized his mistake. By 1915, he blamed Germany for the war, pointing to the kaiser’s hectoring style of diplomacy and observing that anyone who seriously followed German policy over the past decade knew that the current conflagration was strictly a “German-made world war.”100


fn10 By tolerating and even sponsoring the paramilitary White Guards, the Social Democratic central government in Berlin inadvertently prepared the ground for the destruction of democracy and of the Social Democratic party itself.


fn11 The son of a Jewish professional, Kantorowicz fought alongside future Nazi hoodlums who, thirteen years later, would seize power and expel him and his family. (Later a prominent medievalist, he would write a celebrated biography of the Holy Roman emporer Frederick II, which Hermann Göring would proudly present to Mussolini as a model of German historiography.) During the McCarthy hearings, Kantorowicz would assure his inquisitors that he was not a Communist. To prove it, he would add: “I have twice volunteered to fight actively, with rifle and gun, the left-wing radicals in Germany; but I know also that by joining the white battalions I have prepared, if indirectly and against my intention, the road leading to National Socialism and its rise to power.”


10: THE END


fn1 Much later, Scholem would direct a similar accusation against Philip Roth for his novel Portnoy’s Complaint.


fn2 In 1928, eight prominent intellectuals (six of them Jewish)—Alfred Döblin, Arnold Zweig, Erich Mühsam, Erwin Piscator, Erich Engel, Alfons Paquet, George Grosz, and Kurt Kersten—protested the judicial system in the land of “judges and hangmen.”


fn3 In 1936, Benjamin published the anthology in Switzerland under a pseudonym so that it could be sold in Nazi Germany. It found scarcely any readers there and was pulped. Its title was German People. The epigraph on the cover read:

        Of Honor without Fame

        Of Greatness without Splendor

        Of Dignity without Reward

In the copy he sent Scholem, Benjamin wrote: “This is an ark I built when the fascist flood was beginning to rise” (Scholem collection, National and University Library, Jerusalem). In a letter written when Benjamin was stateless, he explained that the book helped him remain a German. It was as important to him, he said, as a French residence permit.


fn4 In his memoirs, published after the war, Papen claimed that party platforms had always been irrelevant in his eyes (Der Wahrheit eine Gasse, Munich, 1952, p. 289).


fn5 The mathematics and natural science faculties were the hardest hit, losing more than half their teaching personnel. In 1934, the Nazi minister of education, Bernhard Rust, visited the university. At a banquet in his honor, Rust sat next to the famous old mathematician David Hilbert. Rust asked him if the institute had suffered from the expulsion of the “Jews and their friends.” Hilbert answered: “Suffered? It hasn’t suffered, Herr Minister. It no longer exists.”
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