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About the Book

The Orientalist unravels the mysterious life of a man born on the border between West and East, a Jewish man with a passion for the Arab world.


Tom Reiss first came across the man who called himself ‘Kurban Said’ when he went to the ex-USSR to research the oil business on the Caspian Sea, and discovered a novel instead. Written on the eve of the Second World War, Ali and Nino is a captivating love story set in the glamorous city of Baku, Azerbaijan’s capital. The novel’s depiction of a lost cosmopolitan society is enthralling, but equally intriguing is the identity of the man who wrote it. Who was its supposed author? And why was he so forgotten that no one could agree on the simplest facts about him?


For five years, Reiss tracked Lev Nussimbaum, alias Kurban Said, from a wealthy Jewish childhood in Baku, to a romantic adolescence in Persia on the run from the Bolsheviks, and an exile in Berlin as bestselling author and self-proclaimed Muslim prince. The result is a thoroughly unexpected picture of the twentieth-century – of the origins of our ideas about race and religious self-definition, and of the roots of modern fanaticism.


About the Author

Tom Reiss has written about politics and culture in the New York Times, the Wall Street Journal, the New Yorker and elsewhere. He lives with his wife and daughters in New York City.


For Lolek,

who showed me how to travel,

and Julie,

who keeps me from going too far.

I wish they had met.


The Orientalist

Tom Reiss

In Search of a Man Caught Between East and West
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INTRODUCTION

On the Trail of Kurban Said

ON A COLD November morning in Vienna, I walked a maze of narrow streets on the way to see a man who promised to solve the mystery of Kurban Said. I was with Peter Mayer, the president of the Overlook Press, a large, rumpled figure in a black corduroy suit who wanted to publish Said’s small romantic novel Ali and Nino. Mayer tended to burst into enthusiastic monologues about the book: “You know how when you look at a Vermeer, and it’s an interior, and it’s quite quiet, yet somehow, what he does with perspective, with light, it feels much bigger—that’s this novel!” A love story set in the Caucasus on the eve of the Russian Revolution, Ali and Nino had been originally published in German in 1937 and was revived in translation in the seventies as a minor classic. But the question of the author’s identity had never been resolved. All anyone agreed on was that Kurban Said was the pen name of a writer who had probably come from Baku, an oil city in the Caucasus, and that he was either a nationalist poet who was killed in the Gulags, or the dilettante son of an oil millionaire, or a Viennese café-society writer who died in Italy after stabbing himself in the foot. In the jacket photograph of a book called Twelve Secrets of the Caucasus, the mysterious author is dressed up as a mountain warrior—wearing a fur cap, a long, flowing coat with a sewn-in bandolier, and a straight dagger at his waist.

Mayer and I were on our way to a meeting with a lawyer named Heinz Barazon, who was challenging Overlook over proper author credit on the novel. Barazon claimed to know the true identity of Kurban Said, and as the lawyer for the author’s heirs, he was insisting that it be acknowledged in the new edition of Ali and Nino or he would block publication. At the lawyer’s address, next to a shop where some old women were bent over tables with needle and thread, we were buzzed into a lobby that could have had the grime of the Anschluss on its fixtures. Mayer squeezed my arm with excitement and said, “It’s The Third Man!” Barazon’s appearance didn’t do anything to dispel the atmosphere of a Cold War thriller. He was a small man with a gravelly voice, a stooped back, and a clubfoot that made a tremendous racket as he led us down his book-lined hallway. “You have both come a long way to discover the identity of Kurban Said,” he said. “It will all soon become clear to you.” He ushered us into a room where a gaunt and beautiful blond woman with enormous glassy eyes was lying motionless on a couch. “Pardon me, this is Leela,” said Barazon.

“I hope you’ll forgive me,” Leela said in a fragile, precise voice. “I must remain lying down because I’m ill. I can’t sit for long.”

Barazon came directly to the point: the novel Ali and Nino was written by the Baroness Elfriede Ehrenfels von Bodmershof, the second wife of Leela’s father, Baron Omar-Rolf von Ehrenfels, and when Baroness Elfriede died, in the early 1980s, having outlived her husband, all rights to the work had passed down to Leela.

Barazon produced a thick file of documents that backed up this story: publishing contracts, legal papers, and author lists from the late thirties, stamped with Nazi eagles and swastikas. Under the entry for “Said, Kurban” in the author’s section of the 1935–39 Deutscher Gesamtkatalog—the Third Reich’s equivalent of Books in Print—it said, in no uncertain terms, “pseudonym for Ehrenfels, v. Bodmershof, Elfriede, Baroness.”

The Nazi documents seemed to tell a clear story—that Baroness Elfriede had been Kurban Said—but it was one that I believed to be untrue.

I had become interested in the identity of Kurban Said in the spring of 1998, when I went to Baku to write about the city’s new oil boom—virtually the first signs of life since the Russian Revolution made time stop there in 1917. Baku is the capital of Azerbaijan, a tiny country that prides itself on being the easternmost point in Europe, though most Europeans wouldn’t know it. Its proximity to Iran and the fact that the majority of its citizens are Shiite Muslims can dominate your vision of Azerbaijan until you realize that the most impressive public building in Baku is not a mosque but a copy of the grand casino at Monte Carlo. Baku is the sort of city that has been beyond rigid ideologies and religions for a thousand years. Its name is said to derive from a Persian expression, baadiyekubiden, or “blow of the winds.” Being situated at the head of a desert peninsula jutting into the sea, the city is in fact one of the windiest places on earth—one dapper ninety-seven-year-old man told me how, as a young man, he and his family had worn specially made goggles with their evening clothes to stroll along the boulevards without being blinded by the sands.

Just before I left for Baku, an Iranian friend had recommended Kurban Said’s novel Ali and Nino as a kind of introduction to the city and the Caucasus in general, saying that it would be more useful than any tourist guide. I had never heard of it, and when I tracked down a 1972 Pocket Books edition, I was a little surprised by the cover. It featured two airbrushed lovers and an endorsement from Life: “If Kurban Said can’t push Erich Segal off the bestseller list, nobody can!” But there turned out to be something of the eighteenth century about the book, as if Candide had been written with realistic characters and the intention of sweeping readers off their feet. Each scene continued only long enough to spring some miniature gear that moved the mechanism forward. The reviewer in The New York Times had written, “One feels as if one has dug up buried treasure.”

The novel revolves around the love between a Muslim boy and a Christian girl and the progress of their relationship as they grow up; in the culturally tolerant world of old Azerbaijan, their courtship seems blessed, though they are constantly bickering: “ ‘Ali Khan, you are stupid. Thank God we are in Europe. If we were in Asia they would have made me wear the veil ages ago, and you couldn’t see me.’ I gave in. Baku’s undecided geographical situation allowed me to go on looking into the most beautiful eyes in the world.”

Over the course of its history, Azerbaijan had been conquered by Alexander the Great, the Mongols, the Ottomans, and the Persians. Finally, its “undecided geographical situation” was resolved when the Russians captured it in 1825. During the period of czarist expansion in the Caucasus, so vividly recounted by Lermontov, Tolstoy, and Pushkin, Europe discovered Baku and Baku discovered Europe. And everyone discovered oil. Lots of it. In Baku you did not need to drill for the stuff—it sat on the surface of the earth, in black ponds, sometimes enormous lakes—and the flow could be so strong that crude occasionally swallowed whole houses along the Caspian shore. The walled caravan outpost soon became the center of the burgeoning global oil industry—supplying more than half the world’s crude—and the result was a fabulous nineteenth-century city built on the profits: extravagant mansions, mosques, casinos, and theaters from the period when the city was home to the Rothschilds, the Nobels, and dozens of local Muslim “oil barons,” as they were called. There was Mir Babayev, a popular singer who, after discovering oil on his land, spent the rest of his days searching out his record albums and destroying them because he preferred to be remembered as an oil magnate. And there was Haji Zeynalabdin Taghiyev, who made his fortune when an earthquake struck his land, flooding it with oil; he built the first school for girls in the Muslim world. Building wars sprang up. Moorish palaces still sit next to Gothic manses, and Byzantine cupolas next to bejeweled rococo pavilions. The locals styled themselves cultured Europeans and “modern Muslims,” right up to the point when the Bolsheviks decided they were decadent bourgeois and swooped in to crush them.

But Baku oil fueled Stalin’s Five Year Plans, and during the Second World War, Hitler wanted Baku’s oil so badly that he redirected the entire Russian campaign to get it. In September 1942, his general staff presented him with a giant cake in the shape of the Caucasus. A newsreel of the occasion shows the führer cutting himself the piece with baku spelled out in frosting. “Unless we get the Baku oil, the war is lost,” Hitler shouted at a top commander, and he sacrificed the entire German Sixth Army at Stalingrad rather than redirect a single division out of the Caucasus to come to its aid. If they had succeeded in grabbing Baku, the combined Nazi armies would have controlled one of the greatest strategic energy reserves in the world—not to mention one of the most strategic pieces of territory, the land bridge between Europe and Asia—and, with the Soviet Union deprived of its oil, the Nazis would have for all purposes won the war. Instead of victory, the push for Baku brought utter defeat on the Russian front, and less than three years later, Soviet armored divisions, tanked up with Baku oil, were at the gates of Berlin.

After 1945, rather than being rewarded for having fueled the Russian victory, Azerbaijan saw many of its citizens deported to Siberia and its oil industry allowed to languish. The fin de siècle oil-boom city was deliberately ignored, forgotten, taking on a deserted, vaguely eerie quality, so that even today it is possible to imagine that one has wandered into some unusually sooty Right Bank neighborhood in Paris, mysteriously abandoned by its inhabitants.

My guide to Baku was Fuad Akhundov, a muscular young fellow who worked as an agent of Interpol, the international police agency, but seemed to spend most of his time sleuthing his city’s hidden past. Growing up in the Soviet era, Fuad had always wondered about the lost culture that had built the decaying mansions all around him, so he began investigating the city’s history, mansion to mansion, house to house. Fuad seemed to know the decaying mansions of Baku like members of his own family. “I entered these edifices, asking if anyone knew the descendants of the owner,” he told me as we drove around the city in his battered Russian car. “As a policeman, I knew that often people who think they know nothing can provide vital information, so I used the crafts of interrogation, getting people to recall things their dead grandparents or parents mentioned to them over the course of the years.” Fuad spoke fluent English that made him sound a bit like a nineteenth-century novel. When he needed to go somewhere, he would say things like “Now your humble servant must beg to take his leave, as he must attend to some pressing police matters.”

As we explored Baku’s medieval ramparts, nineteenth-century mansions, Zoroastrian temples, and palace gardens straight out of The Arabian Nights, Fuad rarely stopped talking. “From here I could see my world, the massive wall of the town’s fortress and the ruins of the palace, Arab inscriptions at the gate,” he rhapsodized. “Through the labyrinth of streets camels were walking, their ankles so delicate that I wanted to caress them. In front of me rose the squat Maiden’s Tower, surrounded by legends and tourist guides. And behind the tower the sea began, the utterly faceless, leaden, unfathomable Caspian Sea, and beyond, the desert—jagged rocks and scrub: still, mute, unconquerable, the most beautiful landscape in the world.”

It took me a while to realize that he was quoting, and that the passage was from Ali and Nino.

The mere smell of the air in a certain part of town would cause Fuad to launch into a quotation from the novel, and often we would stop in front of some Viennese imperial-style edifice—with holes where stone portraits of famous Communists had once been added to the design—and he would say, as though describing an event from history: “That is the girls’ school where Ali first saw Nino with his cousin Ayeshe. We can be sure because of this doorway, which is approximately four hundred paces from the original door of the old Baku Russian Boys Gymnasium, which was destroyed during the fighting in 1918 . . .”

It could have been like one of those morbid literary tours of places mentioned in Chekhov or Pushkin, but Fuad’s love of Ali and Nino seemed of an entirely different order. “This novel made me discover my country, it made me discover the whole world that lay beneath my feet, buried by the Soviet system,” he told me one night as we sat in the empty Interpol headquarters at three in the morning. “Only this one book—this Romeo and Juliet story at the height of the oil boom, between a Christian girl and a Muslim boy, it tears away the fabric which has covered me growing up here in Soviet Baku like a shroud, like a funeral veil dropped by the bloodiest version of the West, the inhuman Bolshevik Revolution, upon this fantastic world of the highest cultural and human aspirations—the hope of the total merger of East and West into something new and modern—which existed for but a moment in time. Can you imagine it?” Fuad said. “Kurban Said is like my lifeline. Without him, I would be trapped here in my own city and not really be able to feel or understand the beauty and yet tragic forces that are beneath my very nose.”

Fuad’s obsession with Ali and Nino was shared by many people in Baku. Educated Azeris I met seemed to consider it their national novel, telling me that they could show me the street, square, or schoolhouse where almost every scene had taken place. There was a resurgence of interest in the late 1990s in this small romantic novel from the late 1930s, though nobody seemed exactly sure why. I paid a call on an Iranian film producer who occupied a lavishly refurbished suite in a collapsing old mansion, and who explained to me his plans to make a movie of the book. (When the money didn’t come through, he instead produced the Baku location scenes for a James Bond movie.) Another day I visited the National Literary Society, a Stalin-era building, where the chairman filled me in on the simmering dispute in Azeri academic and government circles over the novel’s authorship. Kurban Said’s identity had long been a subject of speculation, he explained, but fortunately, the issue had now been resolved: Kurban Said was the pseudonym for Josef Vezir, an Azeri author whose sons, the Veziroffs, had been very active in making sure his memory was preserved, and that he receive credit for Azerbaijan’s national novel.

But when I got a copy of some short stories and novellas by Vezir, I was surprised that anyone could give this theory credence. Vezir was clearly an ardent Azeri nationalist whose novellas openly stated that ethnic and cultural mixing was a bad idea and a betrayal of the motherland. In Ali and Nino, Kurban Said offers nothing less than a passionate endorsement of ethnic, cultural, and religious mixing. The warmest passages in the novel describe the cosmopolitan Caucasus on the eve of the revolution—when a hundred races and all the major religious groups fought together only in battles of poetry in the marketplace—and the message seems to be that the separation of peoples is hideous and genocidal.

A few nights later, while I was supposed to be in a disco hanging out with young oil boomers from London and Moscow, I convinced Fuad to let me use the Interpol offices to interview one of the Veziroff brothers. The brother had gone so far as to appear before the Azeri Parliament to insist that his father had written Ali and Nino and that the scenes about interethnic love had been slipped in by a malicious translator. I had the vague hope that the atmosphere of the interrogation room might help get at the truth; however, my meeting with the bald, serious fellow in a sagging gray Soviet-style suit produced only an endless stream of documentation that proved nothing but that most everyone in Baku wanted to claim the novel for his or her own reasons.

The introduction to the English copy of the novel I had wasn’t much help, either: “ ‘Kurban Said’ is a pen-name and no one seems to know for certain the real name of the man who chose it. . . . He was by nationality a Tartar [who died] . . . where, and under what circumstances, I do not know and I do not think anyone knows.”

Wherever I went, Kurban Said seemed to pursue me. The single book for sale in English in the gift shop of Baku’s Hyatt Regency Hotel, where I was staying, was a smudgy-looking paperback called Blood and Oil in the Orient. On its cover, printed just above a sepia photo of a Caspian gusher and a bunch of oilmen in fur hats, the text stated that it was by “the author of Ali & Nino,” whose name was given as “Essad-Bey” and beneath that, in parentheses, as “Lev Naussimbaum.” What happened to Kurban Said? A foreword by an Azeri scholar attempted to clarify matters:


Essad-Bey, the narrator of the tales in this book, eventually converted to Judaism and chose the name Lev Naussimbaum. . . . He then moves on to Berlin where he joins a circle of German intellectuals. In the early thirties, he travels to Vienna. Eventually, he publishes his beautiful novel, “Ali and Nino,” under the pseudonym of Kurban Said. . . . In 1938 he tried to escape the German onslaught. Soon he was arrested and moved to Italy. There, in 1942, he stabbed himself in the foot and died of this self-inflicted wound.



I doubted that anyone would convert to Judaism just before moving to Germany in the late 1920s. But why would this Essad Bey change his name to “Lev Naussimbaum” and then Kurban Said? Could the national novel of Azerbaijan have been written by someone named Naussimbaum? And what did either of these people have to do with Kurban Said? Blood and Oil in the Orient carried the subtitle “Petroleum Industry and Trade in Azerbaijan”—it was hard to imagine that this was the same author who had written Ali and Nino.

But then I noticed odd similarities between the novel and the oil book—of village duels between fighting poets, in which beggars and aristocrats, Christians and Muslims, would meet on an appointed day and recite insulting doggerel at each other, all the while sweating and cursing, until one was declared the victor. (In the novel, the winner spits when asked how it feels to have prevailed: “There is no victory, sir. In former times there were victories. In those days art was held in high esteem.”) Though the narrative style of the novel was more assured, the almost Ozlike quality of prerevolutionary Azerbaijan was vivid in both. Their poignancy was amplified by the fact that the villages of the fighting poets were in Nagorno Karabakh—a place virtually destroyed in the 1990s by a vicious Muslim-Christian border war, where the weapons were anything but similes and metaphors.

One day, when we were touring the decayed grand mansion of Teymur Bey Ashurbekov, with its peeling stairwell frescoes of cavorting maidens, Fuad asked me if I would like to meet the daughters of its original owner—the two surviving members of the Ashurbekov family, Sara and Miriam (now Ashurbeyly, since the post-Soviet Azeri government was Turkicizing everyone’s names). Aged ninety-two and ninety-four, they were among the only surviving children of the oil millionaires still alive in Baku, I thought we would find them here, in some dank corner of the mansion, but instead we got back in the little white car and drove to a depressing late-Soviet-era building, where we climbed the back stairs and were ushered into a tiny flat by the younger of the ancient sisters, Miriam. Her sister, Sara, sat waiting for us next to a pot of tea and a very dusty-looking box of chocolates. The sisters’ extensive library was crushed into a tiny living space along with their laundry, pantry, dining table, and twelve cats. Despite the opposition of the state, they had carved out distinguished careers for themselves: Miriam was a geologist, and Sara was Azerbaijan’s leading medieval historian.

Speaking to me in the German and French they had learned as children, the sisters recalled their lives before the revolution. They told me how their father had invited people of all nationalities and stations of life to their mansion, preferring to acknowledge an elite based on intelligence and education rather than social status, even though he had been born into privilege and come upon great wealth (the family had financed two of Baku’s four mosques).

They showed me stacks of dusty photographs—men in fezzes and evening dress on the way to the opera, camels walking alongside Rolls-Royces—and they described the wide circle of friends their parents entertained at home, when Christians, Muslims, and Jews, all the children of the capitalist set, mixed at banquets, games, and lavish parties. Most of all, Ashurbekov had valued European culture. His daughters remembered their Baku as a place where Islam and the Orient were filtered through a multicultural European lens polished by frequent trips to the West.

“My father often had to work,” said Sara, “but he always said to my mother: ‘Take the children to Europe!’” She showed me a photo of herself surrounded by little blond children in Germanic costume.

“This is me in Baden-Baden in 1913. I had just won the beauty contest,” said Sara. “My sister, Miriam, started crying, and she said to our mother, ‘But you always said I was the most beautiful one, how come Sara won?’ ‘Because you are too small,’ replied our mother. ‘When we come back next year, you will win.’ But next year was the First World War, and then the Bolsheviks came, and none of us ever went back to Europe again.”

The Ashurbekovs brought out a final picture, a group photo of their last Christmas party, on the eve of the Great War. Sara’s bony finger pointed to the faces as the sisters recalled the names, nationalities, and religions of every child in the room, children of the oil barons, drillers, and servants alike—Azeri, Armenian, Muslim, Jewish, German, French, Russian—and what happened to each of them after the invasion of the Red Army in 1920: the pretty pink-cheeked girl in a gypsy headdress in the second row, the gangly boy with Indian features dressed like a Cossack in the back next to the tree, a little blond boy in a tightly buttoned suit who was probably one of the Nobel brood, though they couldn’t quite see his face. Then, seated in the middle, in the third row, was a little boy with big ears and a rather arrogant but bold and open expression, staring directly into the camera, his arms crossed defiantly, a velvet jacket buttoned over a floppy Lord Fauntleroy collar.

“That was little Liova Nussimbaum,” Sara said. Her sister nodded and smiled, remembering. “He was a Jewish boy about two years our junior.”

Really? I asked, remembering the name on the jacket of Blood and Oil. Are you sure the name was Liova—the Russian diminutive for Lev—Nussimbaum? Exactly that name?

“Yes, Liova, Liova, little Liova Nussimbaum. He was the smartest of all the children, a very smart little Jewish boy whose father was a rich businessman in town. He never had a mother, and the family tried to compensate for this. He was a very nice and a very well-mannered boy, and since his earliest childhood, he was fluent in German. His governess was a German lady, I believe.”

“Probably a Baltic German,” Fuad put in. “It was very common to have a Baltic German governess here then—also French.” I noticed a pair of stout fräuleins flanking the children, slightly rough-looking women incongruously dressed in sequined evening gowns for the occasion.

“He left Baku,” said the ancient lady, “and we heard he later died in Italy.”

I would discover that, in his wanderings after leaving Baku, Lev Nussimbaum, aka Essad Bey, aka Kurban Said, had become a famous man in Europe and the United States, the author of bestselling biographies of the czar and Stalin, and even a figure of tabloid scandal in New York and Los Angeles. When he arrived by ship in New York in 1935, the Times ran a story about it, under the headline “Czar’s Biographer Here: Essad Bey Declares Ruler Was Not Understood.” He lived in Berlin in the 1920s, traveling in the brilliant circle of exiles that included the Pasternaks and the Nabokovs, and he was a fixture in Vienna, New York, and Hollywood in the 1930s. But even during his lifetime, no one, on either side of the Atlantic, quite knew who he was or what to make of him. As Trotsky wrote to his son from exile in 1931: “Who is this Essad Bey?”

Through recovered letters and manuscripts, fascist police archives in Rome, a fourteenth-century castle in Austria, and an Art Deco mansion in the Hollywood Hills—where “everything in a foreign language” had just been thrown out by the cheerful new inhabitants—I entered the curious labyrinth of his life, a forgotten world at the darkest moment of the last century. I soon abandoned the question of who Kurban Said or Essad Bey was for a more problematic one—who was Lev Nussimbaum? This was his real name, the one he was born with, and as I discovered, for this writer who would be accused of turning history into fairy tales, his chief ongoing invention was himself. He was a Weimar media star, a professional “Orientalist” who courted Mussolini and told all of Berlin, including his heiress fiancée, that he was a Muslim prince, when all the time he was a Jew who had spent an isolated, protected childhood alone with his Kipling on the floor in his father’s mansion in Baku.

In one sense, Lev Nussimbaum was an extreme example of a type once familiar in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries but now forgotten: the Jewish Orientalist. The phenomenon was first notable in Victorian England, when young men from highly assimilated and influential families like William Gifford Palgrave and Benjamin Disraeli set off to find their “Oriental roots” in the desert. In Palgrave’s case, the quest for Oriental authenticity led him to a wild life of role-playing: in the 1850s, posing as a Muslim doctor while secretly working for the Jesuits (oddly enough, he insisted on having the Jesuits call him “Father Cohen,” resurrecting the name his family had jettisoned in the eighteenth century), he traveled to Arabia to carry out a plot funded by Napoleon III to stir an Arab Bedouin revolt—fifty years before T. E. Lawrence arrived in the Middle East. Palgrave, aka Father Cohen, also tried to convert the Wahhabis to Christianity. His memoir was the bestselling English book about Arabia until Lawrence’s memoir superseded it.

The Jewish Orientalist saw the East as a place not to discover the exotic Other but to find his own roots, and for him the Arabs were nothing less than blood brothers—Jews on horseback, as Disraeli put it. But Disraeli himself defies the stereotypes of current postcolonial thought, for while whispering to Queen Victoria that she must become empress of India, he did not have in mind a straightforward domination of the East by the West. Rather, he idolized the East, and therefore dreamed of an empire that merged the best of both worlds—a British pan-Oriental empire. It must be British, so that it could be organized by the practical good sense of the English, but it must be “Oriental,” guided by the wisdom and profundity of the East—interpreted for the West by its resident Orientals, the Jews.

The anti-Semitic slur, of course, was that the Jews were an alien, Oriental race in Europe—but Jewish Orientalists turned the slur on its head, embracing their ancient desert nobility. Jews drew themselves closer to their lost “brothers” in the East and attempted to explain Semitic culture, including Islam, in the West. Jewish Orientalists, in the narrowest sense of the term, were specialists in the field of Eastern religions, languages, and anthropology, yet even using this definition, the crucial Jewish presence in Oriental studies is surprisingly overlooked.1

Beyond the scholars, there were Jews who literally seemed to lose themselves in the reverie of “Eastern identity,” as Lev Nussimbaum did. When they disguised themselves as Bedouins or dervishes to make long field journeys, the Jewish Orientalists seemed to feel a psychic transformation that was different from the experience of the gentile in Arab mufti. They would have a fascinating relationship to Zionism, most of them opting in favor of a Jewish state in Palestine but often as part of a “pan-Semitic,” pro-Muslim worldview.

After the Second World War, the idea of Jewish Orientalism fell through the cracks of history, as the conflict between Jews and Muslims, reaching tragic proportions in the Middle East, buried their deeply interconnected past. The reasons Muslims and Jews do not get along today seem obvious and inevitable. The reasons they once got along so well lie in the distance, on the other side of a historical chasm.

Pursuing the mystery of Lev Nussimbaum also brought me into the shadowy world of refugees and stateless people created by the Russian Revolution and the First World War—and the events in Germany that laid the groundwork for Nazism and the Second World War. Essentially, Lev was caught between one revolution, in Russia, and another, in Germany, which called itself by a different name. Entire empires would disappear without a trace in the space of a few years, and many people wouldn’t survive them or, like Lev, would never really stop running for their lives.

When I first saw pictures of him, he immediately reminded me of my great-uncle Lolek, who escaped the crumbling Austro-Hungarian Empire and the Third Reich and came to New York in the 1930s: they would have been almost exact contemporaries. A hero of my childhood, Lolek and his remaining circle of friends—who had once filled an address book that seemed to be the size of a small-city directory—brought a world of wit and sophistication to their own corner of Manhattan’s Washington Heights. My fondest childhood memories are of listening to his stories of growing up in the late Hapsburg Empire; the idea that he’d “had an emperor” always fascinated me as a kid, and that this emperor had been a good king, and that darkness had fallen over the world after he died. I came to regard Lev’s Islamic conversion and love for the czar a bit like my great-uncle’s socialism and simultaneous love for Kaiser Franz Josef.

And then there were Lolek’s adventures in the wide-open future of the 1920s, when everyone had ideas for remaking the world and anything seemed to be about to happen—until anything did happen and all his friends and my relatives were suddenly trapped. My great-uncle Lolek told the first half of the twentieth century to me as a series of humorous adventure stories involving him and his friends and his big brother, Janek, whom everyone called the Bull because he was so strong. Then he would tell me about how he tried to convince Janek, my grandfather, to walk across the frontier with him into Switzerland to get out of France before it was too late. “Your grandfather had a family,” said Lolek. “He never really thought of leaving them behind. He could have walked out with me and sent for them afterward.”

My great-uncle’s sense of humor—a particular kind of Viennese humor—could turn even a harrowing account of escaping the Nazis into something bordering on a Marx Brothers routine. I always wanted to hear the story of his girlfriend who hid on the balcony when the Gestapo came to her apartment, and who went into one room while they were searching the other and then did the reverse and somehow wasn’t caught. “But you have to understand,” said my great-uncle, chuckling himself at it, “it’s not a funny story at all—if they caught her, they would have killed her.”

When Lolek died in the summer of 1995, for me the unique culture of Austrian Galicia, where he was born, and fin de siècle Vienna seemed to die all over again. It was pure happenstance that he had survived it at all. He had gotten an Austrian passport when the Hapsburg Empire fell, in 1919; Janek received a Polish passport, even though they were brothers from the same town. That is part of the reason my grandfather Janek was deported to Auschwitz in 1942, from France, while my great-uncle Lolek survived and made it to New York.

I grew up, like many Jewish kids (and non-Jews, for that matter), with fantasies of going back in time and outwitting the Nazis. Lev Nussimbaum had the temperament to live out such a fantasy. When the Bolsheviks overran Baku, he and his father escaped by camel caravan across Persia and the deserts of Turkestan; Lev would later evade the Bolsheviks by posing as one of them, make his way across Europe, and convert to Islam at the Ottoman embassy in Berlin in 1923, in the final days of the Ottoman Empire’s existence. All this happened before he was eighteen, but it was only the beginning of his adventures.

More significant to me than his early escapes and identity changes was the way he refused, throughout his life, to be forced into the role that the ideologies of the twentieth century wanted to impose on him. While most Jews in Germany after the First World War tried as hard as they could to assimilate, Lev did everything he could to make himself stand out as an ethnic outsider, sporting flowing robes and a turban in the cafés of Berlin and Vienna. But his identity as a desert warrior eventually fooled even himself. He chose to stay in Europe, missing opportunity after opportunity to save himself by going to live with his millionaire in-laws in New York. When he escaped Nazi-occupied Vienna for North Africa, he wasted no time in making his way back into the heart of fascist Europe, as though some strange attraction kept him in the orbit of the forces that would destroy him.

Lev managed to publish sixteen books, most of them international bestsellers and one an enduring masterpiece, all by the age of thirty. But his real genius was in creating his own protean identity: until his death in 1942, Lev kept much of the fascist establishment guessing, with bolder and bolder ruses, dancing his way close to the heart of power, like a thief at a masked ball.

Faced with both Communist and Nazi oppression, Lev survived by countering brute force with the power of imagination. He was simultaneously a Jew, an Oriental, and a German, but he never inhabited any one of these identities to the exclusion of the others—all were products of a defiant mind that refused to be branded or categorized from the outside. He was a rogue and a seducer, but never a con artist, as he was accused of being. He was an ideological Houdini, becoming a racial and religious cross-dresser in a decade when race and religion were as fixed as a death sentence.

The dogged miracle of old papers—remnants of time and memory shoved into cardboard boxes, clothes closets, and dresser drawers—was driven home to me again and again in my search for Lev. Over four years, I was lucky in tracking down more than three hundred private letters that had gone overlooked, though scholars had tried to find them; a number of unpublished book manuscripts (a Caucasian fantasia, a history of fascism, and the first part of a roman à clef set at the Waldorf-Astoria and his father-in-law’s apartment on Park Avenue); a memoir manuscript by a classmate from Berlin, who knew him when he first came to Germany as a teenager; and, most extraordinary, six hidden deathbed notebooks, Lev’s final account of himself—a wild, rambling epic in microscopic handwriting that nevertheless gives the clearest version of his life that exists.

The letters came to light in a villa outside Milan, where they had not been seen in more than five decades, and recorded an exchange over three years between Lev and a Mussolini-era salon hostess called Pima Andreae. The letters are strange, sometimes off-putting, and ultimately deeply moving. Having heard that a writer she admired, Essad Bey, was trapped in Italy without food or medicine for a worsening blood disease, Pima impulsively wrote to him. She had liked his books for their idiosyncratic views on monarchism and his loathing of Stalin’s Russia, and she recommended Kurban Said’s books to him without realizing they were also his. Now he was penniless and very sick, trapped by wartime and house arrest by the Italian secret police. She sent him money.

Pima helped keep Lev alive between 1939 and 1942. Most important, she engaged him in a correspondence that turned into an “intellectual love affair,” a last friendship and link with the outside world, which otherwise was lost to him. Yet she is almost as troubling a figure as Lev himself, and while he would tell her everything, he could never begin to tell her who he really was. An influential woman from a half-German, half-Italian family, Pima hosted a circle that included a number of leading Fascist and Nazi intellectuals, including Americans like Ezra Pound and also members of Mussolini’s family, who sometimes stayed in her villa in Rapallo.

Pima wrote to Mussolini on Lev’s behalf, and to the man Lev called “Mr. Ezra,” who promised to do what he could to help a fellow writer. In one of the oddest letters in the correspondence, on June 22, 1942, Lev wrote Pima with excitement:


And the state has suddenly remembered me. In three weeks, three weeks only I’ll get money again—if I’m still alive. For, in spite of everything, I still want to live. We’ll certainly win the war soon and then I’ll definitely visit you before I travel anywhere else—I can’t imagine doing otherwise. Oh, the victory will be such a thrilling experience!



In this letter, “we” was Nazi Germany.

As riveting as these documents were to me, the people I met in the course of pursuing this story seemed equally fantastic. There was the Baroness Ehrenfels, whom I went to see in Castle Lichtenau—not, confusingly, the baroness who was supposed to be Kurban Said; that was her husband’s first wife. The current, third baroness told me her story at 4 A.M. one winter’s morning (she had been too busy to talk earlier, as she rose every day at midnight to begin work on her rock opera, to be produced by a German-Israeli company), then led me down to a frigid room in one of the castle’s turrets, a cellar full to the ceiling with family papers and photographs.

In the United States, I spent a fascinating afternoon with Peter Viereck, whose father, George Sylvester Viereck, had been Lev’s “New York” friend, occasional writing partner—they made visits to Kaiser Wilhelm’s house in Holland together—and, as the leading interviewer for the Hearst papers syndicate, probably the first American ever to interview Hitler. A fanatic Germanophile, he would ultimately wage an absurd campaign to prove that one could be both a Nazi and a philosemite—that he could keep up relations both with Hitler and with friends like Sigmund Freud—and would be imprisoned as a Nazi agent. Flamboyant, contradictory characters like Viereck, to me, represented the confusion of the era, symbolized by the fact that one leading American magazine featured, as contributing writers for the year 1931, Lev Nussimbaum, Leonard Woolf, Joseph Goebbels, and Thomas Mann.

There is one other person to introduce here, because she placed in my hands the mysterious deathbed notebooks of “Kurban Said” and was herself a kind of mystery. I had just come from Positano, Italy, where I visited Lev’s grave (a white slab with a marble turban on top, like a thin man wearing a hat), and was making one more trip to Vienna. I was looking, somewhat hopelessly, for Lev’s last editor and publisher, Therese Kirschner. She had been an “Aryan” assistant at Lev’s Austrian publishers in the 1930s, and when her Jewish employers were forced to flee, she purchased the company at one-thirtieth its value.

An expert on German Islamism whom I had talked to in Berlin had mentioned that she was still living in Vienna, but it was his impression that Kirschner, who now went under her late husband’s name, Mögle, was too guarded about her past to talk to anyone.

Frau Mögle wasn’t listed in the phone directory, but I walked to the address where the publishing house had been, and there at the top of the list of names was “Mögle” and beneath it the logo of the publishing house to which she had given her own name in 1940: “Therese Kirschner Verlag.” I decided against ringing and went back and wrote a careful letter on my hotel stationery, emphasizing that all I was interested in was an author named Essad Bey and any recollections she might have of him or his works. I sent it by messenger. Twenty minutes later, I was drinking a coffee in the hotel lobby when the concierge called me over. A Frau Therese Mögle wanted me on the telephone. In my most formal German, I invited her to dinner.

Frau Mögle had a face like that of a small, defiant eagle. She was ninety-six but seemed much younger, and she talked about her writers like a schoolteacher remembering pupils from a class long ago. Most of them had been Jewish and had fled Vienna within weeks of the Anschluss, though the firm continued to record profits from their books up to two years later. Frau Mögle talked of their departure with a strange sort of indignation, referring to one author who “left without saying a word, just took off leaving me to look after his affairs.”

Once she got started, Frau Mögle’s memory was a strange, whirling thing, full of precisely recalled faces, manuscripts, sums of money, and accusations. The only intrusions from after 1945 were descriptions of the donations she had made to various children’s societies in Africa. One refrain constantly surfaced: “I was not a bad person, you see, I was not bad, I saved people, I saved so many people, I had to look after everything for them, I could not stand to see suffering.” It was the weighty task of looking after everything left behind by her fleeing Jewish authors that brought us back to Essad.

By this time, we had walked down the street to Frau Mögle’s apartment, the former publishing office. We talked about Ali and Nino—“magical, really one of his best things”—and then she asked me if I had read “the other novel that he wrote as Kurban Said. Have you read The Man Who Knew Nothing About Love?” I said I’d never heard of it.

She looked at me slyly, then got up and shuffled into another room. I thought she might be going to get another sea-lion fur coat to model for me—she had shown me a number of them already, in a variety of styles—but she returned instead with a stack of six small leather notebooks, tied together with a ribbon. She put them down in front of me and untied the ribbon. “I have been keeping these in my closet for more than fifty years. I could have made a fortune with them, but I am not a greedy person, I am not a bad person, am I?”

I picked up the first notebook, which had a heavily embossed brown leather cover. On the first yellowing brittle page, in a childlike script, were the words “Kurban Said.” Beneath the name, it said, Der Mann, der nichts von der Liebe verstand—“The Man Who Knew Nothing About Love.” Beneath that was written, “Novel. Book One.” I read aloud in German the first line, written in an awkward inky scrawl:


Pain is stronger than life, stronger than death, love, loyalty, duty.



A little below that, as I followed the crooked lines of ink, was a statement of intent: “This book is not supposed to be literature. I want to cast a retrospective glance over my life now, in the face of death. . . . My intention is to write down, as truthfully as possible, the strange life that has become my fate.”

Frau Mögle said that Essad Bey had given her these six notebooks, his final work, when she went down to see him in Positano. “He wanted me to publish them, and I could have made a fortune, but I never did. I could not read them, it is too terrible to feel his pain, so I kept them and I never did anything with them. You can take them and read them, if you want.”

I walked out of the ancient apartment building. It was the night of Vienna’s Opera Ball, and people were trudging through new snow in full tails and ball gowns. I clutched the notebooks to my chest to keep them dry. Why had Lev given Frau Mögle these notebooks? Why had she given them to me? Back in my room, I threw myself onto the bed and opened the first notebook.

The tiny blue script told a sprawling, improbable tale.



1 In his influential book Orientalism, the late Edward Said tended to ignore the Jewish contribution to Islamic studies in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, presumably because it would have complicated his arguments about Zionism and imperialism: as a rule, the early Jewish Orientalists took either a scholarly, neutral tone or a downright admiring one toward Islam, regarding it as a great religion and the Muslim world as a noble example, rather than an inferior heresy, which was the attitude taken by so many Christian scholars.
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Baku, 1912


CHAPTER 1

Revolution

LEV NUSSIMBAUM WAS born in October 1905, the moment when the tolerant, haute capitaliste culture of Baku began to fall apart. On October 17, Czar Nicholas II promised his people a constitution, a false promise designed to short-circuit a growing call for revolution, and across the country rioting, looting, and murder were the order of the day. In Baku, the Cossacks rode through the streets attacking citizens, ostensibly to restore order, while Azeris and Armenians turned their cosmopolitan city into a medieval war zone. Elegant villas were besieged if their occupants were of an ethnic or religious group that inflamed a particular mob.

Like many writers born in the last years of a dying empire, Lev would idealize the world that finally collapsed just after his fifteenth birthday, its inhabitants running for their lives, leaving dinner on the table. Lev looked back on Baku as a place whose benevolence stemmed from the antiquity and relative weakness of the authority that ruled it. He would spend his life opposing the revolutionaries who swept away the complex web of the old religions and empires and replaced it with their new, totalizing creeds. For Lev, the forces of revolutionary political change would always be remembered as “a raging madness into which the city fell,”


the grimaces the people suddenly wore instead of faces. Everything infernal, everything animal, everything dull-witted that human nature is capable of stood written in these grimaces. It was as though the movable features of the face, once forcibly subdued, had now likewise attained their true freedom and now were clothed only by dull-witted, animal, “free” expressions. . . . Bolshevism began with the transformation of the human face into a grimace.



The city of Baku has no record of the birth of Lev Nussimbaum in its files. Nor, for that matter, do the cities of Tiflis, Kiev, Odessa, or Zurich. Lev suggested in one of the many accounts he published of his early life, this one in a Berlin newspaper in 1931, that he was actually born noplace:


Born in . . .? Already here the problematic nature of my existence begins. Most people can name a house or at least a place where they were born. To this place, or to this house, one makes pilgrimages in one’s later years in order to indulge in sentimental reminiscences. In order to indulge in such reminiscences I would have to make a pilgrimage to the carriage of an express train. I was born during the first Russian railroad strike in the middle of the Russian steppes between Europe and Asia, when my mother was returning from Zurich, the seat of the Russian revolutionaries, to Baku, the seat of our family. On the day of my birth, the czar proclaimed his manifesto in which he granted the Russians a political constitution. On the day of my arrival in Baku the city was engulfed in the flames of Revolution, and the slaughtering of the mob. I myself had to be brought to my father in a water trough, whereupon my father wanted to throw me out together with my nursemaid. So began my existence. Father: an industrial magnate in the oil industry; mother: a radical revolutionary.



In this version of his birth story, Lev is in every way smack in the middle of the historic upheaval that formed his life, and in his many accounts of his family and origins, he would never deviate from these basic facts.fn1

And as absurd as it sounds, the story may actually be true. Some of it is echoed by other independent sources, including Lev’s German governess, Alice Schulte. Frau Schulte composed her memories of Lev in a neat, careful hand in the 1940s, in the convent in northern Italy where she went to live after watching the boy she had followed around her entire life become a hunted man. She seemed to feel an obligation to put the facts of his confusing life in some order, but the document is frustratingly brief, and as Frau Schulte was buried in a pauper’s grave near the convent in 1958, she cannot elaborate on it.

Lev’s first book, Blood and Oil in the Orient, lays out the founding myths he would return to—the personal history linking him to the history of the Caucasus. Lev introduces his father, Abraham, promenading in front of the local prison, “an oriental sheepskin cap on his head and in his hand a rosary of amber, without which no one can get along in Baku.” His father’s sun-darkened features, which Lev elsewhere attributed to an evenly mixed racial heritage of Turkic and Persian aristocracy, betrayed “the facial expression, imperturbable, weary, and yet eager for activity, of an Oriental who has transferred the old traditions of command to the social life of the young oil-city.” In this account, his father buys his mother (“a very young girl with dark eyes . . . a member of the Bolshevist party of Russia”) out of the imperial prison, where she is awaiting deportation as a political agitator, then promptly marries her and brings her into his harem. Lev’s mother, in turn, takes over the house and dispatches the harem.

The idea that Abraham Nussimbaum was a Muslim aristocrat of Persian and Turkic heritage—or anything other than a Jew of European background—was a deliberate part of Lev’s self-creation. The elder Nussimbaum was, in fact, born in Tiflis, now Tbilisi, the official capital of the Russian-administered Caucasus, on August 24, 1875. (His birth certificate does exist.) He was an Ashkenazic Jew whose parents had come to the Caucasus from Kiev or Odessa, the great Jewish centers within the Pale of Settlement, outside of which Russia’s Jews were not allowed to travel or work (although many bribed their way out to other parts of the empire). The Pale consisted of areas that had fallen under the waning Polish Commonwealth—primarily Belorussia, Lithuania, and western Ukraine—until they were forcibly annexed by Catherine the Great in 1772, 1793, and 1795.fn2 Along with millions of Orthodox and Catholic Slavs, nearly half a million Jews now became subjects of the expanded Russian Empire. Until the absorption of the Polish territories, the Russian Empire had had practically no Jews, and it was uniquely ill-equipped to handle this new addition to its ethnic and religious mix. The official Russian solution to the Jewish question became to restrict all Jews to the same Polish provinces where Catherine the Great had acquired them—the so-called Pale. Effectively, this created the largest ghetto in history, a vast geographic prison for the new “Russian” Jews. The territories that comprised the Pale were provincial, anti-Semitic, and prone to food shortages and other economic crises.

Russia was already a land of such wild religious fervor that even its Orthodox rulers were considered heretics by a large percentage of its people: the “Old Believers”—the millions of apocalyptic fundamentalists who objected to the minor changes in Russian church ritual made in the seventeenth century to bring it closer in line with standard Greek Orthodox practice. The Old Believers were so upset that the changes could complicate their eternal salvation that they staged vast rebellions against the czar’s “legions of the Antichrist” and burned themselves alive by the thousands in protest (though there were still an estimated 13 million of them when Lev was born).

Still others became “Judaizers,” Christians who decided to renounce Christ, follow only the Old Testament, and keep the Sabbath on Saturday, along with sundry other Jewish customs, while not considering themselves Jews. Aided by the more mainstream Trans-Volga Hermits, the Judaizers brought Russian Orthodoxy as close as it ever came to a reformation—and caused a reaction that barred real Jews from Russia for the next three hundred years. When Czar Ivan III took a liking to the Judaizers, they were invited to Moscow, where they managed to convert so much of the court nobility in the last decades of the fifteenth century that traditionalists felt the need to counter the trend through selective burnings at the stake. The Orthodox clergy also prevailed upon the czars to ban the Jews, who were thought to have started the whole “Judaizing” heresy; the ban took effect in the mid-1500s, which is why the empire had such a peculiar absence of Jews when it acquired the Pale in the late 1700s. Like Freemasonry—with which it was closely associated, especially after Russian Masons adopted the Kabbalah and began electing “Cohens” to their temples—Judaism was simply considered too explosive and contagious a faith to be allowed inside Russia.

Russia’s ongoing religious crises added urgency to the official desire to convert its vast new Jewish population. In 1817, Czar Alexander I personally founded the Society of Israelite Christians but had less luck defeating Judaism than he’d had defeating Napoleon; gentile serfs and merchants in areas bordering the Pale even showed disturbing new signs of “Judaizing.” Religion was still so anarchic and volatile a force in Russia that when Czar Alexander died in 1825, while visiting the Black Sea, many Russians insisted that he had not really died but had secretly become a wandering “fool-in-Christ” traveling the country under the name Fedor Kuzmich. The nineteenth century was filled with schemes, hatched by both the czar and his revolutionary opponents, for dealing with the “alien” element, the Jews. The schemes grew more violent during the course of the century. In the 1820s, Count Pestel, a freethinking noble, suggested giving the Jews an independent state in Asia Minor and deporting them there en masse. But by the end of the century, Constantine Pobedonostsev, chief adviser of the last two czars, was suggesting that Russia’s “Jewish problem” should be solved by thirds: a third should emigrate, a third should embrace Christianity, and a third should die of starvation. The Okhrana, the czarist police, forged a document that became known as The Protocols of the Elders of Zion, a supposed plan for the Jewish takeover of everything through the promotion of global revolution. During the aborted revolution of 1905, pogroms swept Russia that shocked the world.

In this vast anti-Semitic empire, the Caucasus was a rare oasis. Here, the Jews were merely a minority among minorities, and an ancient and rather admired one at that. Jews had fled here from the destruction of the Second Temple, in A.D. 70, and Azerbaijan had absorbed remnants of the Babylonian exile, who fled to the highlands north of Baku during the Islamic conquest of Persia. Even the Judaizers, Russia’s non-Jewish Jews, found sanctuary here and settled the jungle lands on the Iranian-Azeri border. In the eyes of the Muslim khans who ruled much of the Caucasus, the Jews’ position as People of the Book raised them a notch above the Zoroastrians and the various pagan sects.

Ashkenazic Jews from the Pale clandestinely left for the Caucasus—a few days’ journey across the Black Sea—throughout the nineteenth century. The pace picked up once the oil boom got started in earnest after 1870. It is likely that Lev’s grandfather migrated from the Pale to Tiflis in the 1850s or’60s, and that his father left Tiflis for Baku in the early 1890s. Lev never revealed anything about this part of his past, but Abraham Nussimbaum may have regarded Baku much as did his contemporary Ossip Benenson, another Ashkenazic Jew who got rich there on oil. Benenson’s daughter Flora recalled that shortly after his marriage in the 1880s, her father broke away from his family in the Pale because “he had his sights on faraway Caucasus, a realm which in the nineteenth century formed part of every young Russian’s romantic dreams . . . [but he] was no romantic; it was the gambler in his strain that sent him so remote from his roots.”

Flora Benenson grew up in the same social milieu as Lev. As fellow millionaires in a city with a small Jewish population, the Benensons and the Nussimbaums probably knew each other. Abraham Nussimbaum grew rich as the so-called oil commissioner of Baku, a kind of legal middleman who also owned wells, but Baku oil made the Benensons one of the richest families in Russia. In 1912 it allowed them to buy a mansion in St. Petersburg within sight of the czar’s palace. Flora’s recollections of her family’s first Passover celebration in St. Petersburg, however, contrast starkly with the interethnic Christmas party young Lev would attend later that year. She recalled that on the evening of their seder, “just as all was ready, our butler led a delegation of servants to Mother’s boudoir. They had done all their work, he said, and were now leaving the house. ‘We cannot serve a meal while you consume the blood of a Christian child,’ the butler informed Mother. ‘We shall return tomorrow.’” This was the difference between the other cities of the Russian Empire and Baku. Pale or no Pale, with enough money, a Jew could live wherever he chose in the czar’s empire. Only in the Caucasus could he forget the stigma of being a Jew, and the most cosmopolitan and tolerant place in the Caucasus was Azerbaijan’s capital, Baku.

The Persian word for fire is azer, and since ancient times Azerbaijan’s abundance of oil and natural gas, which led whole hillsides to naturally explode into flame, made it the center of Zoroastrianism, Persia’s ancient pre-Muslim religion. Every religion known to man has found haven in the region. While Rome was still killing Christians, two kingdoms on Azerbaijan’s borders, Armenia and Georgia, became among the first countries to officially convert to Christianity. When the Muslim armies swept out of Arabia in the eighth century, some of the fiercely independent Christians, Zoroastrians, and pagans of Azerbaijan adopted Muhammad’s faith, but many did not. Islam merely joined the babel of religions in the area. When the crusader knights were driven out of Palestine three centuries later, they found a new home in the hills of Azerbaijan, where they established kingdoms that still existed and shocked anthropologists in the early twentieth century. Eventually, as its culture developed alongside that of Persia, Azerbaijan became the only Muslim country besides Iran to be officially Shiite—revering a line of saintly martyrs stretching back to Ali, the Prophet’s nephew and son-in-law. The Azeri khans frequently seized the throne of Persia itself; from the sixteenth century on, the great Persian dynasties were ruled by ethnic Azeris.

Russian influence swept into the region in the early nineteenth century, as the czar’s armies conquered the Caucasus, and the Azeris broke with conservative Shiites of Iran and became “Europeans.” Umm-El-Banu Asadullayeva, who left Baku in 1922 and wrote her memoirs in Paris under the name Banine, recalled that in her own “fanatic Muslim family,” the women cared mainly for clothes and jewelry, furniture from Paris and Moscow, and gambling (her father, a farmer, became a millionaire when oil was found under his fields). Her aunts, “fat, bearded brunettes,” smoked, gossiped all day long, and “played poker with a passion that was unequaled.” She dryly summed up the atmosphere in the turn-of-the-century Baku of her childhood:


Gambling is forbidden in the Koran—all of Baku played cards and huge sums of money changed hands. Strong alcoholic drinks, such as Vodka and Cognac, replaced wine, which was condemned by the Prophet, under the pretense that these beverages were not technically forbidden. The reproduction of the human face was likewise prohibited—photographers were nevertheless swamped by customers. Muslims allowed themselves to be photographed in profile, or from the front, standing before a painting of a park, or a draped curtain.



The oil boom in the United States began with the first gusher in Pennsylvania in the 1850s, but in Baku it had been on for two thousand years. Baku oil had lit the temples of Zarathustra, and Marco Polo described it as a mainstay of silk route traders. But for nearly two millennia, the perpetual flood of black gold had excited the passions of no one but the Zoroastrians, who made Baku the center of their cult. Stoic bands of emaciated, fire-worshipping monks traveled from as far as India to sit out their lives in fire fortresses, starving so that they might receive the pure nourishment of the eternal flames. For the rest of the population, crude oil was a perpetual muddy sludge in which the city’s few thousand residents made their living; it poisoned the soil, sending the locals out to colonize the steppes and mountains and jungles of Azerbaijan—no other country has more climate zones in as small an area—in search of ground uncontaminated by crude.

The waters of the Caspian itself often caught fire when the sludge on it became too thick. “I have memories of the flaming waves,” wrote one emigrant recalling her childhood in Baku, “lighting up the night as the vapours exploded into a thousand fires.” Until the nineteenth century, oil had been used mainly in patent medicines, and almost everyone continued to believe that it had health-giving properties. Some Caucasian tribes worshipped oil as a divine element in itself. The vapors, it was thought, had spared Baku from the Black Plague.

On his tour of the Caucasus in the 1850s, Alexandre Dumas marveled at the anachronistic citizens of Azerbaijan, who had the free spirit and bravery of his legendary musketeers; he wrote in his diary that “entering Baku is like penetrating one of the strongest fortresses of the Middle Ages.” That was all soon to change. In the mid-nineteenth century, when kerosene made from petroleum began to replace expensive whale oil, the Age of Illumination began. Kerosene was suddenly the world’s most valuable commodity, and the forces that made Rockefeller and Standard Oil were unleashed in Baku.

The Baku gushers, called “fountains,” were of a size and power that had never been seen before. With nicknames like Wet Nurse and Golden Bazaar, they raged out of control, small wild volcanoes of oil. They turned the beaches of Baku black, and the shore of the Caspian was soon so thick with wooden and alabaster derricks in certain places that one could not see ships approaching. The first Baku fountain, struck in June 1873, shot oil into the air uncontrollably for over four months before its owners managed to tame it, and a few dozen million barrels of oil ran into the sand. For a few months, this single fountain caused the price of oil to plummet, and two years later, it was still powerful enough to send a nine-foot-thick column forty feet into the air.

By 1901, Baku was supplying half the world’s oil. It became an international city overnight, and the local Azeris were soon outnumbered by Russians, Georgians, Ossetians, and others from the four corners of the earth. Between 1856 and 1910, Baku’s population grew at a faster rate than that of London, Paris, or New York. The Nobel brothers, who dominated the industry in the first decades, invented the concept of the tanker to handle the demand for Baku oil in the Far East, appropriately naming their first tanker Zoroaster. They made the bulk of the family’s fortune in Azeri oil, though brother Alfred’s invention of dynamite is more famous.

The oilmen came in all stripes—Swedes and Jews and Poles and Armenians—but the dominance of big foreign groups like the Nobels and Rothschilds didn’t last long. By the turn of the century, half of the tanker business and much of the production was in local hands. So-called oil barons arose from both the peasantry and the feudal aristocracy—anyone who dug a hole in the ground and got lucky. (The Nobels tried whenever possible to buy out these new oil barons, along with smaller producers. According to documents in the Baku archives, Abraham Nussimbaum sold the Nobels most of his wells in 1913, on the eve of the Great War, a highly opportune business decision.)

The new oil millionaires became great philanthropists, determined to turn their city from a provincial backwater into the finest Islamic city in the world—a showcase of the possibilities of the positive merger of East and West. As the representative local group, the Muslim oil barons felt the most obliged to make showy public statements with their new wealth. They took grand tours of Europe and hired architects to build copies of the mansions, museums, and opera houses they had seen, all in an attempt to anchor their city in the Occidental future rather than its Oriental past. While some Azeri Muslims were outraged by the education of women or their appearance onstage or in an office building, Baku benefited from having been so long at the crossroads of East and West that people were used to new fashions and change.

Equal parts Dodge City, medieval Baghdad, industrial Pittsburgh, and nineteenth-century Paris, fin de siècle Baku was the last great city built before the First World War spoiled the dream that the West could keep expanding forever
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